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Abstract  

 
This dissertation provides the first comprehensive study ever undertaken of Handel’s 

accompanied recitatives. It traces the evolution of the medium within his vocal works 

from 1704 up until the composer’s final English language works in the 1750s. Using 

music manuscripts, wordbooks, the early printed editions and documentary evidence a 

detailed picture of Handel’s musical and dramatic choices relating to his accompanied 

recitatives comes into view.  

The principle singers for whom Handel’s accompanied recitatives were originally 

written and the differences between accompanied recitatives in acted and un-acted works 

are discussed in detail, and possible influences on the young Handel, with regard to 

accompanied recitative, are also considered.  

The connection between accompanied recitative and the supernatural in the 

composer’s vocal works is also discussed, and his use of accompanied recitative to distort 

closed forms and his reasons for doing so are explored. The problems relating to the 

terminology of eighteenth-century accompanied recitative are discussed at length, and a 

history of the medium is provided.  
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Preface 
  

 

The musical examples used in the following chapters were mostly taken from Friedrich 

Chrysander’s Händel-Gesellschaft edition (1858-1902), this is because Chrysander’s 

edition of Handel’s works remains at present the most complete printed source for the 

composer’s vocal works.
1
 The sources for all other musical examples are referenced in 

footnotes. Single quotation marks are used to denote the textual incipits of the 

accompanied recitatives, whereas double quotation marks are used for quotes from their 

libretti. 

 The terminologies applied to Handel’s English language works (other than 

oratorios and church music) were derived from Ruth Smith’s monograph Handel’s 

Oratorios and Eighteenth-Century Thought, and are listed in the appendix preface (p. 

253). Approximate dates relating to the births, deaths and the working life of composers 

and singers were taken from entries in either The Cambridge Handel Encyclopedia or 

The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians unless otherwise stated. 

 Herman von Helmholtz’s pitch notation system was used in the text to 

differentiate between individual musical notes, and the meaning of accompanied 

recitative styles I (accompanato and obbligato), II (accompagnato and measured), III 

(obbligato and measured) and IV (accompagnato, obbligato and measured) is explained 

in the subchapter ‘Terminology’, pp. 23-24, and in table 0.2 (p. 28) of the introduction 

chapter.  

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1
 All images from Chrysander’s Händel-Gesellschaft edition were accessed through the Bayerische 

StaatsBibliothek’s website: <https://bsb-muenchen.de> 
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Introduction 

 
A comprehensive study of Handel’s accompanied recitatives, in all genres, has never 

been attempted before, and the subject itself poses several questions. For example, what 

is the correct terminology to apply to Handel’s accompanied recitatives, what are the 

origins of the form, what are its characteristics in relation to different genres, and who 

were the singers that Handel preferred to perform them? This lack of detail, however, is 

not limited to Handel’s accompanied recitatives but to the closed form in general. For 

instance, we find that a discussion of accompanied recitative in the music of such well-

known composers as J. S. Bach and W. A. Mozart is generally absent from musicological 

discourse. George J. Buelow, for example, states that:  

 
When we examine only one aspect of that repertory [the early Mühlhausen works and the 

masterworks of the Leipzig years], the recitatives, we confront the perplexing situation that they 

are seldom discussed in the Bach literature […] Looking beyond Bach’s music for a moment, one 

finds that in general the subject of the recitative has been largely ignored by musical scholarship.
1
 

 

 

Laura Zeiss has also found this to be true in relation to Mozart’s accompanied recitatives:  

 

Although his [Mozart’s] works have been studied extensively, their accompanied recitatives have 

been overlooked, partly because the music resists standard analytical techniques […] Even though 

the genre earned high praise during the eighteenth century, accompanied recitative is virtually 

absent from twentieth-century opera criticism.
2
 

 

 

Handel himself wrote almost 300 accompanied recitatives for his vocal works as 

first performed, and over a period of fifty-five years included them in cantatas, operas, 

oratorios, masques, serenatas, odes, un-acted dramas, and music for the Catholic, 

Anglican and Lutheran churches. Yet, the dramatic function of Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives, and their relation to the music of his contemporaries (if any) has largely 

remained undocumented. Perhaps the best way to approach some of these questions is to 

begin with the origins of accompanied recitative itself.  

 

                                                 
1
 George J. Buelow, ‘Expressivity in the Accompanied Recitatives of Bach’s Cantatas’, Bach Studies, Don 

O. Franklin (ed) (Cambridge: CUP, 1989), p. 18. 
2
 Laura Zeiss, Accompanied Recitative in Mozart’s Operas: ‘The Chef d’Oeuvre of the Composer’s Art’ 

(Ph.D. dissertation, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 1999), pp. 1, 3. 
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Origin of ‘recitativo accompagnato’ 

At present the earliest known notated accompanied recitative is Claudio Monteverdi’s 

(1567-1643) ‘Sol tu nobile Dio’.
3
 The accompanied recitative itself appears towards the 

end of Act III in Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo, an opera that was premiered at the Mantuan 

Palazzo Ducale of the Gonzaga family on 24 February 1607.
4
 The autograph score of the 

opera has been lost, but the Venetian printer Ricciardo Amadino (1572-1621) published 

the work in 1609.
5
 As a result, the 1609 published score of Orfeo is the earliest known 

source in which an accompanied recitative appears. Stephen Stubbs makes reference to 

this in his 1994 article ‘L’armonnia sonara: Continuo Orchestration in Monteverdi’s 

‘Orfeo”: 

 

The passage ‘Sol Nobile Dio’ is particularly interesting, as the four-part strings holding long 

chords produce what is perhaps the earliest notated recitativo accompagnato.
6
 

 
Monteverdi’s Orfeo is also cited as being a work that includes an accompanied 

recitative—or as being the first composition currently known in which an accompanied 

recitative appears—by such modern scholars as Peter Williams,
7
 Peter Holman,

8
 

Reinhard Strohm,
9
 as well as Dale E. Monson and Jack Westrup.

10
 

 What is particularly remarkable about Monteverdi’s ‘Sol tu nobile Dio’ is the way 

in which it prefigures the subsequent musical practice of later composers such as 

Heinrich Schütz (1585-1672), Thomas Selle (1599-1663), and Francesco Cavalli (1602-

1676). Within a brief thirteen bars we find several characteristics that, as we shall see, 

                                                 
3
 Stephen Stubbs, ‘L’armonnia sonara: Continuo Orchestration in Monteverdi’s ‘Orfeo’’, EM, Vol. 22, No. 

1, Monteverdi II (February, 1994), p. 95.  
4
 John Whenham, Claudio Monteverdi - Orfeo (Cambridge: CUP, 1999), p. 1. 

5
 A facsimile of the 1609 published version of Orfeo appeared in 1998: Claudio Monteverdi: L’Orfeo: 

Favola in Musica, Meisterwerke der Musik Faksimile, Band 1, Elisabeth Schmierer (ed) (Laaber: Laaber-

Verlag, 1998). 
6
 Stephen Stubbs, ‘L’armonnia sonara: Continuo Orchestration in Monteverdi’s ‘Orfeo’’, EM, Vol. 22, No. 

1, Monteverdi II (February, 1994), p. 95. 
7
 Peter Williams, ‘Figurenlehre from Monteverdi to Wagner. 4: ‘Orfeo’ and ‘Meistersinger’’, MT, Vol. 120, 

No. 1640 (October, 1979), p. 817. 
8
 Peter Holman, ‘‘Col nobilissimo esercitio della vivuola’: Monteverdi’s String Writing’, EM, Vol. 21, No. 

4, Monteverdi I (November, 1993), p. 578. 
9
 Reinhard Strohm, ‘Recitativ: V. Der Auffassungswnadel im 18. Jahrhundert und das 

Akkompagnatorezitativ bis zum Ende des 19. Jahrhunderts’, MGG, Sachteil, Vol. 8 (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 

1998), pp. 234-235. 
10

 Dale E. Monson with Jack Westrup, ‘Recitative - Performance’, NG [accessed 21/01/2010] (para. 1 of 5). 
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became fundamental to the composition of accompanied recitative. Namely: it is in 

common time; it closes on the same chord on which it begins (G minor); the upper strings 

(in three parts) play sustained block-chords;
11

 it contains a melisma (bars 11-13); it is 

labelled (example 0.1a);
12

 and it is a supernatural invocation (to the underworld god 

Caronte (Charon), example 0.1b). 

 

Example 0.1a 

 

Label prefixed to ‘Sol tu nobile Dio’ (Act III, p. 64) relating to instrumentation, Orfeo 

(Venice: Amadino, 1609) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
11

 For a further discussion of the instruments involved in this section of Orfeo see: Peter Holman, ‘‘Col 

nobilissimo esercitio della vivuola’: Monteverdi’s String Writing’, EM, Vol. 21, No. 4, Monterverdi I 

(November, 1993), p. 578. 
12

 Only profound moments in the opera are labelled, see: Jane Glover, ‘Solving the Musical problems’, 

Claudio Monterverdi: Orfeo, Cambridge Opera Handbooks, John Whenham (ed) (Cambridge: CUP, 1994), 

pp. 138-146. 
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Example 0.1b 

 

‘Sol tu nobile Dio’ (Act III, bars 1-13) Orfeo (Venice: Amadino, 1609) 
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Undoubtedly ‘Sol tu nobile Dio’ is an accompanied recitative yet its textual 

foundations and its general musical features are those of a recitativo semplice with added 

upper string support—a basis from which all accompanied recitatives are constructed.
13

 It 

is its dramatic function, derived from the libretto that sets it apart from instances of 

recitativo semplice. ‘Sol tu nobile Dio’ is in fact the final section of a longer set piece that 

begins with the aria ‘Possente spirto’.
14

 During the various sections of this set piece—

which features a variety of ritornellos and vocal melismas
15

—Orfeo is attempting to 

persuade the underworld god Caronte to allow him to enter Hades in order to rescue his 

beloved Eurydice. Endeavouring by virtuoso vocal and instrumental displays to win over 

Caronte, Orfeo finally reverts to accompanied recitative (see example 0.1b).
16

 

After Orfeo’s accompanied recitative Caronte finally responds, yet he is still 

unwilling to allow Orfeo to enter Hades. Orfeo eventually achieves his goal by lulling the 

god to sleep with his lyre. Evidently, Caronte’s eventual response is fundamentally linked 

to the accompanied recitative that precedes his recitativo semplice; Caronte could have 

responded to Orfeo’s plea during any of the previous sections of this set piece. It could be 

hypothesised that Monteverdi, by setting this invocation as an accompanied recitative, 

was imbuing the form with a special significance, one affiliated to supernatural instances 

or moments of distress.  

Regrettably all of Monteverdi’s operas between Orfeo and Il Ritorno d’Ulisse in 

Partia (Venice, 1641) are lost.
17

 We have to rely, therefore, on the works of other later 

composers in order to trace the integration of accompanied recitative into Italian opera 

                                                 
13

 Edward O. D. Downes, ‘“Secco” Recitative in Early Classical Opera Seria (1720-80)’, JAMS, Vol. 14. 

No. 1 (spring, 1961), p. 50. 
14

 A translation of the libretto appears in: Monteverdi, L’Orfeo, Clifford Bartlett (ed) (Cambs: King’s 

Music Gmc, 1993), p. 67. 
15

 Monteverdi provided two alternative vocal lines for this aria section—one highly ornamented the other 

relatively plain. There was, however, only one version of ‘Sol tu nobile Dio’. 
16

 John Whenham, Claudio Monteverdi - Orfeo (Cambridge: CUP, 1999), p. 69. 
17

 See the work-list in: Tim Carter, ‘Monteverdi-Works’, NG [accessed 21/01/2010]. The famous ‘Lamento 

d’Arianna’ (Arianna (Mantua, 1608): Act III, scene 6) could be viewed as an accompanied recitative. 

Although Monteverdi never notated it as such there is evidence in contemporary letters that state the piece 

was accompanied by upper string instruments. See: Claudio Monteverdi, Lamento d’Arianna, Claudio 

Gallico (ed) (London: Universal Edition, 1969), preface. There are no notated accompanied recitatives in 

either Il Ritorno d’Ulisse in Partia or L’incoronazione di Poppea (Venice, 1642). 



 6 

(specifically Venetian opera) and other genres over the course of the seventeenth 

century.
18

 

After the death of Giulio Cesare Martinengo (b.1568) in July 1613 Monteverdi 

successfully auditioned and gained the post of Maestro di Cappella of the basilica of San 

Marco, and subsequently moved from Mantua to Venice in October 1613.
19

 Monteverdi, 

as part of the Venetian musical establishment, eventually came into contact with the 

young Francesco Cavalli (1602-1676) and Heinrich Schütz (1585-1672).
20

 

Cavalli, at the behest of his benefactor Federico Cavalli (Venetian governor of 

Crema, 1614-1616), had moved from his home in Crema to Venice at the age of fourteen 

in 1616.
21

 He then entered into the choir of San Marco (at that time under the direction of 

Monteverdi), later attaining the post of part-time organist at the church of Saints 

Giovanni e Paolo in 1620. It is open to conjecture whether or not Cavalli was actually 

taught by Monteverdi, but it is certain that he worked under the direction of the older 

composer.
22

 It seems likely therefore, that it was Monteverdi, or at the very least a study 

of his music, that introduced Cavalli to accompanied recitative. We find numerous 

examples of it in his operas from the 1640s onwards: 

  
One of Cavalli’s finest musical techniques was his use of accompanied recitative. This was a 

comparatively regular feature from the 1640s onwards for moments of climax or tension.
23

 

 

 

Ellen Rosand states that accompanied recitatives appear as early as Cavalli’s opera La 

Doriclea (Venice, 1645: Act III, scene 1),
24

 and Jane Glover makes reference to three 

                                                 
18

 See Lorenzo Bianconi for a discussion of court opera between 1598—which are relatively few in 

number—and the first public opera in Venice in 1637: Lorenzo Bianconi, Music in the Seventeenth 

Century, translated by David Bryant (Cambridge: CUP, 1987), pp. 173-180. 
19

 Denis Arnold and Tiziana Morsanuto, ‘Giulio Cesare Martinengo’, NG [accessed 21/01/2010]. 

Monteverdi held the post of maestro di cappella until his death in 1643, being succeeded by his assistant 

Giovanni Rovetta (1595/97-1668) in 1644: Jerome Roche and John Whenham, ‘Giovanni Rovetta’, NG 

Opera [accessed 21/01/2010]. 
20

 The chronology relating to the remainder of this sub-chapter up until Handel’s contemporaries is 

indebted to the findings presented in the article: Dale E. Monson with Jack Westrup, ‘Recitative - 

Performance’, NG Opera [accessed 21/01/2010]. 
21

 Francesco adopted the name Cavalli (it had previously been Caletti) soon after his arrival in Venice. Jane 

Glover, Cavalli (London: B. T. Batsford, 1978), pp. 12-13. 
22

 Ibid, p. 14. 
23

 Ibid, p. 102. 
24

 Ellen Rosand, Opera in Seventeenth-century Venice: the Creation of a Genre (Berkley: University of 

California Press, 1991), p. 374. Rosand also states that an accompanied recitative appears within Francesco 

Sacrati’s (1605-1650) opera La Finta Pazza (Venice, 1641). 
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Cavalli operas from the 1650s that feature an accompanied recitative. These are: Rosinda 

(Venice, 1651: Act I, scene 7); Eritrea (Venice, 1652: Act III, scene 10); and Ipermestra 

(Florence, 1658: Act I, scene 11).
25

 Doriclea’s accompanied recitative ‘Ohimè Tigrane, 

ohimè’ in Act III of Cavalli’s Doriclea shares many of the features which are also to be 

found in Monteverdi’s ‘Sol tu nobile Dio’. These include: the upper strings (in three 

parts) playing sustained block-chords; the use of common time; relative brevity in terms 

of bar numbers (8 bars); and the setting of an impassioned plea—in this instance the plea 

appears in the form of a soliloquy. The plea, which is directed towards Doriclea herself, 

is essentially a moment of madness, confirmed in the following recitativo semplice when 

Doriclea (Queen of Armenia) exclaims “Che vaneggio infelice?” (“What do I rave about 

unhappily”).
26

 Yet, Cavalli’s recitative differs from Monteverdi’s: (1) the supernatural 

invocation (directed towards the four winds, Boreas, Zephyrus, Eurus and Notus)
27

 comes 

before the accompanied recitative in the form of a lament (‘Deh voi cortesi’) in 3/2 

time;
28

 (2) instead of sustained block-chords throughout, the texture changes to semi-

quaver block-chords at bar 5; (3) there are no melismas present; and (4) the piece moves 

from A minor to C major over its duration as opposed to tonic to tonic in ‘Sol tu nobile 

Dio’.  

 With regard to accompanied recitative, Monteverdi’s music also influenced the 

German composer Heinrich Schütz. Schütz had undoubtedly known of Monteverdi’s 

music and his reputation as a composer from at least his first visit to Venice in 1609-

1611, but it was not until his second visit in 1628-1629 that the German truly got to know 

Monteverdi’s compositional techniques.
29

 There are no accompanied recitatives in 

Schütz’s works prior to 1629, yet many examples appear in his works after this time.
30

    

                                                 
25

 Jane Glover, Cavalli (London: B. T. Batsford, 1978), p. 102. 
26

 Translation taken from: Francesco Cavalli: La Doriclea, Recent Research in the Music of the Baroque 

Era, Christopher J. Mossey (ed) (Wisconsin: A-R Editions, 2004), p. lv. 
27

 Ibid, p. lxxv. 
28

 Ibid, p. lv. 
29

 Basil Smallman, Schütz: the Master Musicians (Oxford: OUP, 2000), pp. 64-65. 
30

 The chant tones of the Evangelist—which are accompanied by four viole da gamba as well as basso 

continuo—featured in Schütz’s Historia Der Auferstenung Jesu Christi (Op. 3: Dresden, 1623) are not 

accompanied recitatives but they could be seen as a forerunner of the composer’s later practice. Hans 

Joachim Moser, Heinrich Schütz: His Life and Work, translated by Carl F. Pfatteicher (Saint Louis: 

Concordia Publishing House, 1959), pp. 367-368. 
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Perhaps the greatest example of accompanied recitative in Schütz’s music appears 

in Die sieben Wortte unsers lieben Erlösers und Seeligmachers Jesu Christi (SWV 478: 

Dresden, 1645?).
31

 Currently the date of this piece is contested—many dates have been 

put forward ranging from the mid 1640s
32

 to before 1657
33

—yet there is no doubt that 

Schütz was being truly innovative with regard to his use of instrumentation.
34

 The piece 

is based on the seven final phrases (words) uttered by Jesus Christ on the cross, a scene 

filled with religious significance and drama. Schütz uses accompanied recitative as a 

means of differentiating between Christ (second tenor) and the other characters in the 

work—a thief to the left (alto) and a thief to the right (bass) of Christ, and an Evangelist 

(sung by various voices: alto, tenor and soprano)—all of whom are accompanied by 

continuo. By using this technique Schütz adds further pathos and a supernatural quality to 

the final phrases spoken by the dying Christ.  

This technique was later adopted by other composers most notably J. S. Bach in 

his passions, but it was not something that Handel subscribed to when he composed his 

own passion setting. Rather, in his Brockes Passion (HWV 48, first performed in 

Hamburg, 1719) the majority of Christ’s recitative is set as recitativo semplice.
35

 

Moreover, Handel gives an accompanied recitative ‘Bei Jesus’ Tod und Leiden’ to an 

uncharacterized “Gläubige Seele” (believing soul). Handel undoubtedly knew of Schütz’s 

music as he later borrowed ideas from the composer in his Funeral Anthem The Ways of 

Zion do Mourn (HWV 264, London: 1737),
36

 and, as we shall see Handel was certainly 

introduced to Schütz’s music from at least his time studying under Zachow between 

1694?-1702?
37

 

                                                 
31

 Later examples of accompanied recitatives are to be found in such works as Historia der Geburt Jesu 

Christi (SWV 435: Dresden, 1660). 
32

 Basil Smallman, Schütz: the Master Musicians (Oxford: OUP, 2000), p. 109. 
33

 Eva Linfield, ‘Schütz-Requiem, Histories and Passions’, NG [accessed 21/01/2010] (para. 4 of 5). 
34

 We do not know which instruments accompanied Jesus, the only instructions that Schütz provides in his 

score are ‘Vox suprema instrumentalis’ and ‘Altus instrumentalis’. Eva Linfield, however, puts forward the 

possibility that the two supporting instruments were violins. Eva Linfield, ‘Schütz-Requiem, Histories and 

Passions’, NG [accessed 21/01/2010] (para. 4 of 5). 
35

 Despite being a character of the utmost dramatic as well as religious significance, Jesus is given only two 

accompanied recitatives, both of which take place during the last supper near the beginning of the work: 

‘Das ist mein Leib, Kommt, nehmet, esset’ and ‘Das ist mein Blut im neuen Testament’. 
36

 Bernd Baselt, ‘Handel and his Central German Background’, Handel: Tercentenary Collection, Stanley 

Sadie and Anthony Hicks (eds) (London: Macmillan Press, 1987), p. 47. 
37

 Klaus-Peter Kock, ‘Freidrich Wilhelm Zachow’, CHE, p. 679. 
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 Monteverdi may have also indirectly influenced the Hamburg composer Thomas 

Selle (1599-1663). We know for certain that Selle owned copies of Monteverdi’s work, 

and it is also possible that he may have studied Monteverdi’s compositions during his 

time in Leipzig.
38

 He most certainly came into contact with the music of Schütz (then 

resident in Dresden) having spent his formative years in the east of Germany,
39

 but there 

were apparently no copies of any work by the older composer in his library.
40

 Regardless 

of who influenced Thomas Selle—it may even have been Selle who influenced Schütz—

the inescapable fact is that all of the recitatives in the former’s Johannes Passion 

(Hamburg, 1643) are set as accompanied recitative. Selle’s Johannes Passion differs 

from Schütz’s Die sieben Wortte—where characterization is defined by accompanied 

recitative alternating with recitativo semplice—as in the Johannes Passion Selle uses 

specific combinations of instruments in order to further define his characters. For 

example, it has been suggested that brass instruments (two trumpets and a trombone) are 

a sign of Pontius Pilate’s status as a Roman governor.
41

 The other characters in the 

passion are represented by the following instrumentation, in addition to basso continuo: 

 

Jesus (bass) – two violins and bassoon 

Peter (tenor II) – two flutes and bassoon 

Mary Magdala (soprano) – three violins or two violins and flute 

Servant (alto II) – two flutes and bassoon 

Evangelists (tenor I) – two bassoons 

 

 In Handel’s opera and oratorio accompanied recitatives for London there are few 

deviations (see table 0.9) from the standard instrumentation of first violin, second violin, 

                                                 
38

 For instance Selle owned copies of Monteverdi’s Madrigals: books 3, 5, 6, 7 and 8. Jürgen Neubacher, 

Die Musikbibliothek des Hamburger Kantors und Musikdirektors Thomas Selle (1599-1663) (Neuhausen: 

Hänssler-Verlag, 1997), pp. 60, 62. 
39

 For a discussion of the stylistic similarities between the music of Selle and the music of Schütz see 

Frederick K. Gables’ article in: Thomas Selle (1599-1663): Beiträge zu Leben und Werk des Hamburger 

Kantors und Komponisten anlässlich seines 400. Geburtstages, Auskunft, Bd. 19 Heft 3 (Herzberg: T. 

Bautz, 1999), pp. 193-388. 
40

 Gregory S. Johnston, review of ‘Die Musikbibliothek des Hamburger Kantors und Musikdirektors 

Thomas Selle (1599-1663) by Jürgen Neubacher’, ML, Vol. 79, No. 4 (November, 1998), p. 593. 
41

 Basil Smallman, The Background of Passion Music: J. S. Bach and his Predecessors (New York: Dover 

Publications, 1970), p. 51. 



 10 

viola and basso continuo. Therefore, it is certain that the style of Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives is fundamentally linked with musical practices in Italy, and the conventional 

instrumentation of opera seria, rather than ones evident in Germany in the mid-

seventeenth century. 

 In the years after 1650 accompanied recitative appeared in musical works all over 

Europe. We find examples of it in Antonio Cesti’s (1623-1669) La Dori (Innsbruck, 

1657);
42

 Johann Sebastiani’s (1622-1683) Das Leyden und Sterben unsers Herrn und 

Heylandes Jesu Christi nach dem heiligen Matthaeo (Königsberg, no later than 1663);
43

 

Johann Theile’s St Matthew Passion (Gottorf, 1673);
44

 Jean-Baptiste Lully’s (1632-1687) 

Le triomphe de l'amour (Saint Germain-en-Laye, 1681);
45

 Alessandro Scarlatti’s (1660-

1725) Olimpia Vendicata (Naples, 1685); Agostino Steffani’s (1654-1728) Servio Tullio 

(Hanover, 1686);
46

 Reinhard Keiser’s (1674-1739) Adonis (Hamburg, 1697); and Johann 

Philipp Krieger’s (1649-1725) cantata Rufet nicht die Weisheit? (Nuremberg, 1699).
47

 

 Handel’s teacher in Halle (between 1694?-1702?) Friedrich Wilhelm Zachow 

(1663-1712) was undoubtedly a prolific composer of accompanied recitative, and there 

are many examples of it to be found in his vocal works. For example, the bass 

accompanied recitative ‘Ach und Weh’, and the alto accompanied recitative ‘Fleuch, 

fleuch, fleuch’ from the sacred cantata Ruhe, Friede, Freud und Wonne (Halle, early 18
th
 

century). Zachow’s own contribution to vocal music can be seen as a continuation of a 

specific German musical tradition, one that originated with Heinrich Schütz in the mid-

                                                 
42

 David L. Burrows, et al, ‘Antonio Cesti - Works’, NG [accessed 17/01/2010] (para. 5 of 8). 
43

 John D. Ann and Dorothea Schröder, ‘Johann Sebastiani’, NG [accessed 17/01/2010]. Johann Sebastiani 

employs accompanied recitative in much the same way as Thomas Selle. He uses the violas to accompany 

the other characters in the passion and just violins to accompany Jesus; Peter is, however, accompanied by 

violins for six bars on the phrase ‘Wenn sie auch alle sich an dir ärgerten, so will ich doch mich 

nimmermehr ärgern’. Moreover, Sebastiani adds to this differentiation by employing different vocal types 

to his characters. For example, Christ is sung by a bass, the Evangelist by a tenor and Judas by an alto. 
44

 Johann Theile, who was taught by Heinrich Schütz (and knew Zachow), also uses instruments to 

differentiate between Christ and the other characters in his St Matthew Passion. In this instance Christ is 

accompanied by continuo and two viola da braccio, the Evangelist by two viola da gamba, and the other 

characters are accompanied by continuo alone. As in Sebastiani’s passion Christ is sung by a bass, the 

Evangelist by a tenor and Judas by an alto.  
45

 Palisca states that ‘Beginning with the ballet Triomphe de l’Amour (1681) Lully introduced a major 

innovation, the orchestrally accompanied recitative. His first opera to use this medium was Persée (1682), 

in which it was reserved chiefly for moments of high drama’: Claude V. Palisca, Baroque Music (New 

Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1981), p. 227. 
46

 Colin Timms, Polymath of the Baroque: Agostino Steffani and His Music (Oxford: OUP, 2003), p. 182. 
47

 Harold E. Samuel, The Cantata in Nuremburg during the Seventeenth Century (Ann Arbor, Michigan: 

UMI Research Press, 1982), p. 241. 
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seventeenth century, and continued on in the music of such composers as J. S. Bach. This 

can be established based on the following observations. 

 Zachow’s family moved from Leipzig to Eilenburg in 1676, where he may have 

studied with the then Kantor of the Nikolaischule Johann Schelle (1648-1701).
48

 Schelle 

had previously studied with Schütz in the 1650s, when the composer was working in the 

electoral chapel in Dresden.
49

 Even if Zachow did not study with Schelle he must 

certainly have studied with the town organist Johann Hildebrand (1614-1684), a 

composer who knew Schütz’s music well.
50

  

 A linage to Cavalli can also be established based on Zachow’s dealings with the 

composer Johann Philipp Krieger (1649-1725). Krieger, who had travelled extensively in 

Europe and had studied with Cavalli whilst in Venice (1673-1675),
51

 entered the Halle 

court chapel in 1677 as a chamber musician and organist.
52

 He later held the position of 

Kapellmeister at the court of Johann Adolph I, who subsequently moved his court from 

Halle to Weissenfels in the 1680s. Zachow must have known Krieger quite well as 

Krieger’s son, and eventual successor, Johann Gotthilf Krieger had studied with him in 

the years prior to Handel’s tutelage.
53

  

 The vocal works of Johann Philipp Krieger contain many accompanied 

recitatives, some of which show signs of both German and Italian influence. Take for 

example, the accompanied recitative ‘Ich bin und bleibe deine’ from the sacred cantata O 

Jesu, du Mein Leben (Weissenfels, 1688). This accompanied recitative features both 

sustained block-chords—which can be seen as originating from the Italian tradition of 

Monteverdi—and imitative music, a feature that can be found in a great number of 

German accompanied recitatives such as those in Schütz’s Die sieben Wortte. There is 

also evidence that Handel copied works by Krieger (at the behest of Zachow) into his 

                                                 
48

 Baselt states that: ‘In the recitatives Schelle already differentiates between semplice and accompagnato, 

and uses expressive rhetorical figures, as Bach later did in his oratorios, for important parts of the biblical 

text’. Bernd Baselt, ‘Handel and his Central German Background’, Handel: Tercentenary Collection, 

Stanley Sadie and Anthony Hicks (eds) (London: Macmillan Press, 1987), p. 48. 
49

 Günter Thomas, ‘Friedrich Wilhelm Zachow’, NG [accessed 17/01/2010] (para. 2). 
50

 Günter Thomas, ‘Johann Hildebrand’, NG [accessed 17/01/2010] (para. 1). 
51

 Dates taken from: Harold E. Samuel, ‘Johann Philipp Krieger’, NG [accessed 21/01/2010]. 
52

 Bernd Baselt, ‘Handel and his Central German Background’, Handel: Tercentenary Collection, Stanley 

Sadie and Anthony Hicks (eds) (London: Macmillan Press, 1987), p. 47. 
53

 Wolfgang Ruf, ‘Friedrich Wilhelm Zachow’, MGG, Personenteil, Vol 17, (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2007), p. 

1299. 
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Halle study book, now lost.
54

 It is also possible that Zachow encouraged Handel to travel 

to Weissenfels (just twenty miles from Halle) in order to hear performances of works by 

Krieger.
55

 

 Handel may have had a good knowledge of German musical practices and 

composers, but it is clear from the majority of his borrowings (in his operas and oratorios 

at least) that contemporary Italian composers were his preferred source of material.
56

 

According to Winton Dean and Sedley Taylor these composers include: Carlo Francesco 

Pollarolo (1653-1723), Agostino Steffani (1654-1728), Francesco Antonio Mamiliano 

Pistocchi (1659-1726), Alessandro Scarlatti (1660-1725), Francesco Gasparini (1661-

1727),
57

 Antonio Lotti (1666-1740), Giovanni Bononcini (1670-1747), Antonio Caldara 

(1671-1736), Tomaso Giovanni Albinoni (1671-1750/51),
58

 Francesco Mancini (1672-

1737), Giovanni Porta (c.1675-1755), Giuseppe Marie Orlandini (1676-1760), and 

Antonio Marie Bononcini (1677-1726).
59

  

 In addition to these Italian composers, Handel also borrowed a great deal of 

musical material from two Hamburg based composers, Reinhard Keiser (1674-1739) and 

Johann Mattheson (1681-1764). Keiser and Mattheson, although Germans, were both 

composing recitatives, and other music, very much within the contemporary Italian 

operatic style, one that was much removed from the recitatives found in the music of 

Zachow, Schütz and Selle.  

 Handel may have borrowed numerous ideas from the above composers, but there 

are only five known borrowings—originating in the work of other composers—to be 

found in his opera and oratorio accompanied recitatives. In ‘Oh! Mirtillo, Mirtillo’ (Il 

Pastor fido, Act III, scene 6: London, 1712) the preceding sinfonia originated in 

                                                 
54

 Kathrin Eberl, ‘Die Orgelchoräle Friedrich Wilhelm Zachows’, HJb, Vol. 51 (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2005), 

p. 55. See also Robert Hill, ‘Der Himmel weiss, wo diese Sachen hingekommen sind: Reconstructing the 

Lost Keybord Notebooks of the Young Bach and Handel’, Bach, Handel, Scarlatti: Tercentenary Essays, 

Peter Williams (ed) (Cambridge: CUP, 1985), pp. 161-172. 
55

 Bernd Baselt, ‘Handel and his Central German Background’, Handel: Tercentenary Collection, Stanley 

Sadie and Anthony Hicks (eds) (London: Macmillan Press, 1987), p. 47. See also, John Butt, ‘Germany-

Education and Apprenticeship’, CCH, pp. 15-16. 
56

 Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 83. 
57

 Robert Maria Haas has argued that Gasparini’s music provided a model for Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives: Robert Maria Haas, Die Musik des Barocks, Handbuch der Musikwissenschaft (Potsdam, 1928). 
58

 Michael Talbot, ‘Tomaso Giovanni Albinoni’, NG Opera [accessed 17/01/2010] (para. 1). 
59

 See, Dean, Oratorios, appendix E, pp. 641-648; Sedley Taylor, The Indebtedness of Handel to works by 

other Composers (London: Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1971); Dean and Knapp, Operas, appendix D, pp. 

647-665; and Dean, Operas, appendix D, pp. 503-511. 
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Mattheson’s opera Cleopatra (Hamburg, 1714).  In Handel’s later opera Rodelinda 

(London, 1725), this same borrowing from Mattheson once more acted as an orchestral 

introduction to an accompanied recitative (‘Pompe vane di morte’, Act I, scene 6).
60

 

Handel also borrowed from the orchestral introduction to Keiser’s aria ‘Vaghi lumi’ 

(Octavia: Hamburg, 1705), adapting it as an orchestral introduction for the accompanied 

recitative ‘O grati orrori’ (Ottone, Act II, scene 8: London, 1722).
61

 Sections from 

Giovanni Bononcini’s aria ‘Che Barbara pietà’ (Xerses: Rome, 1694) were used by 

Handel as a basis for the accompanied recitative ‘Ah! Ruggiero crudel, tu non mi amasti’ 

(Alcina, Act II, scene 13: London, 1735),
62

 and lastly the overture to Porta’s opera 

Numitore (London, 1720) is the basis for the ritornellos in Handel’s accompanied 

recitative ‘Then shall I make Jehovah’s glory known’ (Samson, Act III, scene 1: London, 

1742).
63

  

There are few self-borrowings in Handel’s opera and oratorio accompanied 

recitatives, and fewer still are used as borrowings in later works. At present the only self-

borrowings that Handel included within his oratorio accompanied recitatives are found 

within ‘Turn not, O Queen’ (Esther, 1718),
64

 and ‘Comfort ye, my people’ (Messiah, 

1742).
65

 In the opere serie there are only five accompanied recitatives that feature self-

borrowings, three of which feature music associated with earlier accompanied 

recitatives.
66

 The most important of these borrowings occurs in the opera Imeneo (1740) 

where Handel places part of the accompanied recitative ‘Sì, figlia, io moro’ (Tamerlano: 

                                                 
60

 Dean and Knapp, Operas, appendix D. 
61

 Ibid. 
62

 Dean, Operas, appendix D. 
63

 ‘Then shall I make Jehovah’s glory known’ is the only oratorio accompanied recitative, that we know of, 

that is based on a borrowing from another composer.  
64

 This accompanied recitative features a vocal line and orchestral accompaniment borrowed from the aria 

‘Mein Vater’ (Brockes Passion, 1716/1717). 
65

 The vocal line in bars 5 and 6 is borrowed from the aria ‘Egli è tuo’ (Rodrigo, 1707). 
66

 (1) The orchestral introduction to ‘Han penetrato’ (Amadigi: Act III, scene 4), is borrowed from the 

orchestral introduction to the arioso ‘Se ‘l mio mal’ (Silla: Act Act II, scene 14). (2) ‘Voi, che mie fide’ 

(Giulio Cesare: Act III, scene 7), features a ritornello from a discarded aria (‘Nel tuo seno’) from the same 

opera. (3) As mentioned above, the accompanied recitative ‘Pompe vane’ (Rodelinda: Act I, scene 6) is 

preceded by a sinfonia that originated in the accompanied recitative ‘Oh! Mirtillo’ (Il Pastor fido: Act III, 

scene 7); which is turn was based on a sinfonia from Mattheson’s opera Cleopatra. (4) The ‘bass motif’ 

that precedes the accompanied recitative ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ (Orlando: Act II, scene 11) is borrowed from 

the ritnorello that precedes the accompanied recitative ‘Il ciel già si compiace’ (Act V, scene 7) from 

Handel’s opera Teseo. 
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Act III, scene 9), at the end of the accompanied recitative ‘Miratela che arriva’ (Act III, 

scene 8).
67

  

 Naturally, Handel as a composer of Italian opera was a follower of an Italian 

recitative tradition—as opposed to a Germanic tradition—one that can be traced back as 

far as Monteverdi’s Orfeo. As we have seen Handel borrowed almost exclusively from 

contemporary Italian composers, and although these borrowings were rarely used in his 

accompanied recitatives, it can be speculated that he must have at least been aware of the 

accompanied recitative practices of some if not all of the above composers.  

 
It is my firm conviction that Handel’s style as an operatic composer – and perhaps as a composer 

of instrumental music, for example – was formed, to a large extent, on the models and experiences 

he encountered during his years in Italy (1706/7-10), the greater part of which he spent in Rome. 

His debt to Scarlatti and Corelli has already been underlined by other scholars, and here I should 

add that not Handel’s work but practically the whole of musical culture in the London of his day 

was modelled, as far as Italian precedent is concerned, on Roman examples of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries.
68

 

 

For example, after Handel spent time in Hamburg his accompanied recitatives 

(written in Italy) became noticeably more expressive and musically adventurous. A 

comparison can be made here with the accompanied recitatives of the older composer 

Alessandro Scarlatti.
69

 Handel must have met Scarlatti, as both composed works for the 

same Roman patrons, and it is almost certain that Handel would have heard several large-

scale works by the older composer during his time in Italy.
70

  

In Handel’s accompanied recitative ‘E tu, misero figlio’ (Rodrigo, Act III, scene 

7: Florence, 1707) we can see that it has much in common with Scarlatti’s later 

accompanied recitative ‘Di Flora alle lusinghe’ (La principessa fedele, Act III, scene 3: 

Naples, 1710). It is unlikely that Scarlatti had heard Handel’s earlier accompanied 

recitative, yet both begin with sustained block-chords (E major and E minor 

                                                 
67

 See chapter III for a fuller discussion.  
68

 Reinhard Strohm, Essays, p. 83. This statement is further strengthened by the following articles and 

books: Anthony Hicks, ‘Handel’s Early Musical Development’, PRMA, Vol. 103 (1976-1977), pp. 80-89;  

Joachim Marx, ‘Alessandro Scarlatti’, Händel und Seine Zeitgenossen: eine Biographische Enzyklopädie, 

II (Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 2008), pp. 880-882; Dean and Knapp, Operas: 1704-1726, pp. 86-93. 
69

 Accompanied recitatives appear in his works from at least the opera Olimpia Vendicata (Naples, 1685). 

Edward J. Dent, Alessandro Scarlatti: His Life and Works (London: Edward Arnold, 1905), p. 45. 
70

 Winton Dean, ‘Handel and Alessandro Scarlatti’, Händel e gli Scarlatti a Roma. Atti del convegno 

internazionale di studi (Roma, 12-14 guigno 1985), Nino Pirrotta and Agostino Ziino (eds) (Florence: Leo 

S. Olschki, 1987), pp. 1-14. 



 15 

respectively), followed by an end section dominated by fast moving block-chords (semi-

quavers and crotchets respectively). Both proceed from tonic to tonic, and both are 

accompanied by violins I, violins II, viola and basso continuo. Significantly, both bear a 

resemblance to Cavalli’s accompanied recitative ‘Ohimè Tigrane, ohimè’ (Doriclea: 

Venice 1645, see above), and all three are obviously products of an Italian musical 

tradition.  

 Even though Handel had a firm grounding and knowledge of accompanied 

recitative as practiced by German composers, he was always able to adapt his style to 

local tastes. This ability was a necessary skill during the period, as a failure to integrate 

native styles could result in a composition’s commercial failure. For example, Scarlatti’s 

opera Mitridate Eupatore (Venice, 1707) did not meet contemporary Venetian 

expectations—even though it contains some of the most profound music Scarlatti ever 

composed—and as a consequence it was given a poor reception.
71

 

 

Terminology 

 

As we shall see, the terminology of accompanied recitative has never been standardised 

fully, and as a result modern scholars have been left with no alternative but to label 

accompanied recitatives with various terms or on occasion multiple terms: such as 

‘Sinfonia e Recitativo accompagnato’, or ‘Recitativo accompagnato ed Arioso’ (see 

discussion below). This lack of standardisation has opened up the question of how to 

refer to accompanied recitative, or different types of accompanied recitative. Should it be 

recitativo accompagnato, récitatif accompagné solennel, récitatif accompagné 

pathétique, recitativo obbligato, recitativo stromento, récitatif mesuré, or a mixture of 

these terms?  The problem itself, however, originates in eighteenth-century vocal music 

and eighteenth-century treatises on vocal music. We find that composers working in the 

first half of the eighteenth century—such as Reinhard Keiser, Johann Mattheson and 

Adolf Hasse (1699-1783)—tended to label their accompanied recitatives as 

‘accompagnato’, whereas composers and theorists after 1750 tend to use various terms. 

                                                 
71

 Donald Jay Grout, Alessandro Scarlatti: an Introduction to His Operas (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1979), p. 76. 



 16 

Mozart (1756-1791), for example, mostly labelled his accompanied recitatives as 

recitativo or recitativo stromentato.
72

 Handel never used the term recitativo stromentato 

in his autograph scores,
73

 but it does appear in the Teseo wordbook.
74

  

 Yet, the labels attached to accompanied recitative in the scores of various 

eighteenth-century composers simply relate to the closed form itself, and are not meant to 

denote any particular affective or textural occurrence. For instance, the three most 

popular modern Italian terms for accompanied recitative, recitativo accompagnato 

(accompanied recitative), recitativo stromentato (recitative with instruments), and 

recitativo obbligato (obbligato recitative) are, as we shall see, generally interchangeable 

when used as labels, as they only refer to recitative that is accompanied by instruments 

other than basso continuo. This view is strengthened by Johann Mattheson who states in 

his treatise Der vollkommene Capellmeister (Hamburg, 1739) that: 

 
Recitativo, which is of two types: without and with instruments: in the last case it is preferably 

called, an Accompagnement, an accompaniment.
75 

 

 In the second half of the eighteenth century, theorists working in France such as Pierre 

Estève (1720-1779?), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), seem to have introduced 

such terms as ‘measured recitative’ (récitatif mesuré) and ‘obbligato recitative’ (récitatif 

obligé) into musical discourse:
76

 

 

The recitative [in Lully’s tragédies en musique] is normally categorized according to metrical 

regularity, using terminology proposed by Pierre Estève in 1753: récitatif simple (more 

declamatory, with fluctuating metre) and récitatif mesuré (more lyrical, with regular metre).
77

 

 

It has been argued, that Pierre Estève’s definition of récitatif mesuré was later 

misinterpreted by other French musical theorists. Rousseau, for example, took it to mean 

                                                 
72

 Laura Zeiss, Accompanied Recitative in Mozart’s Operas, p. 10.  
73

 ‘Recit. con Stromenti’ appears before the accompanied recitative ‘Balena il cielo’ from the cantata Ah! 

Crudel, nel pianto mio (Rome, 1707). 
74

 G.F Handel, Theseus; an Opera. Performed at the Hay-Market. The Musick Composed by Mr. Hendel 

(London: Sam Buckley, 1713), p. 38. 
75

 Johann Mattheson, Der vollkommene Capellmeister, a Revised Translation with Critical Commentary, 

translated by Ernest C. Harriss (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1981), p. 435. 
76

 For instance, none of these terms appear in Sébastien Brossard’s (1655-1730) famous music dictionary 

from 1703. Sébastien Brossard, Dictionaire de musique, contenant une explication des termes grecs, latins, 

italiens et françois (Paris, 1703). 
77

 Lois Rosow, ‘Jean-Baptiste Lully: Tragédies en musique’, NG [accessed 21/01/2010] (para. 6). 
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an accompanied recitative with a steady beat in the basso continuo and upper 

instruments, but Lois Rosow, in her New Grove article on Jean-Baptiste Lully, points out 

that this, at least within French opera, was not always the case: 

 
It has been incorrectly implied that récitatif mesuré is routinely accompanied by the orchestra. The 

confusion probably results from Estève’s definition of 1753, which claimed that this more lyrical 

sort of recitative was used to give vent to strong emotion. The statement is inapplicable to Lully’s 

operas, where there is no consistent relationship between metrical regularity and emotional content 

in the recitative. In 18th-century scores and parts, ‘mesuré’ (not ‘récitatif mesuré’) was used 

simply to indicate a metrically regular passage where the singer was expected to maintain a steady 

beat. In Lully’s works these passages might or might not involve heightened emotion, and might 

or might not have orchestral accompaniment.
78

 

 

 

 Yet, it was the writings of the most influential musical theorist of the later 

eighteenth century, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, which ultimately led to the confusion 

surrounding the terminology of accompanied recitative. In his Dictionnaire de Musique 

(Paris, 1768) there are three definitions (see example 0.2) relating to accompanied 

recitative, and all went on to form the basis of subsequent discussions. Rousseau’s 

definitions, for example, influenced writers such as Johann Georg Sulzer (1720-1779) in 

his Allgemeine Theorie der schönen Künste in einzeln, nach alphabetischer Ordnung der 

Kunstwörter auf einander folgenden Artikeln abgehandelt (Leipzig, 1771-1774);
79

 John 

Brown (1752-1787) in his Letters upon the Poetry and Music of the Italian Opera, 

Addressed to a Friend (Edinburgh, 1789);
80

 Lacépède (1756-1825) in his La poétique de 

la musique (Paris, 1785);
81

 and Pietro Gianelli (1770?-1830) in his Dizionario della 

musica sacra e profana (Venice, 1801).
82

  

 

                                                 
78

 Ibid, para. 16. 
79

 The connection between Sulzer and Rousseau is made in: Laura Zeiss, Accompanied Recitative in 

Mozart’s Operas, p. 9. 
80

 John Brown mentions Rousseau (pp. 86-87) and also gives the following terms for accompanied 

recitative: recitativo instrumentato and recitativo obligato. However, after this introductory listing Brown 

reverts to the term accompanied recitative. John Brown, Letters upon the Poetry and Music of the Italian 

Opera, Addressed to a Friend (Edinburgh: 1789), p. 15. 
81

 Laura Zeiss, Accompanied Recitative in Mozart’s Operas, p. 9. 
82

 Milton Sutter and Carlida Steffan, state in their article ‘Pietro Gianelli’—NG [accessed 21/01/2010] 

(para. 1)—that: ‘In [Venice in] 1801, he [Gianelli] published his Dizionario della musica sacra e profana, 

the first music dictionary in Italian, which he described as modelled on the French works by Brossard and 

Rousseau […]’. 
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Example 0.2
83

 

RECITATIVE ACCOMPANIED. Is that to which, besides the thorough bass, is added an 

accompaniment of violins. This accompaniment, which cannot by any means be syllabic, together 

with the rapidity of the utterance, is generally formed of long notes sustained on entire measures; 

and we write, for this purpose, on all the parts of the symphony, the word sostenuto, chiefly in the 

bass, which, without that, would strike only flat and detached strokes at each change of the note, 

as in the ordinary recitative; whereas we must, in that case, prolong and sustain the sounds, the 

whole power of the notes. When the accompaniment is measured, this obliges us to measure the 

recitative, which then follows and accompanies in some kind of accompaniment.  

 

RECITATIVE MEASUR’D. These two words are contradictory. Every recitative, wherein we 

find any other measure than that of the verses, is no longer recitative. But an ordinary recitative is 

often changed on a sudden in music, and takes from measure and melody, whatever is marked in 

writing on the parts a tempo, or a battula [sic]. This contrast, this well managed change, produces 

surprising effects. In the course of a recitative, a tender and plaintive reflexion takes the musical 

accent, and is displayed instantly by the sweetest inflexions of the music; then, being cut in the 

same manner by some other lively and impetuous reflexion, it is roughly interrupted to take, at a 

moment, the whole utterance of the words. These short and measured pieces, accompanied, in 

general, with flutes and horns, are not uncommon in grand Italian recitatives.  

The recitative is also measured when the accompaniment with which it is charged, being tuneful 

and measured itself, obliges the recitant [sic] to conform his voice to it. It is less than a measured 

recitative, than, as I have said above, a recitative accompanying the accompaniment.  

 

RECITATIVE CONFIN’D [obbligato recitative]. Is that which, being intermixt [sic] with 

rittonels [sic] and strokes of symphony, confines, as it were, the recitant [sic] and the orchestra, 

one towards the other, so that they ought to be attentive in a mutual degree. These alternative 

passages of recitative and melody, clothed with all the eclat [sic] of the orchestra, are the most 

touching, most ravishing, and most energic [sic] parts of the modern measure. The actor agitated, 

transported with a passion which does not suffer him to go through his speech, is interrupted, 

breaks off, makes a stop, during which time the orchestra speaks for him; and these silences, thus 

filled, affect the audience infinitely more than if the actor himself spoke all that the music makes 

them understand. Thus far, the French music has not been able to make any use of the confined 

recitative. They have endeavoured to give some idea of it in a scene, Du Devin du Village; and it 

appears, that the public has found, that a situation, when lively and thus managed, became much 

more interesting. What would not the confined recitative do in grand and pathetic scenes, if so 

great an acquisition can be drawn from it in a rustic and jocular genus.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
83

 Taken from Jean-Jacques Rousseau, A Dictionary of Music, Translated from the French of Mons. J. J. 

Rousseau, translated by William Warring (London, 1775?), pp. 337-338. Originally published as 

Dictionnaire de Musique (Paris, 1768). 
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In practice, Rousseau’s three dictionary definitions display the following musical 

characteristics (examples 0.3a, b, c). In example 0.3(a), we see the standard features of 

accompagnato accompanied recitative. The style, which was usually reserved for solemn 

moments, is accompanied by long sustained block-chords in the orchestra. The least used 

style of accompanied recitative, in Handel’s vocal works, is measured accompanied 

recitative, example 0.3(b). Generally it was used to accompany moments of reflection, 

and is characterised by slow moving block-chords, played one after the other. Finally, 

obbligato accompanied recitative, example 0.3(c), is the opposite of accompagnato 

accompanied recitative, and features detached block-chords, or fast moving block-chords. 

It was usually used as an accompaniment to moments of extreme emotion, such as anger 

or distress.  

 

 

 

Example 0.3: the three accompanied recitative styles 

 

(a) Recitativo accompagnato (Récitatif accompagné) 

G.F. Handel: Il Pastor Fido (1712), ‘Oh! Mirtillo, Mirtillo’ (Act III, scene 7, bars 1-4) 
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(b) Measured Recitative (Récitatif Mesuré)

     G.F. Handel: Amadigi (1715), ‘Han’ penetrato i detti tuoi l’inferno, ei Numi’ (Act III, scene 4, bars 4-7) 
 

 

(c) Recitativo obbligato (Récitatif obligé) 

G.F. Handel: Muzio Scevola (1721), ‘Se falsi siete’ (Act III, scene 3, bars 1-3) 

  

  

 Yet, by looking at the opinions of modern scholars, we see that many have had to 

decode the terminology handed down from Rousseau and the writers he influenced. 

Edward O. D. Downes, for example, in his 1961 article on ‘secco recitative’ states that: 

 

 

 

 



 21 

…Pietro Gianelli's Dizionario (1801), has an extended discussion of recitative and distinguishes 

carefully between the two varieties: recitativo obbligato and recitativo semplice. Gianelli's 

discussion makes it clear beyond any possibility of doubt that recitativo obbligato is what we now 

call accompagnato and recitativo semplice is what we call secco.
84

 

 

In this quote, and elsewhere in the article, Downes places an umbrella term over all the 

different terms for accompanied recitative—such as recitativo accompagnato, recitativo 

obbligato, and recitativo stromentato—and simply refers to any recitative which is 

accompanied by the orchestra as accompanied recitative or recitativo accompagnato. 

This is also the opinion of Eric Cross in his 1981 monograph on Vivaldi’s late operas. 

He, like Downes, removes all other terms and simply refers to all styles of accompanied 

recitative as recitativo accompagnato, essentially making the varying terms 

interchangeable as we can see from this quote: 

 
This ‘recitativo accompagnato’ (also known as ‘recitativo obbligato’) forms a small percentage of 

the total amount of recitative.
85

 

 

 

Laura Zeiss, in her 1999 Ph.D. dissertation on Mozart’s accompanied recitative, also 

follows the terminological criteria of Downes and Cross dispensing with all other terms 

and subcategories, as she explains in her introductory chapter: 

 
Eighteenth-century theorists used a variety of names to refer to this [accompanied recitative] 

texture: accompagnato, accompagnement, recitativo stromentato, recitativo instrumentato, 

recitativo obbligato, récitatif obligé, and accompanied recitative… In my dissertation, I use the 

common twentieth-century terms “accompanied recitative” and accompagnato as synonyms for 

the eighteenth-century designations and for each other.
86

 

 

 

Michael Talbot, on the other hand, in his 2006 monograph on Vivaldi’s chamber cantatas, 

takes his lead from Rousseau when he writes: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
84

 Edward O. D. Downes, ‘“Secco” Recitative in Early Classical Opera Seria (1720-80)’, JAMS, Vol. 14, 

No. 1 (spring, 1961), p.50. 
85

 Eric Cross, The Late Operas of Antonio Vivaldi 1727-1738, Vol. 1 (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 

1981), p. 90. 
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 Laura Zeiss, Accompanied Recitative in Mozart’s Operas, p. 10 
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Rousseau, in his Dictionnaire de musique, recognized a distinction between récitatif accompagné 

(accompanied recitative) and récitatif obligé (obbligato recitative) that, although not commonly 

made in present-day commentaries, aids clarity. The first retains the traditional long, frequently 

tied, bass notes of simple recitative and simply adds to them the upper parts. This produces a 

‘halo’ effect familiar from passages for Jesus in Bach’s St Matthew Passion. The second has more 

in common with arioso treatment, since strongly rhythmicized notes, usually in much shorter note-

values, are assigned to the orchestra. The rhythmic freedom required for the singer in any kind of 

recitative prevents the orchestral texture from intruding to any great extent into the sung passages, 

but is used to punctuate and connect vocal phrases.
87

 

 

 

In practice, Talbot uses these definitions to describe the various affective and textural 

occurrences within Vivaldi’s accompanied recitatives.
88

 Yet, by using Rousseau’s three 

definitions, quoted above (see example 0.2), the theorist fails to provide us with a 

definitive term for many accompanied recitatives, and it is obvious that he never intended 

his definitions to be used as such. For example, Rousseau imbues the textures put forth in 

his Dictionnaire de Musique with the following affective connotations: 

 
Measured recitative – In the course of a recitative, a tender and plaintive reflexion takes the 

musical accent, and is displayed instantly by the sweetest inflexions of the music. 

 

 

              Confined [obbligato] recitative – The actor agitated, transported with a passion which does not 

suffer him to go through his speech, is interrupted, breaks off, makes a stop, during which time the 

orchestra speaks for him; and these silences, thus filled, affect the audience infinitely more than if 

the actor himself spoke all that the music makes them understand. 

 

 

Rousseau’s definitions do add clarity to our understanding of the different terms used to 

differentiate between the three types of accompanied recitative, but it should be 

remembered, to paraphrase Charles Dill, that Rousseau was describing idealised types of 

Italian recitativo accompagnato and recitativo semplice in order to criticise the French 

recitative of his day.
89

 As we have seen these definitions can, to a limited extent, serve as 

models when seeking a useful terminology for accompanied recitative within Italian 

opera seria, but if one relies solely on these three definitions (see example 0.2 and 0.3) it 

proves impossible to consistently label many Baroque accompanied recitatives. A new 

                                                 
87

 Michael Talbot, The Chamber Cantatas of Antonio Vivaldi (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2006), p.  

50. 
88

 Two of Rousseau’s three definitions, relating to accompanied recitative (récitatif accompagné and 
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term, therefore, has to be invented, as Rousseau’s definitions do not always describe the 

music within an accompanied recitative as a whole. The most useful term would be a 

‘mixed style’ accompanied recitative (see tables 0.2 and 0.4). Michael Talbot describes 

such accompanied recitatives in his monograph when he writes: 

 
The [recitative] opens with ordinary ‘accompanied’ recitative, then switches, in bar 5, to 

‘obbligato’ recitative… To mark the climax of the rising harmonic sequence, there is one bar of 

‘measured’ recitative, followed by a descending tirata to depict the desolate wails of the forest 

beasts.
90

 

 
Another recitative with strings follows, mingling ‘accompanied’, ‘measured’, and ‘obbligato’ 

styles freely.
91 

 

 

 Moreover, Charles Dill explains that the terminological problems of Italian 

accompanied recitatives are also present in French accompanied recitatives. He views the 

definitions put forward by Rousseau (see example 0.2), and their assimilation into 

musical discourse, as the root cause of such problems. As with Italian accompanied 

recitatives, it is not generally the labels used by actual composers that are accountable for 

this opacity, but the definitions given by writers of musical treatises and in dictionary 

entries, especially Rousseau and the commentators he influenced. Charles Dill provides 

the following explanation for the continued use of Rousseau as a model for accompanied 

recitative terminology, at least with regard to French accompanied recitative: 

 
In the writings of Rousseau, Chastellux and d’Alembert, the adaptability of Italian critical 

language provided the impetus for an important historical development. As the querelle des 

bouffons subsided, descriptions of French musical forms and their functions continued to be 

framed in language derived from Italian opera, and without a vernacular French alternative there 

was little reason to root out this new language once it had appeared. Even if Italian opera had been 

effectively repudiated by this time, and some French writers believed it had been, its critical 

language still made its presence felt as a model for discourse. Rousseau’s Dictionnaire article took 

part in this trend and… even played a role in codifying it and consolidating its control, signalling a 

shift in discussions of recitative that further obscured earlier French view.
92 
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What then is the correct terminology to apply to Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives? Should it be Downes’ all-inclusive umbrella term of ‘accompanied 

recitative’, or should it be Michael Talbot’s Rousseau-influenced terminology with its 

many variants? The most realistic solution to this problem is to accept both Downes’ and 

Talbot’s terminologies, albeit on different levels. For instance, all of the accompanied 

recitatives in Handel’s vocal music are in fact accompanied recitatives, and should be 

referred to as such, as Downes has suggested, and as we shall see Handel in his 

autographs, his copyists in the conducting scores,
93

 the various publishers of the 

wordbooks and the publishers of the early editions of the operas/oratorios never used any 

term/label other than that derived from accompanied recitative/recitativo accompagnato. 

Yet, as shown below (see tables 0.2 and 0.4), a fuller and more helpful picture is created 

when the accompanied recitatives are grouped into styles (accompagnato, obbligato, and 

measured), as Talbot has suggested. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
93

 Throughout this dissertation the use of the term ‘conducting score’ is based on the information contained 

in the article: Hans Dieter Clausen, ‘The Hamburg Collection’, Handel Collections and their History, 

Terence Best (ed) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), pp. 10-28. 
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Handel’s labelling of accompanied recitative 

 

No documentary evidence exists to enlighten us as to Handel’s own views regarding the 

terminology of accompanied recitative, but his labelling of accompanied recitative shows 

us that he preferred to use the shorthand version of recitativo accompagnato ‘Accomp’, 

or a derivative of that label (see tables 0.1 and 0.3). Indeed, more often than not (in his 

operas at least) Handel thought it unnecessary to label his accompanied recitatives. There 

appears to be no obvious reason for this other than perhaps a lack of consistency by 

Handel, he would after all have been at the harpsichord during the rehearsals and 

performance, and his first-rate musicians would have recognised an accompanied 

recitative whether labelled or not.
94

 Besides, a lack of labelling, with regard to 

accompanied recitative, was not restricted just to Handel, or his sources, but was common 

in the first half of the eighteenth century.
95

 In addition, it should be noted that the 

accompanied recitative labels in Handel’s autograph scores were usually transferred to 

the conducting scores and ultimately the performers’ individual parts,
96

 but since the 

accompanied recitatives which lack a label in Handel’s autograph score also lack one in 

the conducting score, and in the surviving individual parts, their inclusion carries little 

significance.  

 For example, if we take the two accompanied recitatives ‘Oh grati orrori’ (Act II, 

scene 8), and ‘Io son tradito’ (Act III, scene 2) from Ottone (1722), it is unclear why 

Handel thought it necessary to label the second accompanied recitative (with the 
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- Add. MS 14115). Furthermore, in the autograph scores of Reinhard Keiser—Adonis (1697: D Bsb - 

Mus.ms.11 480); Janus (1698: D Bsb - Mus.ms.11 481); La Forza delle Virtú (1700: D Bsb - 

Mus.ms.11.482); Claudius (1703: D Bsb - Mus.ms.11.485); Nebucadnezar (1704: D Bsb - Mus.ms.autogr. 

Keiser 3)—and Johann Mattheson (Cleopatra, 1704: D Hs - ND VI 111) there is, on average, only two 

labelled accompanied recitatives out of every four. 
96

 Accompanied recitative labels appear in Handel’s individual harpsichord parts, but the labels correspond 

with the ones found in the autograph scores.  
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derivative ‘Accompag’) but not the first.
97

 Both accompanied recitatives are extensively 

in what Rousseau would call the accompagnato style, ‘Oh grati orrori’ more so as it 

(despite a three-bar orchestral introduction) consists entirely of sustained block-chords. 

‘Io son tradito’ (which also has an orchestral introduction of three bars), has seven bars 

out of twenty-six which are in the obbligato style. Yet, this is neither here nor there as the 

reverse of this regularly occurs in Handel’s operas where different styles of accompanied 

recitative are labelled and other styles are not. A study of Handel’s opera autograph 

scores—beginning with Rinaldo (1711)—shows us that he never used any labels other 

than those derived from the term recitativo accompagnato (table 0.1). 

 

Table 0.1. Handel’s opera autograph scores: labelling of accompagnati
98

 

 
Label Frequency of usage 

None 63 

Accomp 29 

Acc 3 

Accompag 2 

Recitativo accompagnato 1 

           Total accompanied recitatives:  98 

                                        Total labels:  35 

 

 

 In table 0.2, we see that Handel’s preferred style of accompanied recitative 

(between Rinaldo and Imeneo) was either the accompagnato style, or a mixed style 

consisting of accompagnato and obbligato. Both appear thirty-nine and thirty-three times 

respectively in Handel’s operas. Yet, there appears to be no correlation between Handel’s 

use of labels and his use of accompanied recitative styles (table 0.2).  

                                                 
97

 The label appears above the vocal line, above it, in the usual place, is written ‘largo e pian’. In ‘Io son 

tradito’ the tempo marking ‘Largo’ appears above the vocal line, and ‘largo senza cembalo’ appears below 

the page at the beginning of the orchestral introduction.  
98

 This table only features accompanied recitatives that appear in Handel’s opera autograph scores after 

1711. It excludes accompanied recitatives that were inserted into the autographs for subsequent revivals. 

Also, it should be noted, that not all of Handel’s accompanied recitatives appear in the autograph scores, 

due to a lack of an autograph score or because sections are missing from the autograph scores. 
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 One of the most useful insights we can gain from Handel’s labelling is his 

practice with regard to measured accompanied recitative. In Handel’s opere serie there is 

only one example of a pure measured accompanied recitative (Amadigi: ‘Han’ penetrato I 

detti tuoi l’inferno’, Act III, scene 5), but there are several examples of the style being 

used in conjunction with accompagnato accompanied recitative, obbligato accompanied 

recitative, or both (table 0.2). Many of these accompanied recitatives feature a measured 

section only a few bars from the beginning of the accompanied recitative, some of which 

are labelled. Measured accompanied recitative differs from arioso (a label Handel almost 

never uses in his autograph scores)
99

 as the harmony generally moves more slowly (in the 

fashion of recitativo semplice), the vocal line does not have a clear melodic character, 

and the bass line is more uniform, generally moving in quavers.  Moreover, many 

examples of Handel’s so called ariosi feature time signatures other than common time, 

which is the standard time signature for accompanied recitative. For example, ‘Io già 

sento l’alma in sen’ (Amadigi: Act III, scene 5) is in triple time, and ‘Figlia mia, non 

pianger’ (Tamerlano: Act III, scene 10) is in 12/8 time. Ariosi also tend to have a formal 

ABA structure, whereas recitativo accompagnato does not. The New Grove Dictionary of 

Opera describes arioso, in Handel’s operas, thus:  

 

 

Handel used ‘arioso’ to mean a short aria, for example Melissa’s ‘Io già sento l’alma in sen’ 

(Amadigi, 1715), where it is preceded by an accompanied recitative, Dorinda’s ‘Quando spieghi I 

tormenti’ (Orlando, 1733) or Rosmene’s ‘Al voler di tua fortuna’ (Imeneo, 1740).
100

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
99

 Reinhard Strohm, ‘Handel’s Operas and the ‘Hanseatic Arioso’’, The Handel Institute Newsletter, Vol. 

14, No. 2 (autumn, 2006), p. 1. 
100

 Julian Budden, Jim Carter, Jack Westrup et al., ‘Arioso’, NG Opera [accessed 25/01/11]. 
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Table 0.2. Accompagnati styles and their labels in Handel’s operas
101

 

Style of accompanied recitative Number of appearances in 

Handel’s operas (Rinaldo, 1711 

– Imeneo) 

Number of labels attached in 

the autograph scores 

Accompagnato 39 9 

Obbligato 8 1 

Measured 1 0 

Mixed I (accompagnato and 

obbligato)  

 

33 17 

Mixed II (accompagnato and 

measured)  

 

5 1 

Mixed III (obbligato and 

measured) 

 

5 0 

Mixed IV (accompagnato, 

measured and obbligato) 

23 7 

        Total accompanied recitatives:  114                                Total labels: 35 

 

 

 In Handel’s oratorio autograph scores, unlike his operas, there are more 

accompanied recitatives labelled than not (see table 0.3).
102

 From the revival of Esther 

(1732) until Jephtha (1751) Handel more or less consistently labelled his accompanied 

recitatives, this is also a trend to be found within the autograph opera scores from the 

time.
103

 Full labels for Handel’s accompanied recitatives appear in the autograph scores 

of the following oratorios: Esther (1732), Deborah (1733), Messiah (1741), Judas 

Maccabaeus (1747), Susanna (1748), Alexander Balus (1748), Theodora (1750), and 

                                                 
101

 All of the mixed style accompanied recitatives shall be referred to by the numbers (I, II, III, IV) given in 

this table for the remainder of this dissertation. Only accompanied recitatives that were performed in 

Handel’s premiere performances are included in this table. 
102

 From Esther (1718) to Jephtha (1751). 
103

 There is a marked increase in Handel’s labelling of accompanied recitatives within his opera autograph 

scores after 1731. The following accompanied recitatives are given labels by Handel: ‘Fermatevi, 

compagni’ (I/1: Poro, 1731); ‘A me impudica’ (II/10: Ariodante, 1734); ‘Ah! Ruggiero crudel’ (II/13: 

Alcina, 1735); ‘Fier teatro di morte’ (III/1: Arminio, 1736); all four accompanied recitatives from Giustino 

(1736); ‘Selene, infida’ (II/4: Berenice, 1737); ‘Ascolta dagli Elisi’ (II/4: Faramondo, 1737), and ‘Miratela, 

che arriva (III/8: Imeneo, 1738). These statistics exclude accompanied recitatives in the following operas as 

not all of their accompanied recitatives are labelled in Handel’s autograph scores: Ezio (1731); Sosarme 

(1732); Orlando (1732); Arianna (1733); Atalanta (1736); and Serse (1738). 
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Jephtha (1751).
104

 From the oratorio Deborah (1733) onwards, the label ‘Accomp’ 

became Handel’s preferred shorthand version for recitativo accompagnato.
105

 

 

Table 0.3. Handel’s oratorio autograph scores: labelling of accompagnati
106

 
 

Label Frequency of usage 

Accomp 41 

None 18 

Acc 9  

Accompagnement 1 

Accompagn 1  

Accompag 1  

Recitative accompanyed 1  

Recit accomp 2  

                                      Total labels: 56 

         Total accompanied recitatives: 74 

                

 

Comparing the styles of the accompanied recitatives within the oratorios (table 

0.4), with those of the operas (table 0.2), shows us that once again Handel preferred to 

compose accompanied recitatives in the pure accompanied recitative style 

(accompagnato) and mixed style I (accompagnato and obbligato). Table 0.4 shows us that 

most of Handel’s oratorio accompanied recitatives were labelled, regardless of their style.   

 

 

 

 

                                                 
104

 The exceptions are: Athalia (1733), Saul (1738), Samson (1742), Joseph (1743), Belshazzar (1744), 

Occasional Oratorio (1746), Joshua (1747), and Solomon (1749). 
105

 There is a manuscript copy (GB Lbl - R.M.19.d.3) of Handel’s Brockes Passion that contains an 

accompanied recitative bearing the label ‘Accomp’ (‘Bei Jesus’ Tod und Leiden leidet des Himmels 

Kreis’), but since it is not included within an autograph score, which in the case of Brockes Passion is lost, 

it is not included in table 0.3. 
106

 This table only includes a study of the original versions of the oratorios (the 1732 version of Esther is 

excluded). As such the table only makes reference to accompanied recitatives that appear in Handel’s 

autograph scores, and were performed at his premieres.  
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Table 0.4. Accompagnati styles and their labels in Handel’s English oratorios 

 
Style of accompanied recitative Number of appearances in 

Handel’s oratorios (Esther, 

1732 – Jephtha) 

Number of labels attached in 

the autograph scores 

Accompagnato 29 21 

Obbligato 5  4 

Measured 7  5 

Mixed I (accompagnato and 

obbligato) 

 

18 14 

Mixed II (accompagnato and 

measured) 

 

7  2 

Mixed III (obbligato and 

measured) 

 

6  2 

Mixed IV (accompagnato, 

measured and obbligato) 

13 8 

                                              Totals:  85                                                      56 

 

 This proves without a doubt that Handel’s labelling of his accompanied recitatives 

had nothing to do with the dramatic contents of the libretto or the style of the 

accompanied recitatives. Also Handel’s use of labels has nothing to do with the tempo of 

the accompanied recitatives, as the free rhythm of recitative (both simple and 

accompanied) is generally implied by the closed form itself and not by a label. Handel’s 

lack of labelling in his operas supports this view.
107

 Moreover, Handel occasionally 

places an accompanied recitative label alongside a tempo mark. Take for example the 

accompanied recitative ‘Oh! Thou bright orb, great ruler of the day’ (Joshua: Act II, 

scene 7), which is labelled as ‘Accomp’, but also includes a tempo marking of ‘Allegro 

un poco piano’.  Yet, Handel’s labelling of his accompanied recitatives, although 

inconsistent, allows us to classify certain pieces of music as recitativo accompagnato that 

might otherwise have been categorised as something else. This is particularly important 

when measured accompanied recitative is involved.  

                                                 
107

 See Jack Westrup and David Fallows’ article on accompagnato for a different viewpoint. Jack Westrup 

and David Fallows, ‘Accompagnato’, NG [accessed 14/12/10]. 
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 Finally, there is evidence to show that, in certain circumstances, Handel would 

use accompanied recitative labels as markers for future composition. In such instances 

the composer would leave room for the accompanied recitative (mostly in the 

accompagnato style) on the folio/folios, organise the systems (usually into five parts with 

clefs), and then label the top of the page (with ‘Accomp’) in order to remind himself that 

an accompanied recitative was meant for that space. There are few surviving examples of 

an accompanied recitative label appearing above blank string parts in Handel’s autograph 

scores, but one example does appear in the autograph score of Belshazzar (GB Lbl - 

R.M.20.d.20). Here Handel places the label ‘accomp’ above staves that are otherwise 

blank apart from the basso continuo and the voice (Nitocris: ‘O sentence too severe’, Act 

II, scene 2). The composer came back to this section at a later date but decided not to set 

it as an accompanied recitative, thus he crossed out the clefs relating to the upper strings 

and the ‘accomp’ label, leaving only the voice and the basso continuo (which was 

presumably added later). The laying out of the score in such a manner was Handel’s usual 

compositional process for recitativo semplice,
108

 but it seems that for more substantial 

accompanied recitatives (especially in the obbligato style) Handel would avoid this 

process as it was impossible to know how many bars and folios were needed for their 

composition.
109

  

 

Accompanied recitative labels in Handel’s wordbooks 

 

The labelling of accompanied recitative within Handel’s wordbooks is also an important 

source when one needs to differentiate between what is and what is not an accompanied 

recitative. Unfortunately, these labels only occur within Handel’s English language words 

(English oratorios, un-acted dramas, etc…), but there is one exception. In Sam Buckley’s 

1713 wordbook Theseus; an Opera. Performed at the Hay-Market. The Musick 

                                                 
108

 For a fuller discussion of Handel’s compositional approach with regard to recitativo semplice, see: 

David Ross Hurley, Handel’s Muse: Patterns of Creation in his Oratorios and Musical Dramas 1743-1751 

(Oxford: OUP, 2001). 
109

 This was probably the case with such accompanied recitatives as ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ (Orlando: Act II, 

scene 11), and ‘Dall’ ondoso periglio’ and ‘Ma d’ogni intorno io veggio’ (Giulio Cesare: Act II, scene 4).  
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Composed by Mr. Hendel,
110

 the accompanied recitative ‘Ombre, ombre sortite 

dall’eterna notte’ (Teseo: Act III, scene 6) carries the label ‘Rècitativo Orrido con’ 

Stroménti’.
111

 This is the only opera seria accompanied recitative to carry a label in the 

surviving wordbooks. The label appears above the Italian text, and there is no 

corresponding label above the English translation. It is impossible to say whether or not 

such a label appeared in Handel’s autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.12) as the relevant 

section is missing, and the accompanied recitative is unlabelled on the score GB Lbl - 

R.M.19.e.6. The label may have been included by the wordbook’s publisher rather than 

by the composer.  

 A very different picture emerges when one analyses the earliest available (and 

subsequent) wordbooks relating to Handel’s English oratorios. Table 0.5 below shows us 

that although the first labelling of an accompanied recitative within Handel’s oratorio 

wordbooks occurred in 1732,
112

 it was not until John Watts’ 1744 wordbook for Joseph 

that the labelling of accompanied recitative became commonplace.
113

 Subsequently the 

majority of featured accompanied recitatives within the oratorio wordbooks are labelled 

‘Recit. accompany’d’, or more commonly ‘Recitative accompany’d’.
114

 Taking the first 

available wordbooks from table 0.5 as a basis we find that out of the ninety accompanied 

recitatives investigated: forty-six are labelled either ‘Recitative accompany’d’ or ‘Recit. 

accompany’d’ (thirty-nine and seven respectively); thirty carry no label; seven are simply 

labelled ‘Recitative’ or ‘Recit’; three are included under the labelling of another 

                                                 
110

 G.F Handel, Theseus; an Opera. Performed at the Hay-Market. The Musick Composed by Mr. Hendel 

(London: Sam Buckley, 1713), p. 38.  
111

 All of the opera wordbooks were either viewed online—ECCO <http://find.galegroup.com> [accessed 

22 July 2009 – 07 August 2009]—or in Ellen T. Harris (ed), The Librettos of Handel’s Operas: A 

Collection of Seventy-One Librettos Documenting Handel’s Operatic Career (London: Garland Publishing, 

1989). 
112

 Within the second edition of Esther (1732). The accompanied recitative ‘Breathe soft ye gales’ (Act I, 

scene 1) is not in fact an accompanied recitative but an arioso. Chrysander in his edition of the 1732 Esther 

also labels this accompanied recitative as an arioso, as does Winton Dean (Oratorios, p. 207). 
113

 It could be speculated that the Joseph wordbook was used as a model for the 1745 Dublin publication of 

the Messiah wordbook, which contains labels for all of its accompanied recitatives. 
114

 This is also true of later publications of the wordbooks. For instance, the later editions of the Esther 

wordbook (1757 edition) and the Saul wordbook (1750? edition) both contain four and five labels 

respectively despite the fact their earlier editions contained none, or very little, labelling of accompanied 

recitatives. 

http://find.galegroup.com/
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accompanied recitative or simple recitative;
115

 and four are labelled as either ‘Air’ or 

some other term (such as ‘The Invocation’ or ‘Recitative, Air and Chorus’). 

 

Table 0.5. Accompanied recitative labels in Handel’s oratorio wordbooks
116

 

Oratorio and year of wordbook 

 

Accompanied recitative(s) Label(s) 

Esther (1732)
117

 

 

 

Esther (1732)
118

 

 

 

Esther (1733)
119

 

 

 

Esther (1757)
120

 

 

1. Me thinks I hear a mother’s 

groan.  

2. Turn not o Queen. 

--------------------------------- 

1. Breathe soft ye gales.  

2. Me thinks I hear a mother’s 

groan.  

3. Turn not o Queen. 

--------------------------------- 

1. Breathe soft ye gales.  

2. Me thinks I hear a mother’s 

groan.  

3. Turn not o Queen. 

--------------------------------- 

1. Breathe soft ye gales.  

2. Me thinks I hear a mother’s 

groan.  

3. Turn not o Queen. 

4. Jehovah, crown’d with glory 

light. 

 

1. None 

 

2. Air 

--------------------------------- 

1. Recit. Accompanied 

2. None 

 

3. Air 

--------------------------------- 

1 Recit. Accompanied 

2. None 

 

3. Air 

--------------------------------- 

1. Recitative accompany’d 

2. Recitative accompany’d 

 

3. Recitative accompany’d 

4. Recitative accompany’d 

Deborah (1744)
121

 1. By that adorable decree. 

2. O great Jehovah. 

 

1. The invocation 

2. Recit 

Athalia (1733)
122

 1. Oh Judah. 

2. What scenes of horror. 

3. Oh Athalia, tremble at thy fate. 

4. What sacred horrors. 

5. Let harmony breathe soft 

around. 

1. None 

2. None 

3. None 

4. None 

5. None 

 

                                                 
115

 The last label featured within the wordbook text can be related to the accompanied recitative, and even 

though it does not directly appear above the succeeding accompanied recitative this label could nonetheless 

be viewed (if no other label appears) to refer to a succeeding accompanied recitative. 
116

 As there are many instances where the publisher has incorrectly labelled an aria, or a simple recitative, 

as an accompanied recitative (see discussion below), only labels that are attached to real accompanied 

recitatives are included in this table.  
117

 G.F Handel, Esther (London: publisher unknown, 1732). This wordbook and all the other wordbooks 

mentioned in table 0.5 were accessed through ECCO <http://find.galegroup.com>. 
118

 G.F Handel, Esther (London: Thomas Wood, 1732). 
119

 G.F Handel, Esther (London: T. Wood, 1733). 
120

 G.F Handel, Esther (London: J. Watts, 1757). 
121

 G.F Handel, Deborah (London: J. Watts, 1744). Watts’ 1756 edition of Deborah presents the same 

labelling. 
122

 G.F Handel, Athalia (London: J. Watts, 1733). Watts’ 1756 edition of Athalia presents the same 

labelling. 

http://find.galegroup.com/
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Table 0.5. Continued 

 
Oratorio and year of wordbook 

 

Accompanied recitative(s) Label(s) 

Saul (1742)
123

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Saul (1750?)
124

 

1. What do I hear. 

2. To him ten thousands. 

3. O filial piety. 

4. The time at length has come. 

5. Wretch that I am. 

6. Yet, o hard fate. 

7. Why hast thou forc’d me. 

8. O holy Prophet. 

9. Thou and thy sons shall be 

with me tomorrow. 

--------------------------------- 

1. What do I hear. 

2. To him ten thousands. 

3. O filial piety. 

4. The time at length has come. 

5. Wretch that I am. 

6. Yet, o hard fate. 

 

7. Why hast thou forc’d me. 

8. O holy Prophet. 

 

9. Thou and thy sons shall be 

with me tomorrow. 

 

1. None 

2. None 

3. None 

4. None 

5. None 

6. None 

7. None 

8. None 

9. None 

 

--------------------------------- 

1. Recitative 

2. Recitative accompany’d 

3. Recitative accompany’d 

4. Recitative accompany’d 

5. Recitative accompany’d 

6. Is included under the same 

label as number six. 

7. Recitative accompany’d 

8. Is included under the same 

label as number eight. 

9. Is included under the same 

label as number eight. 

Messiah (1745)
125

 1. Comfort ye my people. 

2. Thus saith the Lord. 

3. For behold, darkness shall 

cover the earth. 

4. And lo, the angel of the lord. 

5. And suddenly there was the 

angel a multitude. 

6. All they that see him. 

7. Thy rebuke hath broken his 

heart 

8. He was cut off out of the land 

of the living. 

9. Behold, I tell you a mystery. 

 

1. Recitative accompany’d 

2. Recitative accompany’d 

3. Recitative accompany’d 

 

4. Recitative accompany’d 

5. Recitative accompany’d 

 

6. Recitative accompany’d 

7. Recitative accompany’d 

 

8. Recitative accompany’d 

 

9. Recitative accompany’d 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
123

 G.F Handel, Saul (Dublin: George Faulkner, 1742). 
124

 G.F Handel, Saul (London: J. Watts, 1750?). 
125

 G.F Handel, Messiah (Dublin: James Hoey, 1745). Watts’ 1750? London edition of Handel’s Messiah 

contains the same labelling. 
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Table 0.5. Continued 
 

Oratorio and year of wordbook 

 

Accompanied recitative(s) Label(s) 

Samson (1743)
126

 1. Since light is so necessary. 

2.  Oh miserable change. 

3. The good we wish for. 

4. My griefs for this forbid mine 

eyes to close. 

5. My genial spirits droop. 

6. Shall I make Jehovah’s glory 

known. 

7. With might endured. 

8. The virgins too shall on their 

feastful days.  

 

1. None 

2. None 

3. None 

4. None 

 

5. None 

6. None 

 

7. None 

8. None 

Joseph (1744)
127

 1. By wherefore thus. 

2. Pharaoh, thy dreams are one. 

3. Where are these Brethren. 

4. Ye, departed hours. 

5. Our reverend Sire. 

6. What, without me. 

7. The man who flees. 

8. Peace Simeon. 

9. Oh gracious God. 

10. Lay all on me, imprisonment, 

chains. 

 

1. Recitative accompany’d 

2. Recitative accompany’d 

3. Recitative accompany’d 

4. None 

5. None 

6. Recitative accompany’d 

7. Recitative accompany’d 

8. Recitative accompany’d 

9. Recitative accompany’d 

10. Recitative accompany’d 

Belshazzar (1745)
128

 1. Anon it strives. 

2. Never to rise again. 

3. Oh memory, still bitter to my 

soul. 

4. Me thought, as on the bank of 

deep Euphrates. 

5. Rejoice, my country men. 

6. Thus saith the Lord to Cyrus. 

7. Ah. 

8. Yet, to obey his dred 

command. 

9. The most high God. 

10. Mene, the God. 

11. Yes, I will build your city. 

 

1. None 

2. None 

3. Recit. accompany’d 

 

4. Recit. accompany’d 

 

5. Recit. accompany’d 

6. Recit. accompany’d 

7. None 

8. Recit. accompany’d 

9. Recit. accompany’d  

10. None 

11. Recit. accompany’d 

Occasional Oratorio (1746)
129

 1. Why do the gentiles tumult. 

2. O Lord, how many are my 

foes. 

 

3. Humbled with fear. 

4. May balmy peace. 

 

1. Recitative accompany’d 

2. Recitative accompany’d 

(performed on 14 Feb 1746 as an 

air, later as an accomp, 19 Feb) 

3. Recitative accompany’d 

4. Recitative, Air and Chorus 

                                                 
126

 G.F Handel, Samson (London: J. and R. Tonson, 1743). 
127

 G.F Handel, Joseph (London: J. Watts, 1744). 
128

 G.F Handel, Belshazzar (London: J. Watts, 1745). 
129

 G.F Handel, Occasional Oratorio (London: J. and R. Tonson and S. Draper, 1746). 
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Table 0.5. Continued 
 

Oratorio and year of wordbook 

 

Accompanied recitative(s) Label(s) 

Judas Maccabaeus (1747)
130

 1. I feel, I feel the Deity within. 

2. We come, we come.  

3. See, see yon flames. 

 

1. Recitative 

2. Recitative accompany’d 

3. Recitative 

Joshua (1748)
131

 1. So long the memory shall last. 

2. Leader of Israel. 

3. In these blest scenes. 

4. Oh! Thou bright orb. 

 

1. Air 

2. Recitative accompany’d 

3. Recitative accompany’d 

4. Recitative accompany’d 

Alexander Balus (1748)
132

 1. Ungrateful child. 

2. Shall Cleopatra ever smile 

again. 

3. Calm thou my soul. 

4. Mistaken Queen. 

 

1. Recitative accompany’d 

2. Recitative 

 

3. Part of a ‘Recitative’ section.  

4. Recitative accompany’d 

Susanna (1748)
133

 1. What means this weight. 

2. Tyrannic love. 

3. But you, who see me on the 

verge of life. 

 

1. Recitative accompany’d 

2. Recitative accompany’d 

3. Recitative accompany’d 

 

Solomon (1749)
134

 1. Almighty pow’r. 

2. See! From the op’ning skies. 

 

3. Israel, attend to what your 

King shall say. 

4. Next the tortur’d soul release. 

1. Recitative accompany’d 

2. Is included under the same 

label as number one. 

3. None 

 

4. Recitative accompany’d 

 

Theodora (1750?)
135

 1. Oh worse than death indeed. 

2. Forbid it, Hea’vn. 

3. Oh my Irene. 

 

1. Part of a ‘recitative’ section 

2. Recitative accompany’d 

3. Recitative accompany’d 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
130

 G.F Handel, Judas Maccabaeus (London: J. Watts, 1747). 
131

 G.F Handel, Joshua (London: J. and R. Tonson and S. Draper, 1748). The 1752 edition of this 

wordbook (published by the same publishers) contains the same labelling. 
132

 G.F Handel, Alexander Balus (London: J. Watts, 1748). 
133

 G.F Handel, Susanna (London: J. and R. Tonson, 1759). 
134

 G.F Handel, Solomon (London: J. and R. Tonson and S. Draper, 1749). In J. and R. Tonson’s 1759 

edition of this wordbook none of the accompanied recitatives are labelled as accompanied recitatives. 
135

 G.F Handel, Theodora (London: J. Watts, 1750). 
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Table 0.5. Continued 
 

Oratorio and year of wordbook 

 

Accompanied recitative(s) Label(s) 

Jephtha (1752?)
136

 1. It must be so. 

2. If Lord, sustain’d by thy 

almighty pow’r. 

3. First perish thou and perish the 

world. 

4. For joys so vast. 

5. Deeper and deeper still. 

6. Hide thou thy hated beams. 

7. A father off’ing up his child. 

8. Ye sacred priest. 

9. For ever blessed by thy name. 

1. Recitative 

2. Recitative accompany’d 

 

3. Recitative accompany’d 

 

4. Recitative accompany’d 

5. Recitative accompany’d 

6. Recitative accompany’d 

7. Recitative 

8. Recitative 

9. Recitative accompany’d 

 

 

 In fact most movements, whether accompanied recitative or not, are labelled in 

the wordbooks. One reason may have been the layout of the oratorio wordbooks 

themselves. Unlike the opera wordbooks, where an English translation is included along 

with the Italian, the oratorio wordbooks feature only the English text. Physically this 

makes the oratorio wordbooks less cluttered and significantly shorter than their operatic 

counterparts. Yet, table 0.5 does pose at least one problem with regard to the use of 

terminology within the oratorio wordbooks. For instance, why is the accompanied ‘Turn 

not, O Queen thy face away’ (Esther: Act III, scene 1) labelled as an ‘Air’ in both the 

1732 editions and the 1733 edition of the oratorio, yet labelled as ‘Recitative 

accompany’d’ in Watts’ 1757 edition? One reason may be that it is in fact an air, but this 

can be ruled out as Handel clearly labels it as ‘Accompag’ in his autograph score (GB Lbl 

- R.M.20.e.7).
137

 The confusion surrounding the terminology of this closed form, 

however, is not limited to wordbooks from the 1730s, as inconsistencies can also be 

found in other later secondary sources. For example, Samuel Arnold in his 1787(?) 

edition of Esther labelled this accompanied recitative as ‘Accomp’ in the score, but as 

‘Air’ in the contents page. Furthermore, Friedrich Chrysander, in his nineteenth-century 

edition of the oratorio, refers to ‘Turn not, O Queen’ as ‘Arioso’ on the contents page but 

as ‘accomp’ in the actual score.
138

 This plurality of labelling is perhaps not surprising 

                                                 
136

 G.F Handel, Jephtha (London: J. Watts, 1752?). Watts’ 1758 edition of this wordbook contains the same 

labelling. 
137

 It is labelled as ‘Accomp’ in John Walsh’s 1750? edition of the oratorio, GB Lbl - R.M.7.g.9.(1.). 
138

 Howard Serwer in his 1995 HHA edition of the oratorio simply refers to ‘Turn not, O Queen’ as an 

accompanied recitative. G. F. Handel, Esther, Howard Serwer (ed), (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1995). 
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given that the orchestral accompaniment of the accompanied recitative is closely 

modelled on that of the aria ‘Mein Vater’ from Handel’s Brockes Passion (see chapter 

II). 

The inconsistent labelling of ‘Turn not, O Queen’ suggests that the publishers of 

the early Esther wordbooks had not seen Handel’s autograph score, and were perhaps 

taking their instructions from someone else. It is possible that this person could have been 

Samuel Humphreys (c.1698-1737), who had been entrusted with expanding the original 

Esther for Handel’s 1732 performances of the work in the King’s Theatre. Once the label 

‘Air’ had slipped into the first wordbooks it remained there in subsequent editions until 

Handel’s later publisher John Watts corrected it in 1757. There are many other 

accompanied recitatives in the pure measured style that are labelled as accompanied 

recitatives in Handel’s wordbooks. For example, there are three labelled accompanied 

recitatives in the pure measured style within James Hoey’s 1745 Dublin edition of the 

Messiah wordbook. They include, ‘For behold, darkness shall cover the earth’ (Part I), 

‘And lo, the angel of the lord’ (Part I), and ‘And suddenly there was the angel a 

multitude’ (Part I).
139

 The pure measured style accompanied recitative ‘We come, we 

come!’ (Act I), is also correctly labelled as ‘Recitative accompany’d’ in John Watts’ 

1747 Judas Maccabaeus wordbook.
140

 

 The labelling within the wordbooks can often be incorrect. Take for instance the 

air ‘Hide thou thy hated beams’ (Jephtha: Act III, scene 1), it is mislabelled as a 

‘Recitative accompany’d’ in John Watts’ 1752(?) wordbook. This is also the case with 

Watt’s 1748 Alexander Balus wordbook,
141

 where the quintet ‘Mistaken Queen’ (Act III, 

scene 1) is labelled as ‘Recitative accompany’d’. A final example occurs in Tonson and 

Draper’s 1749 Solomon wordbook,
142

 where the recitativo semplice ‘Next the tortur’d 

soul release’ is labelled incorrectly as ‘recitative accompany’d’. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
139

 All three are also labelled as accompanied recitatives in Handel’s autograph score, GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.2. 
140

 It is labelled as ‘Accomp’ in Handel’s autograph score, GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.12. 
141

 G.F Handel, Alexander Balus (London: J. Watts, 1748). 
142

 G.F Handel, Solomon (London: J. and R. Tonson and S. Draper, 1749). 
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Accompanied recitative in modern editions of Handel’s music 

 

 

In the two ‘modern’ editions of Handel’s operas and oratorios, Friedrich Chrysander’s 

(1858-1902) and the Hallische Händel-Ausgabe (1955-present), the majority of 

accompanied recitatives are labelled as ‘accompagnato’ or some derivative of that term. 

These labels are usually taken from Handelian primary sources. There are, however, 

occurrences within these two editions where the labelling of accompanied recitative 

becomes confused.
143

 Take for example, the HHA edition of Amadigi, in it the 

accompanied recitative ‘Addio, crudo Amadigi!’ is labelled as ‘Accompagnato, ed 

arioso’.
144

 Yet, both the accompanied recitative and the succeeding arioso are musically 

separate from each other, and both are self-contained. Obviously this labelling is down to 

editorial policy, but it would be preferable to separate the two closed forms from each 

other in order to gain a clearer picture of what is actually going on musically. There are 

many further cases of this combining of terms within the two Handel editions, and for 

that matter within the contents of HHb i and HHb ii, which often include such hybrid 

labels as ‘Sinfonia e Recitativo accompagnato’; ‘Recitativo accompagnato ed Arioso’; 

and ‘Recitativo accompagnato ed Aria’ (see Appendixes II and III for full details). 

Handel never included hybrid labels such as these within his autograph scores, and the 

use of hybrid labels in modern editions of the composer’s vocal music and reference 

books is rare.
145

 

 In this study accompanied recitatives have been separated from neighbouring 

closed forms (arias, sinfonias, recitativo semplice and so forth), and all hybrid labels 

abandoned, as they do not reflect Handel’s labelling processes or the actual form of his 

accompanied recitatives. For example, if an introductory sinfonia appears at the 

beginning of an accompanied recitative it is disregarded in the bar count as it is not an 

accompanied recitative but a sinfonia. Take for instance, the accompanied recitative ‘Son 

vinto, o Ciel, son vinto’ (Lotario, 1729: Act II, scene 1). The HHb i labels it as ‘Sinfonia 

                                                 
143

 Samuel Arnold, in his editions of Handel’s vocal music from the late eighteenth century (1787 

onwards), only uses labels that are derived from the term ‘recitativo accompagnato’.  
144

 G. F. Handel, Amadigi, J. Merrill Knapp (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1971), p. 150. 
145

 For example, in HHb i only eights entries carry the label ‘Sinfonia e Recitativo accompagnato’, or 

‘Sinfonia ed Accompagnato’. 
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ed Accompagnato’, and gives it a duration of twenty-eight bars.
146

 Yet, the accompanied 

recitative only occupies seventeen bars, with the preceding sinfonia occupying eleven. 

The sinfonia merely acts as an introduction to the accompanied recitative, and apart from 

a surprise cadence
147

 there is very little connection between the two sections.
148

 For 

example, the sinfonia carries a D major key signature, whereas the accompanied 

recitative does not have a key signature.
149

 The sinfonia is orchestrated with trumpets and 

oboes (as well as strings and continuo), whereas the accompanied recitative is 

orchestrated with strings and continuo. The sinfonia has a fast harmonic speed, the 

accompanied recitative has a slow harmonic speed. 

 These ‘Sinfonia ed Accompagnato’ sections usually occur at the beginning of acts 

or at the beginning of scenes; only the two ‘Sinfonia e Recitativo accompagnato’ within 

Alessandro (1726) provide an exception to this rule.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
146

 Handel always found it unnecessary to provide labels for accompanied recitatives that are preceded by 

an extended sinfonia in his opera autograph scores. For example, Handel does not label the accompanied 

recitative ‘Qual silenzio è mai questo’ (Ezio, II/1), but does label the orchestral introduction (which is 

twelve bars long) with the label ‘sinfonia’. 
147

 Falling from A major at the end of the sinfonia section, to B major (first inversion) at the beginning of 

the accompanied recitative, instead of an expected perfect cadence on to D major. 
148

 In Handel’s operas, Sinfonia sections that precede accompanied recitatives generally have ulterior 

functions set apart from the succeeding form. These may be related to changes of scene, or magical 

occurrences within the libretto. 
149

 The majority of Handel’s opera seria accompanied recitatives are given key signatures. 
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Accompanied recitative in early printed editions of Handel’s operas and oratorios 

 

In the early printed editions of Handel’s operas, namely those published during his 

lifetime,
150

 accompanied recitatives are generally absent. Beginning with Floridante 

(1722), and ending with Serse (1738), only fourteen of Handel’s opera accompanied 

recitatives are included in the early editions.
151

 Four of the fourteen carry a label, and in 

each instance the label is ‘Accompg’.
152

 Typically, the published editions produced 

during Handel’s lifetime by John Walsh (1665/1666?-1736, who is also responsible for 

the imprint ‘Musick Shops’),
153

 John Walsh the younger (1709-1766), John Cluer (late 

17
th
 century-1728, who is responsible for the imprint ‘printing office in Bow Street 

Yard’), Richard Meares (?- 1722?) and Richard Meares the younger (1671?-1743?) are 

comprised solely of arias and instrumental sections such as overtures, sinfonias, and 

marches. Simple recitative is never included in these editions, or in the flute 

transcriptions.  

 A great number of the early opera editions are entitled ‘An Opera as it was 

Perform’d at the King’s Theatre for the Royal Academy… Publish’d by the Author’, but 

none of them provide a complete edition. In fact, most of these editions are generally 

indistinguishable from the editions entitled ‘The favourite songs in the opera call’d…’. 

Both types of publication are set for full score, but only the editions entitled ‘An Opera as 

it was Perform’d at the King’s Theatre for the Royal Academy… Publish’d by the 

Author’ (and derivatives of that title) feature accompanied recitatives (table 0.6). 

 

 

 

                                                 
150

 Only editions currently held in the British Library were consulted during this study. 
151

 They feature in ten editions, out of a total survey of sixty-eight editions. 
152

 This label only appears in editions published between 1737 and 1738. The label appears above the 

following accompanied recitatives: (1) ‘Fier teatro di morte!’ (III/1), G.F. Handel, Arminius, an opera, as it 

is perform’d at the Theatre Royal in Covent Garden (London: J. Walsh, 1737); (2) ‘Chi mi chiama alla 

gloria?’ (I/5), G.F. Handel, Justin an Opera as it is Perform’d at the Theatre Royal in Covent Garden. 

Compos’d by Mr. Handel (London: J. Walsh, 1737); (3) ‘Frondi tenere e belle’ (I/1) and 4. ‘L’amerò? Non 

fia vero’ (II/5), G.F. Handel, Xerxes an Opera as it is Perform’d at the King’s Theatre in the Hay Market. 

Compos’d by Mr. Handel (London: J. Walsh, 1738). 
153

 According to Frank Kidson et al this imprint was used by John Walsh (senior) as a way of disguising the 

origins of his publications due to stamp duty. Frank Kidson et al, ‘John Walsh (i)’, NG [accessed 

21/01/2010]. 
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Table 0.6. Accompanied recitative in early printed editions of Handel’s operas 

HWV Opera Publisher(s) Title of edition Year British 

library 

pressmark 

Accompanied 

recitative 

14 Floridante J. Walsh and 

Joseph Hare 

 

 

 

 

Floriant, An Opera 

as it was Perform’d 

at the King’s 

Theatre for the 

Royal Academy… 

 

1722 

 

 

 

 

 

H.299.b.(1.) 

 

 

 

 

 

Contains one 

out of three 

accompanied 

recitatives.
154

 

 

 

 

17 Giulio Cesare Cluer  

 

 

Julius Caesar: an 

Opera… 

 

 

1724 

 

 

 

 

D.310.b.(1.) 

 

 

 

 

Contains three 

of the five 

accompanied 

recitatives.
155

 

 

21 Alessandro Cluer 

 

 

 

 

Alexander, an 

Opera… 

 

 

1726 

 

 

 

 

R.M.7.h.32 

 

 

 

 

Contains one 

out of eight 

accompanied 

recitatives.
156

 

 

23 Riccardo 

primo 

 

Cluer Richd ye 1st King 

of England. An 

opera… 

1728 R.M.7.h.40 Contains one 

out of seven 

accompanied 

recitatives.
157

 

 

30 Sosarme J. Walsh  

 

 

 

  

Sosarmes, an 

Opera…
158

 

 

1733? H.299.m.(2.) Contains one 

out of two 

accompanied 

recitatives.
159

 

 

                                                 
154

 This edition contains the accompanied recitative ‘Parmi ascolta un lieve moto’ (II/7) which is encased 

within the arioso ‘Notte cara’. Sung by the character Elmira, which appears on pages 46-49 of this edition. 

The second and third accompanied recitatives, both titled ‘Sorte nemica, hai vinto!’ (II/9), are not included 

in this collection. 
155

 Namely: ‘Alma del gran Pompeo’ (I/7), ‘Dall’ondoso periglio’ (III/4), and ‘Ma d’ogni intorno io 

veggio’ (Act III/4). All three were originally sung by Senesino, and his name appears above each one. In 

Cluer’s Julius Caesar for the Flute Compos’d by G.Frederick Handel of London, Gent (GB Lbl - 

D.310.b.2, which is bound in with GB Lbl - D.310.b.1.), the music to the introductory sinfonia and the 

following aria which surround ‘Dall’ondoso periglio’ (III/4) appears. Oddly, in this flute arrangement, the 

title of this section is ‘Dall’ondoso’ which is the title of the accompanied recitative, yet none of the music 

from the accompanied recitative appears. G.F. Handel, Julius Caesar for the Flute Compos’d by G. 

Frederick Handel of London, Gent, GB Lbl - D.310.b.2 (London: Cluer printing office, 1724), p. 24. 
156

 Namely: ‘Solitudini amante’ (II/2), which is preceded by a sinfonia and interspersed with moments of 

arioso.  G.F. Handel, Alexander, an Opera Compos’d by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - R.M.7.h.32 (London: J. 

Cluer, 1726), pp. 44-48. 
157

 ‘Sei la fine de’ mali’ which forms the B section of the dal segno aria ‘Morte vieni’ (III/2). 
158

 The earliest printed edition of this opera does not contain any accompanied recitatives. G.F. Handel, The 

Favourite Songs in the Opera Call’d Sosarme, GB Lbl – Hirsch M.1397 (London: J. Walsh, 1732). 
159

 Namely: ‘Rasserena Erenice’ (I/2), which appears directly after the overture. G.F. Handel, Sosarmes an 

Opera as it was perform’d at the Kings Theatre in the Hay Market Compos’d by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - 

H.299.m.(2.) (London: J. Walsh, 1732), p. 7. 
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Table 0.6. Continued 

HWV Opera Publisher(s) Title of edition Year British 

library 

pressmark 

Accompanied 

recitative 

32 Arianna J. Walsh  

 

 

 

  

 

Ariadne, an opera, as 

it is perform’d at the 

Theatre Royal in 

Covent Garden.
160

 

 

1737 

 

 

 

 

 

R.M.7.h.5 Contains one 

out of three 

accompanied 

recitatives.
161

 

 

36 Arminio J. Walsh Arminius, an Opera, 

as it is Perform’d at 

the Theatre Royal in 

Covent Garden. 

 

1737 R.M.7.h.6 Contains the 

only 

accompanied 

recitative in 

the opera.
162

 

37 Giustino J. Walsh Justin, an Opera, as it 

is Perform’d at the 

Theatre Royal in 

Covent Garden. 

 

1737 R.M.7.h.35 Contains two 

out of four 

accompanied 

recitatives.
163

 

38 Berenice J. Walsh Berenice, an Opera, 

as it is Perform’d at 

the Theatre Royal in 

Covent Garden. 

 

1737 Hirsch 

II.388 

Contains the 

only 

accompanied 

recitative in 

the opera.
164

 

40 Serse J. Walsh Xerxes, an Opera, as 

it is Perform’d at the 

King’s Theatre in the 

Hay Market. 

1738 G.168.b Contains two 

out of three 

accompanied 

recitatives.
165

 

 

 

 

                                                 
160

 The earliest edition of this opera does not contain any accompanied recitatives. G.F. Handel, The 

Favourite Songs in the Opera call’d Ariadne… No. ii (London: J. Walsh, 1734). The British Library dates 

this edition as 1743, but W. Smith dates it as 1734, which would make it the first printed edition of this 

opera. The British Library’s dating of this edition may be an error as 1734 can so easily become 1743 

through clerical error. 
161

 Namely: ‘Oh patria! Oh cittadini! Oh Arianna’ (II/1), which is unlabelled and is probably included as it 

introduces an arioso section.  
162

 Namely: ‘Fier teatro di morte!’ (III/1), which is labelled ‘Accompg’. 
163

 Namely: ‘Giustin, lascia i riposi’ (I/5), which is not mentioned in the contents list), and ‘Chi mi chiama 

alla gloria?’ (I/5), which is labelled ‘Accompg’. G.F. Handel, Justin an Opera as it is Perform’d at the 

Theatre Royal in Covent Garden. Compos’d by Mr. Handel (London: J. Walsh, 1737), pp. 26, 30. 
164

 Namely: ‘Selene infida…Spergiurato amore’ (II/4), which is labelled ‘Accompg’. G.F. Handel, 

Berenice, an opera, as it is perform’d at the Theatre Royal in Covent Garden. Compos’d by Mr. Handel 

(London: J. Walsh, 1737), pp. 39-40. 
165

 Namely: ‘Frondi tenere e belle’ (I/1), and ‘L’amerò? Non fia vero’ (II/5). Both of these accompanied 

recitatives are labelled ‘Accompg’. G.F. Handel, Xerxes an Opera as it is Perform’d at the King’s Theatre 

in the Hay Market. Compos’d by Mr. Handel (London: J. Walsh, 1738), pp. 6, 59. The third accompanied 

recitative, ‘Sento che l’onde fremono’ (Act II/11), was perhaps excluded owing to its short duration (four 

bars) and because it is surrounded by recitativo semplice. 
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 Given the rarity of accompanied recitative in these editions, it may be appropriate 

to conclude that there was a limited demand for this sort of music, originating with the 

public or at least the publishers’ understanding of public taste. For example, Handel’s 

second operatic accompanied recitative to appear in print, ‘Alma del gran Pompeo’, 

(Giulio Cesare: Act I, scene 7), was so popular that it was the only opera accompanied 

recitative to be performed at the 1784 Handel Commemoration.
166

 Cluer’s inclusion of it 

in his 1724 edition is an early indication of its popularity. Yet, six of the accompanied 

recitatives are no doubt included because they interrupt sections of arioso or da capo 

arias. For instance, ‘Parmi ascoltare un lieve moto’ (Floridante), ‘Dall’ ondoso periglio 

salvo mi’ (Giulio Cesare), Mà d’ogni intorno i’ veggio’ (Giulio Cesare), ‘Solitudini 

amate’ (Alessandro), and ‘Oh patria! Oh cittadini!’ (Arianna) all either interrupt an 

arioso or a da capo aria. Some of these accompanied recitatives even act as the B section 

of da capo arias, for instance ‘Sei la fine de’ mali’ (Riccardo primo). The other 

accompanied recitatives are perhaps included because they either open acts or because 

they introduce choruses or arias. Yet, given that large amounts of Handel’s music does 

not appear in these editions, it seems certain that the publishers were choosing certain 

movements that they knew would sell. The fact that accompanied recitatives are included 

in these editions proves that there was a contemporary demand for this type of music. 

 In the early editions of Handel’s oratorios, the publishers’ practice, with regard to 

the inclusion of accompanied recitatives, is quite different. For instance, the accompanied 

recitatives are more likely to be labelled, and accompanied recitatives are more likely to 

be included regardless of their harmonic or structural function. For example, thirteen of 

the accompanied recitatives are self-contained—that is to say that they are not fused into 

a larger structure—and ten occur within a greater structure.
167

 Moreover, accompanied 

                                                 
166

 This accompanied recitative was chosen by a committee, and performed by the renowned soprano-

castrato Gasparo Pacchierotti, on the second day of the commemoration (27 May, 1784) in London’s 

Pantheon. Burney refers to it, in his account of the event, as ‘the finest piece of accompanied recitative, 

without intervening symphonies, which I am acquainted’. Charles Burney, An Account of the Musical 

Performances in Westminster Abbey and the Pantheon (London: 1785), pp. 60-63. 
167

 The accompanied recitatives that feature within a greater structure are: ‘Anon it strives’ and ‘Never to 

rise again’ (Belshazzar: I/1, 1745); ‘In these blest scenes’ (I/1) and ‘O thou bright Orb’ (II/7) from Joshua 

(1748); and ‘If Lord, sustain’d by thy almighty pow’r (I/4), ‘First perish thou’ (II/3), and ‘A father offr’ing 

up his only child’ (III/1) from Jephtha (1752). 
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recitatives in the oratorio early printed editions are less likely to feature an orchestral 

introduction than their counterparts in the opera early editions.  

 Accompanied recitatives first appear in John Walsh’s 1745 edition of the oratorio 

Belshazzar, but it was not until his edition of Joshua (1748) that labels were included. 

Subsequently, we find that over half (fourteen out of twenty-three) of the accompanied 

recitatives that do occur in these early editions are labelled, either with the derivative of 

recitativo accompagnato ‘Accomp’, or more commonly ‘Accompt’.  

 There are many reasons why the oratorio early editions differ from the opera early 

editions, but perhaps the most important are as follows. (1) Instead of two competing 

publishers—which was the case with the early opera editions—the early editions of 

Handel’s oratorios were compiled by just one publisher (John Walsh), Walsh was 

evidently supportive of the inclusion of accompanied recitative within the oratorio 

editions. (2) The number of pages within the oratorio early editions generally exceeds the 

number of pages found within the opera early editions.
168

 (3) The less prominent role of 

the da capo aria, due to the relative absence of castrati and foreign prima donnas from 

Handel’s oratorio performances, provides a space for the inclusion of accompanied 

recitative in the early oratorio editions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
168

 For a full listing of page numbers within the early editions see: William C. Smith assisted by Charles 

Humpries, Handel: A Descriptive Catalogue of the Early Editions, 2
nd

 edition with supplement (Oxford: 

Basil Blackwell, 1970). 
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Table 0.7. Accompanied recitative in early printed editions of Handel’s oratorios 

HWV Oratorio Publisher Title of edition Year British 

Library 

Pressmark 

Accompanied 

recitative(s) 

50b Esther J. Walsh 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

J. Walsh 

1. The Most 

Celebrated Songs 

in the Oratorio 

Esther, to which is 

Prefixt the 

Overture in Score. 

--------------------- 

 

 

 

2. Esther, an 

Oratorio. 

c.1732-

1733 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1750? 

G.160.d 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

R.M.7.g.9.(1.) 

This edition 

contains no 

accompanied 

recitatives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contains one 

of the three 

accompanied 

recitatives.
169

 

 

53 Saul J. Walsh 

 

 

 

 

 

 

J. Walsh 

1. The Most 

Celebrated Songs 

in the Oratorio 

call’d Saul. 

--------------------- 

 

 

2. Saul, an 

Oratorio Set to 

Musick by Mr. 

Handel. 

 

c.1740 

 

 

 

 

 

 

c.1748 

G.160.o.(1.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

R.M.7.g.12.(1.) 

This edition 

contains no 

accompanied 

recitatives.
170

 

 

 

 

Contains two 

of the ten 

accompanied 

recitatives.
171

 

61 Belshazzar J. Walsh Belshazzar An 

Oratorio Set to 

Musick by Mr. 

Handel. 

1745 G.160.j Contains three 

of the eleven 

accompanied 

recitatives.
172

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
169

 Namely: ‘Turn not, o Queen, thy face away’ (scene 6), which is labelled ‘Accomp’. G.F. Handel, Esther 

an Oratorio Set to Musick by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl: R.M.7.g.9.(1.) (London: J. Walsh, 1750?), pp. 81-82. A 

new accompanied recitative, ‘Me thinks I see each stately tow’r of Salem rise’ (I/4), was introduced in the 

1751 edition taking the total number of accompanied recitatives to three. 
170

 The simple recitative ‘Already see, the daughters of the land’ (I/2) is included in this edition. This is, no 

doubt, a consequence of it being placed between a sinfonia and a chorus. Both of which are musically 

related. 
171

 Namely: ‘O filial piety! O sacred friendship!’ (I/6), which is labelled ‘Accomp: Lento’; and ‘Wretch that 

I am! Of my own ruin author!’ (III/1), which lacks a label. G.F. Handel, Saul an Oratorio Set to Musick by 

Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - R.M.7.g.12.(1.) (London: J. Walsh, c.1748), pp. 47-48 and 73-74. 
172

 Namely: ‘Anon it strives’, ‘Never to rise again’ (I/1), and ‘Thus said the Lord to Cyrus his anointed’ 

(I/3). All three accompanied recitative are unlabelled. G.F. Handel, Belshazzar An Oratorio Set to Musick 

by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - G.160.j (London: J. Walsh, 1745), pp. 6-9 and 27-29. 
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Table 0.7. Continued 

HWV Oratorio Publisher Title of edition Year British 

Library 

Pressmark 

Accompanied 

recitative(s) 

62 Occasional 

Oratorio 

J. Walsh The occasional 

Oratorio as it is 

Perform’d at the 

Theatre Royal in 

Covent Garden 

Set to Musick by 

Mr. Handel. 

 

1746 G.160.u Contains one 

of the ‘four’ 

accompanied 

recitatives.
173

 

64 Joshua J. Walsh Joshua an 

Oratorio Set to 

Musick by Mr. 

Handel. 

 

1748 Hirsch 

IV.771 

Contains two 

of the five 

accompanied 

recitatives.
174

 

 

65 Alexander 

Balus 

J. Walsh Alexander Balus 

an Oratorio Set 

to Musick by 

Mr. Handel. 

 

1748 Hirsch 

IV.754 

Contains two 

of the three 

accompanied 

recitatives.
175

 

 

66 Susanna J. Walsh Susanna an 

Oratorio Set to 

Musick by Mr. 

Handel. 

1749 G.160.k Contains two 

of the three 

accompanied 

recitatives.
176

 

 

 

                                                 
173

 Namely: ‘O Lord, how many are my foes!’ (part I), which is unlabelled. G.F. Handel, The occasional 

Oratorio as it is Perform’d at the Theatre Royal in Covent Garden Set to Musick by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - 

G.160.u (London: J. Walsh, 1746), pp. 14-16. There were three accompanied recitatives performed at the 

premiere (14 Feb). ‘O Lord, how many are my foes’ was added later (19 Feb) bringing the total up to four. 

See: G. F. Handel, Occasional Oratorio, Merlin Channon (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2009). 
174

 Namely: ‘In these blest scenes, where constant pleasure reigns’ (I/3), which is unlabelled; and ‘O thou 

bright Orb great ruler of the day’ (II/7), which is labelled ‘Accomp: Allegro un poco piano’. G.F. Handel, 

Joshua an Oratorio Set to Musick by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - Hirsch IV.771 (London: J. Walsh, 1748), pp. 

21-23, and 51. 
175

 Namely: ‘Shall Cleopatra ever smile again?’ (III/4) which is labelled ‘Accompt’; and ‘Calm thou my 

soul’ (III/4), which is labelled ‘Accomp. Lento e piano’. Yet, neither of these accompanied recitatives is 

referenced on the contents page. It could be argued that the lack of a reference, on the contents page, 

derives from the fact that there are also arias present on the same page as the accompanied recitatives. This 

could suggest that whenever an aria and an accompanied recitative appear on the same page the aria gains 

superiority over the accompanied recitative (with regard to its listing on the contents page), yet this may 

stem from nothing more than the problems of spacing within the contents page. G.F. Handel, Alexander 

Balus an Oratorio Set to Musick by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - Hirsch IV.754 (London: J. Walsh, 1748), pp. 89 

and 93. 
176

 Namely: ‘What mean this weight that in my bosoms lies’ (I/2) which is labelled ‘Accomp’; and 

‘Tyrannic love! Feel thy cruel dart’ (I/3), which is also labelled ‘Accomp’. The second accompanied 

recitative (‘Tryannic love’) is cut short by ten bars and only goes as far as the line ‘Love conquers all; alas! 

I find it so’. At this point the editor adds a crotchet rest where there should be semiquaver block-chords (F# 

major, first inversion). Perhaps this deletion was made in order to save paper, as this occurs at the end of 

page 39, or perhaps because the music becomes highly erratic after this section. G.F. Handel, Susanna an 

Oratorio Set to Musick by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - G.160.a (London: J. Walsh, 1749), pp. 34 and 38-39. 
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Table 0.7. Continued 

HWV Oratorio Publisher Title of edition Year British 

Library 

Pressmark 

Accompanied 

recitative(s) 

67 Solomon J. Walsh Solomon an 

Oratorio Set to 

Musick by Mr. 

Handel. 

 

1749 G.160.a Contains two 

of the three 

accompanied 

recitatives.
177

 

 

68 Theodora J. Walsh Theodora An 

Oratorio Set to 

Musick by Mr. 

Handel. 

1751 G. 160.r Contains two 

of the three 

accompanied 

recitatives.
178

 

 

70 Jephtha J. Walsh Jephtha an 

Oratorio Set to 

Musick by Mr. 

Handel. 

1752 G. 160.f Contains six 

of the seven 

accompanied 

recitatives.
179

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
177

 Namely: ‘Almighty pow’r! Who rul’st the earth and the skies’ (I/1) which is unlabelled, and ‘Israel, 

attend to what your King shall say’ (II/3), which is also unlabelled. G.F. Handel, Solomon an Oratorio Set 

to Musick by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - G.160.a (London: I. Walsh, 1749), pp. 11-13, and p. 46. On page 65 

there appears a rare example of simple recitative, ‘Then at one from rage removed’ (III/1), which is placed 

between the solo and chorus section, ‘Music, spread thy voice around’ and the solo and chorus ‘Thus 

rolling surges rise’. 
178

 Namely: ‘Oh worse than death indeed’ (I/5) which is labelled ‘Accompt’, and ‘Forbid it Hea’vn!’ (II/5) 

which is labelled ‘Accomp’. G.F. Handel, Theodora An Oratorio Set to Musick by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - 

G.160.r (London: I. Walsh, 1751), pp. 35 and 62 respectively. ‘Oh worse than death indeed’ is not 

mentioned on the contents page. 
179

 Namely: ‘If Lord, sustain’d by thy almighty pow’r’ (I/4) labelled ‘Accompt’; ‘First perish thou and 

perish all the world!’ (II/3) which is unlabelled; ‘For joys so vast, too little is the price’ (II/4) labelled 

‘Accompt’; ‘Deeper and deeper still’ (II/4) labelled ‘Accompt’; ‘A father offr’ing up his only child’ (III/1) 

labelled ‘Accompt’; and ‘Ye Sacred priests’ (III/1) also labelled ‘Accompt’. G.F. Handel, Jephtha an 

Oratorio Set to Musick by Mr. Handel, GB Lbl - G.160.f (London: I. Walsh, 1752), pp. 28, 54-56, 65, 67-

69, 71, 73. 
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Common practices in Handel’s accompanied recitatives 

 

1. Bar counts and vocal types 

Between 1711 and 1752 Handel was to compose a total of 199 accompanied recitatives 

for the premiere productions of his London operas and oratorios,
180

 amassing a total of 

3,073 bars of music.
181

 Most of Handel’s accompanied recitatives, in all genres, are 

between ten and twenty-five bars long, with notable extremes appearing in ‘Sento il 

sonno’ (Alessandro: Act II, scene 1), which is four bars long, and ‘Il poter quel che 

brami’ (Scipione: Act III, scene 2) which has a total of fifty-one bars.
182

 Both of these 

accompanied recitatives are major deviations from the norm owing to their dramatic and 

structural function. For instance, ‘Sento il sonno’ interrupts the movement from the A 

section to the B section of an arioso ‘Aure, fonti’,
183

 and ‘Il poter quel che brami’ is 

without doubt the most dramatically important part of the opera Scipione. In ‘Il poter quel 

che brami’ the warrior Scipione is tormented by the opposing concepts of love and 

honour. Handel musically represents this turmoil by using all three of the accompanied 

recitative styles, and by fluctuations in tempo and tonality. 

 Bar counts occasionally appear on Handel’s autograph scores, and their inclusion 

proves that the composer was concerned with the duration of individual closed forms.
184

 

For example, in a letter to his librettist Charles Jennens, concerning the libretto of 

Belshazzar (dated 2 October 1744), Handel writes: 

 

 

 

                                                 
180

 This statistic takes into account the operas between Rinaldo (1711) and Imeneo (excluding revivals), and 

the oratorios between Esther (1718) and Jephtha (also excluding revivals). See appendices II and III.  
181

 Handel’s opere serie contain a total of 114 accompanied recitatives, which amount to a total of 1,847 

bars of music. In Handel’s oratorios there are a total of eighty-five accompanied recitatives, amounting to 

1,226 bars of music.  
182

 In Handel’s oratorios one of the accompanied recitatives to occupy the fewest number of bars (three) is 

‘It must be so’ from Jephtha (I/1). The accompanied recitative that occupies the most (forty-four) is 

‘Deeper and deeper still’ also from Jephtha (II/4) 
183

 The previous accompanied recitative ‘Solitudini amate’ interrupted the movement from the arioso’s 

orchestral introduction to its A section.  
184

 Donald Burrows, ‘What’s in a name? Handel’s autograph annotations’, Critica Musica: Festschrift 

Hans Joachim Marx zum 65. Geburtstag, Nicole Ristow, Wolfgang Sandberger, Dorothea Schröder (eds) 

(Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler, 2001), pp. 25-47. 
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I received the 3d Act, with a great deal of pleasure, as you can imagine, and you may believe that I 

think it a very fine and sublime Oratorio, only it is realy [sic] too long, if I should extend the 

Musick, it would last 4 Hours or more. I retrench’d already a great deal of Musick, that I might 

preserve the Poetry as much as I could, yet still it may be shortned [sic].
185 

 

Given this it is certain that Handel was also watchful of the durations of his accompanied 

recitatives.  

 Accompanied recitatives in both Handel’s operas and oratorio were largely sung 

by men, as male singers feature in 61.40% of the solo sung accompanied recitatives 

within Handel’s opere serie, and male voices are also prominent in Handel’s oratorio 

accompanied recitatives, where they account for 58.82% (see table 0.8). Yet, this is not 

surprising given that 54.82% of the roles in Handel’s operas overall, and 56.56% in his 

oratorios overall, were sung by male voices. These statistics, however, do not provide a 

detailed picture of Handel’s use of certain vocal types. 

 In Handel’s opere serie accompanied recitatives the alto-castrato voice appears 

more often than any other. In the solo accompanied recitatives (107) it appears a total of 

forty times (37.38%), and it features in one mixed voice accompanied recitative (see table 

0.8). Yet, the second most common voice is not a male voice but a female voice. The 

female soprano appears no less than thirty times (28.03%) in the opera seria solo 

accompanied recitatives, and it also appears in a further seven mixed voice accompanied 

recitatives. If one takes an overview of both voices, whether included in solo 

accompanied recitatives (107) or mixed voice accompanied recitatives (seven), the 

percentages are even closer. The alto-castrato voice appears in a total of forty-one 

accompanied recitatives (35.96%), and the female soprano voice appears in a total of 

thirty-six accompanied recitatives (31.57%).  Naturally, the majority of the alto-castrato 

accompanied recitatives are given to the primo uomo (usually the hero), yet the female 

soprano voice is more likely to be affiliated with a supernatural character.  For example, 

seven of the twenty-nine soprano solo accompanied recitatives are written for a sorceress 

(Armida, Medea, Melissa, Alcina), and a further two are written for a virgin of divine 

birth (Amarilli) and the ghost of a dead warrior (Dardano, sung by Diana Vico in a 

                                                 
185

 Handel then goes on to discuss individual closed forms, but none of the accompanied recitatives are 

mentioned. Quoted in: Deutsch, Handel: A Documentary Biography, pp. 595-596. 
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trousers role).
186

 With regard to male voices, Handel never wrote a supernatural part for 

the alto-castrato voice in his opere serie, as first performed, as he generally reserved the 

male bass voice for such characters.
187

  

 In Handel’s English oratorios, as first conceived, there is only one role for the 

castrato voice, Didymus from Theodora. This role originally sung by the alto-castrato 

Gaetano Guadagnia (1728-1792), features the only accompanied recitative for a castrato 

voice in the English oratorios as first performed, ‘Forbid it, Hea’vn’ (Act III, scene 2). Of 

course Handel must have included Guadagnia not because he was desperate to include a 

castrato in his oratorio, but because the singer had been working with him extensively 

that year (1750). Handel had previously given accompanied recitatives to the mezzo 

soprano-castrato Giovanni Carestini (1700-1760), for the London premiere of Athalia in 

1735 for much the same reason.
188

  

The castrato voice may not have had much importance within Handel’s oratorios 

but the tenor voice did. The tenor voice features in more English oratorio accompanied 

recitatives than any other, as it appears a total of twenty-two times (and in five extra 

accompanied recitatives if the oratorio revivals are considered).
189

 Once again this is 

related to character type (with the exception of Messiah and Occasional Oratorio, both of 

which do not feature characters), as the tenor accompanied recitatives are generally given 

to the hero, for example, Jonathan, Samson, Joshua, Judas Maccabaeus, and Jephtha. Yet, 

there is also evidence to suggest that Handel preferred certain performers over others, and 

was always willing to write accompanied recitatives for them (see chapters III and IV).  

Interestingly, unlike the operas, the soprano voice loses its exclusive position as 

the second most common voice in Handel’s oratorios, as it appears in a total of twenty-

one accompanied recitatives (one less than the tenor voice), the same number of 

appearances as the bass voice, which is usually reserved for villains such as Saul and 

Haman, or older characters such as Samson’s father Manoa. This is surprising given that 

                                                 
186

 The accompanied recitative ‘Il ciel giá si compiace’ (Teseo, III/7), was originally given to the goddess 

Minerva (soprano), but was later revised for her priest (bass). 
187

 Il Dio (Silla), statue of Apollo (Admeto), Hercules (Admeto), Zoroastro (Orlando), Somnus (God of 

sleep, Arianna), Mercury (Atalanta), and the voice of Dentro’s ghost (Giustino). Alessandro (Alessandro, 

alto-castrato) can only be considered a supposed god.  
188

 Carestini sang the role of Joad, originally sung by Walter Powell (countertenor) in 1733. 
189

 The following voices also received new accompanied recitatives in the oratorio revivals: soprano (2); 

mezzosoprano (2); alto (1); bass (1). See appendix III.  
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character types such as the Witch of Endor (Saul) and Dalila (Samson) would most 

certainly have received accompanied recitatives within a Handel opera, and perhaps 

suggests that Handel excluded them for some other reason (see chapter IV).  

 On a more detailed level we find, as with Handel’s operas, that there is very little 

difference statistically between the main male voice and the main female voice in relation 

to accompanied recitative (see table 0.8). For instance, the tenor voice appears in 25.88% 

of the accompanied recitatives, and the soprano voice in 24.70% (the bass voice also 

appears in 24.70% of the accompanied recitatives). Mixed voice accompanied recitatives 

are relatively rare in Handel’s opere serie, but they are completely nonexistence in his 

oratorios, perhaps reflecting the lack of any action on the stage.  

 Overall Handel wrote the majority of his accompanied recitatives for his leading 

men and leading ladies, with many, such as Senesino and John Beard, becoming 

associated with the form (see chapters III and IV). This link between Handel’s star 

performers and accompanied recitative ultimately adds further weight to the historical 

importance of the form. 

 

Table 0.8. Comparison of vocal types in Handel’s opera and oratorio accompagnati 

Vocal type(s) Number of appearances in 

Handel’s London opera 

accompanied recitatives 

Number of appearances in 

Handel’s oratorio accompanied 

recitatives for London 

 

Soprano-castrato 1 0 

Mezzo soprano-castrato 3 0 

Alto-castrato 40 1 

Soprano 30 21 

Mezzo soprano 0 7 

Alto 0 0 

Contralto 7 7 

Tenor 12 22 

Counter-tenor 0 6 

Bass 14 21 

Mixed voices 7 Handel’s oratorios do not contain 

mixed voice accompanied 

recitatives. 
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2. Structural placing of accompanied recitatives 

It is easy to assume that Handel’s accompanied recitatives functioned, on a wider 

structural level, in much the same way as recitativo semplice. Both contain a declamatory 

libretto, both are delivered through parlando singing, both usually end with a 

foreshortened cadence, and the singers of both are expected to sing appoggiaturas at 

appropriate cadences.  Given this similarity we could be forgiven for thinking that 

accompanied recitatives generally lead on to a da capo or dal segno aria. Yet, the 

accompanied recitative closed form possesses inherent dramatic properties that relate it 

not to recitativo semplice but rather to the da capo/dal segno aria. Like the da capo aria, 

accompanied recitative is usually preceded and/or succeeded by recitativo semplice,
190

 

and it generally slows down the action in much the same way as an aria. For instance, 

some accompanied recitatives have elaborate orchestral introductions or ritornellos, and 

most are reflections on the action contained within the preceding recitativo semplice. 

Twenty-two of Handel’s opera seria accompanied recitatives, and eleven of his oratorio 

accompanied recitatives, are preceded and succeeded by recitativo semplice, allowing the 

accompanied recitative to emerge from the recitativo semplice for moments of dramatic 

tension and then dissolve back into it again. This adds further dramatic and emotional 

weight to the accompanied recitative as it is contrasted with a more stable closed form 

that allows the orchestral accompaniment to shine through.  

 Throughout his career, Handel took particular care when considering the location 

of his accompanied recitatives, and numerous examples of this process can be found in 

his autograph scores. For example, the realignment at the beginning of La Resurrezione 

(see chapter 1), the extensive revisions concerning the end of Act III in Tamerlano (see 

chapter III) and the reshaping of the source libretto of Act I, scene 5 of Giustino in order 

to include accompanied recitatives and other closed forms.
191

 The inclusion, and 

exclusion, of accompanied recitative in all three instances is dramatically justified, either 

as a result of supernatural occurrences, or dramatic and emotional climaxes.  

                                                 
190

 In Handel’s opere serie for London thirty-eight simple recitatives precede the accompanied recitatives, 

in the English oratorios this figure is thirty-four. Recitativo semplice succeeds fifty-five of Handel’s opera 

seria accompanied recitatives, and twenty-six of the English oratorio accompanied recitatives. 
191

 Winton Dean, ‘Handel’s Relations with the Librettists of his Operas’, Georg Friedrich Händel – Ein 

Lebensinhalt: Gedenkschrift für Bernd Baselt (1934-1993), Klaus Hortschansky and Konstanze Museta 

(eds) (Kassel and Halle: Bärenreiter/Händel-Haus Halle, 1994), p. 110. 
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 In Handel’s opere serie, the placement of accompanied recitative with regard to 

scene structure is interesting. Here, we find that almost half (fifty-two)
192

 of the 

accompanied recitatives open the various scenes; usually this is done to add a clear 

musical and dramatic contrast to the scene that went before, with many characters 

appearing on stage in a state of heightened emotion.
193

 Yet, due to the predominance of 

the da capo exit aria there are only three accompanied recitatives that appear at the end of 

the various scenes.
194

 The rest of the accompanied recitatives (fifty-four) appear within 

the various scenes, where they occasionally disrupt arias and ariosi. In Handel’s English 

oratorios, the picture is quite different. Due to more substantial scenes, and a lack of the 

entrance and exit structure we find in opera seria, most accompanied recitatives (fifty-

eight)
195

 appear within the various scenes. Yet, ten accompanied recitatives do appear at 

the beginning of various scenes and two accompanied recitatives appear at the end of 

various oratorio scenes. As with the operas, their inclusion at the beginning or ending of 

scenes is dramatically justified. Take for example the fateful accompanied recitative at 

the beginning of Jephtha (‘It must be so’: Act I, scene 1), or the high priest Joad’s 

connection with the divine in Athalia (‘What sacred horrors’: Act III, scene 1). 

 On a more comprehensive level there does seem to be some consistency with 

regard to Handel’s structural placing of his opera seria and oratorio accompanied 

recitatives written for London. For instance, almost a tenth (ten) of all opera seria 

accompanied recitatives appear in Act I, scene 1, but the most likely act in which 

accompanied recitatives appear is not Act I but Act III, where almost half (forty-eight) of 

Handel’s accompanied recitatives appear. Significantly, the ten opera accompanied 

recitatives that appear in Act I, scene 1 usually introduce characters that are in a state of 

turmoil, or are communicating with supernatural forces (or both). These include the 

nightmarish scene that opens Admeto, the attempted suicide scene that opens Riccardo 

                                                 
192

 This figure does not include the additional five accompanied recitatives that are the only section of 

music within their particular scenes.  
193

 Thirty-three of Handel’s opera seria accompanied recitatives feature orchestral introductions. Twenty-

eight of these introductions appear at the beginning of scenes.  
194

 ‘Soavi affetti miei’ (Muzio Scevola); ‘Il poter quel che brami’ (Scipione); and ‘Alto immenso Poter’ 

(Riccardo).  This figure does not include the additional five accompanied recitatives that are the only 

section of music within their particular scenes. 
195

 Messiah, Occasional Oratorio and Judas Maccabaeus all lack a scene structure and therefore cannot be 

part of this analysis.  
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primo, or the attempted suicide scene that opens Tolomeo. The relatively high proportion 

of accompanied recitatives to be found within the third act of Handel’s opere serie can be 

explained by the composer’s use of accompanied recitative in climatic scenes, most of 

which occur in this act. For example, Amarilli’s sacrifice scene (Il Pastor fido: Act III, 

scene 7), Bajazet’s suicide scene (Tamerlano: Act III, scene 10), and Zoroastro’s curing 

of Orlando’s madness (Orlando: Act III, scene 9). 

 In contrast, almost a fifth (fifteen) of Handel’s oratorio accompanied recitatives 

appear in Act I, scene 3, and almost half of the composer’s oratorio accompanied 

recitatives appear in this act (forty-two).
196

 In some cases Act I, scene 3 is where a main 

character appears for the first time in the oratorio, or at least in a closed form other than 

recitativo semplice. For example, Athalia sings for the first time in the accompanied 

recitative ‘What scenes of horror’ (Athalia), and Saul’s first fully orchestrated closed 

form is the accompanied recitative ‘What do I hear?’ (Saul)—he had previously sung 

briefly in the recitativo semplice ‘Behold, o King’ (Act I, scene 2).  

 Ultimately, the figures discussed above can be accounted for by the dramatic 

contents of the opera seria and oratorio librettos, and also by Handel’s own choice of 

structural placing. For example, in Handel’s Samson the accompanied recitatives in Act 

I
197

 are defeatist and suicidal in tone, reflecting Samson’s views on his humiliation and 

imprisonment by the dreaded Philistines—and similar views are expressed by his father 

Manoa and his Israelite friend Micah.  In Act II there are no accompanied recitatives, 

perhaps as a result of Delila’s insincerity or the hero’s unwillingness to look weak in 

front of his betrayer. In Act III, the first two accompanied recitatives are linked to 

Samson’s renewal of strength and his growing desire for revenge, which ultimately 

results in his death. The third is given to an uncharacterised Israelite woman who 

proclaims that Samson shall always be remembered for his courage, but also as a warning 

to others to choose their brides with care. Thus, the first five accompanied recitatives 

inform the audience of Samson’s despair by relating the past and the present, whereas the 

sixth and seventh are related to the future. The eighth acts as both a warning and as a kind 

of memorial.  

                                                 
196

 Sixteen accompanied recitatives appear in Act II, and twenty-seven appear in Act III.  
197

 One appears in scene 2, and four appear in scene 3. 
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3. Time signatures and instrumentation 

The vast majority of Handel’s accompanied recitatives are exclusively in common time. 

Rarely do different time signatures appear, and when deviations do occur they are 

generally included to accommodate the poetic metre. They do not usually have any 

dramatic function. Handel’s almost exclusive use of common time in his accompanied 

recitatives follows the general practice of his Italian contemporaries, and many theorists 

have commented on its use within Italian recitative: 

 
The Italians never make use, for their recitative, of any but the four-tim’d measure; but the French 

intermix their’s [sic] of all sorts of measures.
198

 

 

 

 In the opera seria and oratorio accompanied recitatives that Handel composed for 

London, only a handful of accompanied recitatives feature different time signatures. In 

these accompanied recitatives, Handel usually reserved the use of time signatures (other 

than common time) for ritornellos, but there are some instances where they appear in the 

vocal line and are included in order to heighten the drama. The best-known example of 

this is Handel’s use of quintuple time in the accompanied recitative ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ 

(Orlando: Act II, scene 9). Unlike the majority of the other accompanied recitatives, 

where different time signatures appear, the use of quintuple time is included for dramatic-

expressive reasons. It appears only twice, but Handel uses this time signature—which is 

quite unrelated to the accompanied recitative style—to portray the frantic imaginings of 

the deranged Orlando (see chapter III for a fuller discussion of this). 

 With regard to instrumentation, Handel follows the contemporary Italian practice 

of scoring his accompanied recitatives for strings and basso continuo. Only ten of his 

opera seria and oratorio accompanied recitatives composed for London provide 

exceptions (table 0.9).
199

 

 

 

 

                                                 
198

 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, A Dictionary of Music, Translated from the French of Mons. J. J. Rousseau, 

translated by William Warring (London, 1775?), p. 335. Originally published as Dictionnaire de Musique 

(Paris, 1768). 
199

 Table 0.9 only features accompanied recitatives that appeared in Handel’s premiere performances.  
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Table 0.9. Unusual instrumentation in Handel’s operas and oratorios for London 

Opera seria/oratorio Accompanied recitative(s) Instrumentation 

Ottone (1723) ‘O grati orrori’ (II/8) Two bassoons, strings (VnI, VnII, 

Va), basso continuo (without 

harpsichord). 

 

Riccardo primo (1727) 1. ‘Lascia, Berardo, Lasciami’ (I/1). 

 

 

2. ‘Perfido Isacio! Traditor’ (III/1). 

 

 

3. ‘All’assalto’ (III/1). 

1. Two oboes, strings (VnI, VnII, 

Va), timpani, basso continuo. 

 

2. Two oboes, strings (VnI, VnII, 

Va), basso continuo. 

 

3. Two oboes, strings (VnI, VnII, 

Va), basso continuo. 

 

Athalia (1733) 1. ‘What scenes of horror round me 

rise’ (I/3). 

 

2. ‘Oh Athalia, tremble at thy fate’ 

(I/3). 

 

1. Solo oboe, strings (VnI, VnII, 

Va), basso continuo. 

 

2. Solo oboe, strings (VnI, VnII, 

Va), basso continuo. 

Saul (1738) 1. ‘What do I hear? Am I then sunk so 

low’ (I/3). 

 

2. ‘Why hast thou forc’d me from the 

realms of peace’ (III/3). 

 

1. Bassoon, strings (VnI, VnII, 

Va), basso continuo. 

 

2. Two bassoons, basso continuo. 

Occasional Oratorio (1746) ‘Why do the gentiles tumult’ (I) Two oboes, bassoon, strings 

(VnI, VnII, Va), basso continuo. 

 

 Solomon (1748) ‘Almighty pow’r’ (I/1) Two bassoons, strings (VnI, VnII, 

Va), basso continuo. 

 

 The themes of these accompanied recitatives are quite dissimilar, ranging from 

attempted suicide to terrifying visions. ‘Lascia, Berardo, lasciami’, for example, opens 

Act I of Riccardo primo with a scene of suicidal despair and violent weather as the 

princess Constanza pleads with her tutor Berardo to leave her to die as she looks out to 

sea and witnesses the sinking of her beloved Riccardo’s warships. The bassoon in Saul’s 

accompanied ‘What do I hear? Am I then sunk so low’ acts as an echo of the celebrations 

that are taking place around him; oboes feature in the preceding chorus and are 

subsequently reinforced by trombones and trumpets in the succeeding chorus. The use of 

the bassoon represents the emotional state that Saul has sunk to as his jealousy towards 

the hero David takes root. Moreover, ‘Why hast thou forc’d me from the realms of peace’ 

is an ombra scene where Saul invokes the spirit of Samuel in order that he may see the 
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future, and ‘Why do the gentiles tumult’ is a narrated commentary on the disobedience of 

princes and kings.  

 The use of extra instrumentation is dramatically justified in each case, but it is 

unclear why Handel chose to orchestrate these specific accompanied recitatives with 

additional instruments and not others.  

 

4. Dramatic themes in Handel’s accompanied recitatives 

In Handel’s opera seria accompanied recitatives we find that the most frequent dramatic 

theme is the supernatural invocation. These supernatural invocations can range from 

vengeful invocation of the furies,
200

 to emotional pleas directed towards the gods 

themselves.
201

 Throughout his career Handel associated this dramatic occurrence with 

accompanied recitative, and examples of this connection can be found in the majority of 

his operas for London.
202

  

 There are, however, many other dramatic themes in Handel’s opera accompanied 

recitatives. One example would be the ghost or ombra scene, where spirits communicate 

directly with the living. Such an accompanied recitative occurs in Handel’s Amadigi, 

where the ghost of the dead Dardano (Prince of Thrace) appears and communicates with 

the treacherous sorceress Melissa.
203

 Another ghost scene (Act III, scene 7) occurs in 

Giustino, where a ghostly voice (voce di Dentro) projects forth from within a sepulchre to 

prevent the murder of the hero Giustino at the hands of his vengeful brother Vitaliano. 

 Handel also writes accompanied recitatives for the gods. In these pieces of music, 

although rare, the god speaks directly to either a mortal or a group of mortals. Usually 

this celestial communication is conducted through an object or through a mediator. For 

example, in the original version of Teseo the goddess Minerva comes down from heaven, 

and in an accompanied recitative (‘Il ciel giá si compiace’) assures Teseo and his 

comrades of heavenly assistance, but Handel later adapted this accompanied recitative for 

                                                 
200

 For example, Berenice’s invocation in the accompanied recitative ‘Selene, infida… Spergiurato amore’ 

(Act III, scene 8). 
201

 See Bajazet’s invocation in ‘E il soffrirete, d’onestade, oh Numi’ (Act III, scene 8), from Tamerlano. 
202

 Examples of supernatural invocations expressed through accompanied recitative occur in the following 

operas: Rinaldo, Teseo, Amadigi, Ottone, Giulio Cesare, Tamerlano, Scipione, Alessandro, Admeto, 

Riccardo primo, Siroe, Tolomeo, Lotario, Partenope, Poro, Orlando, Arianna, Ariodante, Alcina, Giustino, 

Berenice, Faramondo and Imeneo. 
203

 ‘Han penetrato i detti tuoi l’inferno, ei Numi’ (Act III, scene 4). 
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Minerva’s priest (bass). In Admeto Handel writes an accompanied recitative (‘Risanarti 

non puoi’) for the god Apollo, in which the god (through his statue) tells Alceste of the 

terrible condition that must be met in order for Admeto to regain his health.  

 In addition to invocations, and divine communications, accompanied recitatives 

also appear in sleep scenes (‘Già per la man d’Orlando d’ogni mostro più rio’, Orlando, 

Act III, scene 8), and are affiliated with magic spells (‘O voi, del mio poter ministri 

eletti’, Orlando, Act III, scene 6), suicides (Tamerlano, Act III, scene 10 where Bazajet 

renders his last goodbyes over the duration of six accompanied recitatives), sacred vows 

(‘In testimon io chiamo’, Scipione, Act III, scene 8), and of course madness (the most 

famous instance of which is Orlando’s accompanied recitative ‘Ah! Stigie larve’, 

Orlando, Act II, scene 11). 

 Many of these themes are also found in Handel’s oratorios, where once again the 

supernatural invocation is the dominant theme (see chapter IV). Examples of this are to 

be found in the oratorios Deborah, Athalia, Saul, Samson, Joseph, Judas Maccabaeus, 

Joshua, Solomon, Theodora, and Jephtha. In Handel’s oratorios there are also 

accompanied recitatives that appear in ghost scenes (‘Why hast thou forc’d me from the 

realms of peace’, Saul, Act III, scene 3), and others that are affiliated with sacred vows 

(‘If Lord, sustain’d by thy almighty pow’r’, Jephtha, Act I, scene 4), sleep scenes (‘What 

scenes of horror round me rise’, Athalia, Act I, scene 3), predictions (‘Thou and thy sons 

shall be with me tomorrow’, Saul, Act III, scene 3), suicidal scenes (‘My genial spirits 

droop, my hopes are fled’, Samson, Act I, scene 3) and madness (‘Wretch that I am! Of 

my own ruin author’, Saul, Act III, scene 1).  

 Handel obviously associated accompanied recitative with the supernatural, and 

this connection appears in all of the vocal genres for which he wrote. Significantly, when 

supernatural characters (such as sorceresses, wizards, gods and ghosts) do appear, albeit 

rarely, they are almost always given an accompanied recitative. Normal characters on the 

other hand are usually only given an accompanied recitative when they attempt to invoke 

a supernatural being.  
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Chapter overview 

 

The following four chapters are laid out more or less in chronological order, beginning in 

Hamburg in 1704 and ending in London in 1759. In these chapters many key issues and 

problems are explored, such as: the composer’s use of accompanied recitative in relation 

to several of his contemporaries (for instance: Amadei, Ariosti, Bononcini, Keiser, 

Mattheson, Porpora, Alessandro Scarlatti, Vinci, and Vivaldi); his increasing use of the 

medium as his career in London progressed and the possible reasons behind this; his use 

of accompanied recitative as a means of characterisation and its relationship to the 

supernatural; his use of accompanied recitative to distort standard closed forms such as 

the da capo aria; the main singers associated with accompanied recitative in the 

composer’s operas and oratorios; and the composer’s use of accompanied recitative to 

legitimise the existence of the one true god in his English oratorios.  

 During his career Handel included accompanied recitatives within several vocal 

genres, ranging from operas to church music, and from un-acted musical dramas to 

secular cantatas. All of these genres are explored in the succeeding chapters. In addition, 

technical aspects of the accompanied recitatives are also discussed, such as: 

instrumentation, character types, structural positions, descriptive musical figures, 

harmony, and the musical relationship between Handel’s accompanied recitatives and the 

closed forms that surround them. Documentary sources for Handel’s music and 

contemporary reports found in diaries and various publications are also explored in order 

to provide the most detailed picture possible of the composition and reception of the 

composer’s accompanied recitatives.  

 The various themes of the following chapters are as follows. Chapter I examines 

the composer’s career before his arrival in London at the end of 1710, and takes in his 

vocal works written for Hamburg and Italy. Chapter II details the composer’s 

accompanied recitatives for London before the formation of the Royal Academy in 1719, 

and looks at his music for the Queen’s/King’s Theatre, his works for the Earl of 

Carnarvon, and his music for the Chapel Royal. Chapter III discusses several case studies 

from the 1720s that showcase the composer’s experiments with accompanied recitative in 

his Royal Academy operas. Also explored in this chapter is Handel’s main competitor 
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during the early 1730s, Porpora, and his use of accompanied recitative after the defection 

of Handel’s singers to the ‘Opera of the Nobility’ in 1733. Accompanied recitatives 

featured in the composer’s English language works from this period are also examined. 

The final chapter deals with Handel’s English language works between 1740 and his 

death in 1759, and includes discussions of the accompanied recitatives in his music for 

the Church of England, his English oratorios (and their connection to the divine), and the 

composer’s final accompanied recitatives written during the 1750s.  
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Chapter I 

 

Handel’s accompanied recitatives before England 
 

Accompanied recitative in Hamburg 

 

 

Handel’s first opera Almira (Hamburg, 1705) is unique. Not only is it his only surviving 

opera to feature accompanied recitatives in his native tongue, but it is also the earliest 

surviving work by the composer to feature accompanied recitative. Scholars have debated 

at length who may have influenced Handel’s use of recitative, and two composers are 

usually mentioned in relation to this argument, Reinhard Keiser (1674-1739) and Johann 

Mattheson (1681-1674). Robin Fenton, for example, claims that the overall tonal 

structure of Almira was modeled on Mattheson’s opera Cleopatra (Hamburg, 1704):  

 

After an exhaustive comparative analysis of Cleopatra and Almira, the author has come to the 

conclusion that the only visible evidence of Mattheson’s influence on Handel is the close 

relationship between the large-scale tonal organization of each opera. It would appear that Handel 

has not only accepted the principles governing the relationship between the tonal scheme and the 

structure and dramatic unfolding of the libretto, but further, and as a result of structural and 

dramatic parallels between the librettos of Cleopatra and Almira […], Handel, in [his] application 

of the principles, has used Mattheson’s scheme as a model.
1
 

 

J. Merrill Knapp, however, presents a different view: 

 

Further examination of the scores leads one firmly to believe that Handel’s model [for Almira], if 

any was not Mattheson but Keiser. Keiser was much more similar in temperament to Handel and 

was more eclectic in taste than Matthseon, utilizing every style at hand rather than trying to create 

a specific German model.
2
 

 

But this argument is more complex than trying to hold up certain operas or 

composers as Handel’s musical models for Almira. First of all, due to his experiences in 

Halle (see introduction chapter), Handel would surely have been taught by Zachow how 

                                                 
1
 Robin F.C. Fenton, ‘Mattheson’s “Cleopatra” and Handel’s “Almira”: the Transmission of a Tradition or 

a Case of Indebtedness?’, GHB, Vol. 3 (1989),  p. 51. 
2
 J. Merrill Knapp, ‘Mattheson and Handel: their musical relations in Hamburg’, New Mattheson Studies, 

George J. Buelow and Hans Joachim Marx (eds) (Cambridge: CUP, 1983), pp. 313-314. 
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to set German and Italian verse to recitative.
3
 Second, Handel used a libretto by Friedrich 

Christian Feustking (1678-1739), a work that naturally adhered to the standard formula 

for operas then performed in Hamburg. For example, Feustking adapted his Almira 

libretto (completed in 1704) from an Italian opera seria of the same name (Almira: 

Brunswick, 1703) set to music by Ruggiero Fedeli.
4
 This was in turn based on an Italian 

original L’Almira (Venice, 1691) by the librettist Giulio Pancieri.
5
 In an effort to 

accommodate the particular nuances of Hamburg opera—and no doubt to meet the 

expectations of Reinhard Keiser, for whom the original Hamburg libretto was written—

Feustking created a new character (Bellante, princess of Arando), increased the use of 

spectacle (by including three choruses and by making changes to the plot), provided the 

settings for three ballet suites, and translated the majority of the text into German (with 

the exception of fifteen arias, which are in Italian). 

Prior to Almira, Handel had performed in five of Keiser’s premieres, and naturally 

he would have been well acquainted with the composer’s use of accompanied recitative.
6
 

Yet, the only concrete evidence concerning the composition of Almira comes from 

Mattheson, who originally sang the role of Fernando:  

 

No one knows better than I [Mattheson] how he [Handel] used to bring me his earliest opera 

scenes every evening for my opinion - and the trouble he had to conceal the pedant in himself.
7
 

 

Of course this quote does not mean that Handel actually composed in the style of 

Mattheson (Handel was harpsichordist during the 1704 production of Mattheson’s 

Cleopatra), but merely that he wanted a second opinion about the content of his first 

opera from one of the leading lights of the Hamburg music scene. Besides, Keiser was 

not in Hamburg in the run up to Almira’s 1705 premiere even if the young composer had 

wished to consult him. Unfortunately the opera’s autograph score has been lost, and the 

                                                 
3
 Robin F.C. Fenton, ‘Recitative in Early Eighteenth-Century German Opera: Mattheson’s Cleopatra 

(Hamburg, 1704) and Handel’s Almira (Hamburg, 1705)’, Miscellanea Musicologica Australia, Vol. XVI, 

(1989), p. 79.  
4
 Reinhard Strohm, Essays, p. 37. 

5
 First set to music by Giuseppe Boniventi (1670/1673?-1727). 

6
 Hans Joachim Marx, ‘Handel’s Years as an Apprentice to Reinhard Keiser at the Gänsemarkt Opera 

House in Hamburg (1703-1705)’, Handel Studies: A Gedenkschrift for Howard Serwer, Richard G. King 

(ed) (Hillsdale: Pendragon Press, 2009), p. 30. All of the works mentioned in Marx’s list contain 

accompanied recitatives. 
7
 J. Merrill Knapp, ‘Mattheson and Handel: Their Musical Relations in Hamburg’, pp. 308-309. Quote 

translated from Mattheson’s Critic Musica I (Hamburg, 1722), p. 243. 
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only surviving ‘complete’ score is held in the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin-Preußischer 

Kulturbesitz, Musikabteilung (MUS. MS. 9050). Dorothea Schröder states that it is a fair 

copy prepared by three scribes (later annotated for Telemann’s revival of Almira in 

1732), and that one of the scribes appears to have been Mattheson, a finding that 

reinforces Mattheson’s own 1722 statement above.
8
  

But is there any real evidence to link either Reinhard Keiser, or Johann 

Mattheson, to the formation of Handel’s accompanied recitatives in Almira? Much has 

been made of Handel’s supposed knowledge and use of Mattheson’s key affections (first 

published in Das neu-eröffnete Orchestre, 1713),
9
 but these key affections seem to have 

little or no importance with regard to Handel’s accompanied recitatives, which by their 

very nature are a series of modulations and are not confined to one or two keys. More 

important, however, may be Mattheson’s view that: 

 

No melismata or more frequent repetitions belong in recitative; with the exception of some quite 

special, though rare cases.
10

 

 

Despite the fact that this statement was published some thirty-four years (Der 

vollkommene Capellmeister, 1739) after the premiere of Almira, it does reflect Handel’s 

compositional style with regard to the opera seria accompanied recitatives composed 

throughout his career.
11

 If we look at Almira, we see that none of the accompanied 

recitatives feature melismas, but two of the simple recitatives do.  

The first occurs in Consalvo’s recitativo semplice ‘Wohlan, entzündt ben Blitz’ 

(Act I, scene 1). In this instance the melisma appears at the beginning of the word 

“donnerndem” (“thundering”, bars 2-3).
12

 The second occurs in the final scene of the 

opera (Act III, scene 18) on the word “Lebet” (“live”), which is the first word in Almira’s 

                                                 
8
 G. F. Handel, Almira, Dorothea Schröder (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1994), p. XVII. Handel occasionally 

allowed copyists to alter texts in his autograph scores, and in the case of Saul’s autograph score (1738: GB 

Lbl - R.M.20.g.3) his librettist Charles Jennens was allowed to make annotations, both textual and musical. 

See: Anthony Hicks, ‘Handel, Jennens and Saul: Aspects of a Collaboration’, Music and Theatre: Essays in 

Honour of Winton Dean, Nigel Fortune (ed) (Cambridge: CUP, 1987), pp. 203-227. 
9
 For example see: Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 63. 

10
 Johann Mattheson’s Der vollkommene Capellmeister: a revised translation with critical commentary, 

translated by Ernest C. Harriss (Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1981), p. 135. 
11

 Only two of Handel’s opera seria accompanied recitatives feature melismas: ‘Ira, sdegni, e furore’ (Act 

II/6) from Teseo (1712) and to a lesser extent, ‘Miratela, che arriva’ (Act III/8) from Imeneo (1740). 
12

 All translations from Handel’s Almira are by Anthony Hicks: G. F. Handel, Almira, Dorothea Schröder 

(ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1994). 
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joyful statement “Lebet beglükket, höchst seliges Paar” (“live and be happy, most blessed 

pair”).  

There may be a dramatic reason for the placing of these two melismas at the 

beginning of Act I and at the end of Act III. In Act I, scene 1, the regent Consalvo crowns 

the princess Almira—who at twenty years has come of age—and states in the preceding 

aria that “Almire regiere und führe beglükket den Zepter, großmütig die Kron” (“Almira 

shall reign, and bear the sceptre with joy and the crown with magnanimity”). After 

Consalvo’s recitativo semplice (in which the melisma appears) Almira is crowned during 

a celebratory chorus, which is accompanied by fanfares of trumpets and trombones whilst 

the people of Castile exclaim “Viva Almira”. In the Act III, scene 18, recitativo semplice, 

Almira resolves all the conflicts of the opera as she gives consent to the coupling of 

Osman with Bellante and Raymondo with Edilia. At the end of the recitativo semplice 

she takes Fernando (who has been discovered to be in fact Consalvo’s lost son) as her 

consort. This is followed by a choral recitative where all six of the lovers (Almira, 

Fernando, Edilia, Raymondo, Bellante and Osman) declare their love for one another. 

The opera concludes with a chorus where all six invoke heaven, “Wir hoffen, der Himmel 

wird nach dem Getümmel uns wieder mit freudigen Blikken begrüßen” (“We hope that 

Heaven will, after the turmoil, welcome us again with joyful glances”). The final 

recitativo semplice in Almira could therefore be seen as a fulfilment of Consalvo’s aria in 

Act I where he wishes Almira to bear her “sceptre with joy and the crown with 

magnanimity”. 

These observations certainly match Mattheson’s advice, and his musical practice 

within his operas (for example, there are no accompanied recitative melismas in 

Cleopatra: Hamburg, 1704), to either refrain from including melismas in recitative, or to 

reserve then only for ‘special places’. But a restraint with regard to the use of 

ornamentation within recitative is something that Keiser did not adhere to. Hans Joachim 

Marx, for example, has also come to this conclusion: 
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What Mattheson did not include in his list of criteria is Keiser’s preference for ornamenting 

certain emotionally laden words [in his recitatives] with rhetorical-musical figures.
13 

 

To put this in context, out of the seventeen Keiser opera seria accompanied 

recitatives that were assessed during this study six contain vocal ornamentation.
14

 The 

accompanied recitative ‘Beschwängert euch ihr Lüftte’ contains a good example of 

Keiser’s use of melismas in his accompanied recitatives (example 1.1, especially bars 8 

and 9). Significantly, Dorothea Schröder points out that the melismas in Handel’s two 

simple recitatives may have in fact originated not with Mattheson’s theoretical views but 

with Keiser’s operatic style.
15

  

Yet, Handel’s structural placing of accompanied recitative, in Almira, is quite 

different from Keiser’s. For instance, all of the accompanied recitatives appear as part of 

the same design, and fit into the sequence of recitativo semplice, accompagnato and 

aria.
16

 Keiser, in contrast, tends to place his accompanied recitatives (before Almira) 

within the structure of recitativo semplice, accompagnato, recitativo semplice. The 

accompanied recitatives in Mattheson’s Cleopatra, on the other hand, tend to be preceded 

and succeeded by arias. Marx has found Keiser’s use of structure ‘uncommon’ and 

references the composer’s talent for switching between accompanied recitative and 

recitativo semplice in order to heighten the drama in his operas: 

 

 

 

                                                 
13

 Hans Joachim Marx, ‘Handel’s Years as an Apprentice to Reinhard Keiser at the Gänsemarkt Opera 

House in Hamburg (1703-1705)’, p. 33. 
14

 Namely: ‘Ach unglückselig Agrippine’ (Act II/11), ‘O Himmel! Hörstu dis’ (Act II/12), and ‘Ja, ja ihr 

kommt’ (Act II/12), from Keiser’s Janus. ‘Werckzeuge meine Tods’ (Act III/2), from Keiser’s La Forza 

della Virtù. ‘Blitz, Donner, Hagel’ (Act III/1), and ‘Beschwangeit euch ihr Lüftte’ (Act III/1, see example 

1.1) from Keiser’s Nebucadnezar. In addition vocal ornaments appear in four out of seven accompanied 

recitatives in Keiser’s Octavia (Hamburg, 1705). 
15

 Dorothea Schröder, ‘Preface’, G.F. Handel, Almira, Dorothea Schröder (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1994), 

p. XV. This viewpoint is also expressed by Dean and Knapp (Operas, p. 59). 
16

 Unfortunately all of Handel’s later operas for Hamburg have been lost, meaning that it is impossible to 

state whether this structure was also found in his later works for the Gänsemarkt. Perhaps the structure 

could even have been arrived at by the layout of the text rather than by a musical decision. 



 67 

Example 1.1
17

 

 

                                                 
17

 Reinhard Keiser, ‘Beschwängert euch ihr Lüftte’ (Darius: Act III, scene 1, bars 1-10), Nebucadnezar 

(Hamburg, 1704), D Bsb - Mus.ms. autogr. Keiser 3. Image taken from: John H. Roberts, Handel Sources, 

Vol. 3 (New York: Garland publishing, 1986). 
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Keiser’s talent for combining recitative (secco as well as accompagnato) with aria to build a 

musically dramatic scene complete in itself strikes me as uncommon. […] By switching, at times 

abruptly, from secco to accompagnato recitative and by vividly depicting in brief, da capo-free 

arias the protagonists’ various states of mind [in the opera Octavia], he discovers in Feind’s poetic 

text a completely new dimension of theatrical effect. […] The dream or madness scenes in 

Handel’s London operas Tamerlano (1724) and Orlando (1733) as well as in the “musical drama” 

Hercules (1745) are scarcely conceivable without the examples of the corresponding scenes in 

Keiser’s operas.
18

 

 

Subsequently Handel used the recitativo semplice, accompagnato and aria model 

only sparingly, and there are only two further occurrences during the composer’s time in 

Italy (1707-1710): ‘O voi dell’ incostante’ from the cantata Armida abbandonata: Dietro 

l’orme fugaci (Rome, June 1707); and ‘Otton, Otton, qual portentoso fulmine è questi’ 

(Act II, scene 5) from Agrippina (Rome/Venice, 1708/1709). As we have seen, in the 

introductory chapter, Handel throughout his time in London, and in almost all genres, 

preferred the recitativo semplice, accompagnato, recitativo semplice model found in the 

contemporary operas of Keiser. 

Another interesting point is the number of accompanied recitatives in Handel’s 

Almira. For example, Almira contains four, as does Mattheson’s Cleopatra and Keiser’s 

La Forza della Virtù (1700) and Nebucadnezar (1704).
19

 Beginning with the opera 

Adonis (1697) and ending with Nebucadnezar we find that Keiser generally increased the 

amount of accompanied recitatives within his works for the Hamburg stage over time. 

There is, for instance, one accompanied recitative in Adonis (1697), three in Janus (1698) 

four in La Forza della Virtù (1700), five in Claudius (1703) and four in Nebucadnezar 

(1704).
20

  

When compared with contemporary Italian composers of the time, the amount of 

accompanied recitatives in the operas of Keiser and Mattheson is relatively high. For 

example, John H. Roberts’ Handel Sources shows that the operas of Alessandro Scarlatti, 

Il Pompeo (Rome, 1683) and Dafni (Naples, 1700), and Bononcini’s opera Il Xerse 

                                                 
18

 Hans Joachim Marx, ‘Handel’s Years as an Apprentice to Reinhard Keiser at the Gänsemarkt Opera 

House in Hamburg (1703-1705)’, pp. 483 and 486. 
19

 All of the Keiser autographs in this list were viewed in facsimile in: John H. Roberts, Handel Sources, 

vols. 1, 2, and 3 (New York: Garland Publishing, 1986). The autograph of Mattheson’s Cleopatra was 

viewed in microfiche provided by the Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek, Hamburg. 
20

 This process appears to have continued as Keiser’s Singspiel Octavia (Hamburg: August, 1705) contains 

seven accompanied recitatives. 
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(Rome, 1694), contain no accompanied recitatives whatsoever. Accompanied recitatives 

are also rare in the contemporary operas of Agostino Steffani (1654-1728), Antonio Lotti 

(1666-1740) and Antonio Caldara (1671?-1736), moreover the operas of Nicola Porpora 

(1686-1768)—before and after his time in London during the 1730s—also rarely feature 

accompanied recitatives (see chapter III). 

After Almira, Handel tended to follow contemporary Italian practice and did not 

include more than two accompanied recitatives in his operas until Teseo (London, 1713), 

which has a total of five. Hamburg may therefore be seen as a place where the 

accompanied recitative style—within opera—was allotted greater prominence than 

elsewhere (with perhaps the exclusion of Paris, although there is a fundamental stylistic 

difference here).
21

 The relatively high number of accompanied recitatives in the operas 

newly composed for the Gänsemarkt, in the early eighteenth century, suggests this. 

Stephen Stubbs makes reference to the average amount of accompanied recitative in a 

typical Gänsemarkt opera before 1710 in his article on Mattheson: 

There are typically between three and eight accompagnati in contemporary Hamburg operas 

[referring to operas composed before 1710], and they carry an important weight of dramatic 

expressiveness.
22

 

 

It is perhaps significant that Handel, from Teseo onwards, is viewed as a 

composer who was particularly keen to include accompanied recitatives in his operas and 

other vocal works. John Walter Hill, for instance, writes that: ‘[Handel] employed 

orchestrally accompanied recitative […] far more than contemporaneous or earlier 

composers’.
23

 Handel’s act for Muzio Scevola (1721), for example, includes four 

accompanied recitatives. Filippo Amadei (c.1670-c.1725) and Giovanni Bononcini 

(1670-1747), on the other hand, only wrote one a piece for their relevant acts (see chapter 

III).  

                                                 
21

 Hans Joachim Marx reinforces this by stating that Keiser was the first German composer to introduce 

accompanied recitative into a dream scene: ‘Although Keiser did not invent the idea of illustrating a dream 

scene musically (this goes back to the ombra scenes in Venetian opera), he was the first to use it on the 

German stage, with great effect’. Hans Joachim Marx, ‘Handel’s Years as an Apprentice to Reinhard 

Keiser at the Gänsemarkt Opera House in Hamburg (1703-1705)’, p. 37. 
22

 Stephen Stubbs, ‘Johann Mattheson-the Russian Connection: the Rediscovery of Boris Goudenow and 

his Lost Operas’, EM, Vol. 33, No. 2 (May, 2005), p. 289. 
23

 John Walter Hill, Baroque Music: Music in Western Europe, 1580-1750 (New York: W.W. Norton, 

2005), p. 389. 
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What of Handel’s four accompanied recitatives in Almira? Certainly all four 

display a wide range of musical techniques, but none that cannot be found in later 

accompanied recitatives. For instance, all three of the accompanied recitative styles 

(accompagnato, obbligato and measured) are used. ‘Treuloser Mensch’ (Act III, scene 

10) is, for example, in mixed style III (measured and obbligato), and ‘Ja, Amor’ (Act III, 

scene 6) is primarily in the pure accompagnato style. Moreover, the prison scene (Act III, 

scene 15) is surprisingly similar to other through-composed scenes composed much later, 

such as those in Tamerlano and Orlando, with its use of accompanied recitative 

(‘Verhängnis, wiltu denn nur mich Verlass’nen fällen’) as a springboard for incident and 

drama. ‘Verhängnis, wiltu denn nur mich Verlass’nen fällen’ is also a supernatural 

invocation to fate,
24

 which as we have seen (in the introduction chapter) would play an 

important part in Handel’s later accompanied recitatives. Yet there are some surprises, 

such as the use of ABA form in the accompanied recitative ‘Ich kann nicht mehr’ (Act II, 

scene 9), something of a rarity in Handel’s later accompanied recitatives. 

The labelling of the accompanied recitatives in the Almira manuscript copy 

adheres to the standard practice found in other contemporary Hamburg opera scores. For 

example, ‘Treuloser Mensch’ (Act III, scene 10) and ‘Verhängnis, wiltu denn nur mich 

Verlass’nen fällen’ (Act III, scene 15) are both labelled as ‘Accompagnement’ (the 

French form of ‘accompagnato’).
25

 This label also appears in the Hamburg opera scores 

of Keiser and Mattheson.
26

 Handel continued to use this label sparingly whilst in Italy,
27

 

but it almost never appears in his opera and oratorio scores for London.
28

 It would 

therefore appear that Handel adopted this label whilst in Hamburg, but ceased to use it as 

a commonplace label after his time in Italy (1706-1710).  

                                                 
24

 A further two accompanied recitatives in Almira feature supernatural invocations: ‘Ja, Amor, deine 

Grausamkeit muß dieses’ (Bellante invokes fate); and ‘Treuloser Mensch, ist mein Gemüt gleich zart’ 

(Almira invokes love). 
25

 The other two accompanied recitatives are labelled as ‘Accompo’ (‘Ich kann nicht mehr verschwiegen 

brennen’: Act II, scene 9), and ‘Accomp’ (‘Ja, Amor’: Act III, scene 6). 
26

 For example, in the individual harpsichord score of Keiser’s La Forza della Virtü—facsimile: John H. 

Roberts, Handel Sources, Vol. 2 (New York: Garland Publishing, 1986)—the second accompanied 

recitative is labelled ‘accompagment’ (the first accompanied recitative does not appear). The other two 

accompanied recitatives are labelled as ‘accomp’. Also, see Mattheson’s quote on p. 16 of the introduction. 
27

 For example, ‘Torna immobile in Grembo’ (Donna, che in Ciel: Rome, 1707); and ‘E tu, misero figlio’ 

(Rodrigo: Florence, 1707, Act III, scene 7). 
28

 One rare example appears above the accompanied recitative ‘Yet, O hard fate’ (Act III, scene 1), on 

Handel’s autograph score of Saul (GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.3). 
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It is obvious from a study of the simple (and accompanied) recitatives composed 

by Keiser, Mattheson and Handel at this time that all three were writing simple and 

accompanied recitatives very much within the Italian style of the late seventeenth 

century. Or as Robin Fenton puts it: 

 

Italian composers developed an extensive range of musical devices through which the affecti could 

be quickly and unambiguously relayed to the audience. This musical dramatic vocabulary was 

exploited by German composers. There is no significant difference between the types of melodic 

figures employed [in recitative] by Mattheson and Handel with respect to each other or to the 

Italian Model.
29

 

 

 

This view is also put forward by George Buelow: 
 

 

Hamburg opera superficially resembled Venetian opera of the period in its heavy emphasis on 

dramatic recitative.
30

 

 

 

This is hardly surprising given that the whole Gänsemarkt project was primarily 

based on Italian (mostly Venetian) models, from the design of the opera house
31

 right 

down to many of the opera libretti. Therefore, the extent of Mattheson’s and Keiser’s 

influence on Handel’s fundamental recitative style in Almira cannot be determined with 

any degree of certainty.  

Yet, certain observations remain. For instance, if Handel was following the 

example of Keiser, or for that matter his teacher Zachow, we would expect to find at least 

one melisma within his accompanied recitatives for Almira. There are, as we have seen, 

none. Moreover, the lack of melismas in Handel’s accompanied recitatives, for Almira, 

may arguably stem from Mattheson’s influence, as his accompanied recitatives also lack 

them. Yet, Handel continued to exclude melismas from the vast majority of his opera 

seria accompanied recitatives throughout his career, so this connection remains suspect. 

Handel did, however, frequently include melismas within his accompanied recitatives 

composed for un-acted works such as cantatas and oratorios (see below). Lastly, as 

                                                 
29

 Robin F.C. Fenton, ‘Recitative in Early Eighteenth-Century German Opera: Mattheson’s Cleopatra 

(Hamburg, 1704) and Handel’s Almira (Hamburg, 1704)’, p. 85. 
30

 George J. Buelow, ‘Opera in Hamburg 300 years ago’, MT, Vol. 119, No. 1619 (Jan, 1978), p. 28. 
31

 The opera house was designed by the Venetian theater architect Girolamo Sartorio. Hans Joachim Marx, 

‘Handel’s Years as an Apprentice to Reinhard Keiser at the Gänsemarkt Opera House in Hamburg (1703-

1705)’, p. 26. 



 72 

mentioned above, the relatively high number of accompanied recitatives in Handel’s 

Almira could be seen as a form of ‘influence’, and perhaps denotes an attempt by the 

composer to conform to the standards of Hamburg opera. 

It would be interesting to see how Handel’s use of accompanied recitative 

developed within his later Hamburg operas (Nero, 1705; and Florindo and its sequel 

Daphne, both 1708) but the music to these has been mostly lost. Also unfortunate is the 

loss of the majority of the music relating to contemporary Gänsemarkt operas by 

composers other than Mattheson and Keiser. For example, the operas of Johann Theile 

(1646-1724), Nicolaus Strungk (1640-1700), Johann Franck (1644-1710) and Johann 

Conradi (d.1699) have all been mostly lost,
32

 so a comparison with Almira is also 

impossible. 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
32

 From the relevant biographical articles in the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians we can 

ascertain that the majority of the above mentioned composers’ operas are now lost. See also: Richard 

Charteris, ‘The Music Collection of the Staats-und Universitätsbibliothek, Hamburg: A Survey of Its 

British Holdings Prior to the Second World War’, RMARC, No. 30 (1997), pp. 1-138. The recovery of most 

of the pre-war collection is documented in: Stephen Stubbs, ‘Johann Matteson - the Russian Connection: 

the Rediscovery of Boris Goudenow and his Lost Operas’, EM, Vol. 33, No. 2 (May, 2005), pp. 283-292. 
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  Handel’s secular cantatas and music for the Roman Catholic Church (1706-1710) 

 

During his time in Italy Handel was to include accompanied recitatives in a total of five 

religious themed works, and ten secular themed works (table 1.1). Most of these works 

were composed for the Roman Catholic Church or for Handel’s patrons in Rome, and 

most were composed in 1707. Others were composed for patrons in Naples, Florence and 

Venice. Some of these works, especially the secular cantatas, contain accompanied 

recitatives that can only be described as flamboyant, with rushing scales in the strings and 

basso continuo, ornate vocal lines and an attention to detail not seen again until the 

composer’s English language works of the 1730s and 1740s.  

During his time as a pupil of Zachow Handel was essentially educated as a church 

musician, and as a composer of church music. Zachow himself was of course an organist, 

and musical director of Halle’s Marienkirche (1684-1712).
33

 Despite Handel’s initial 

musical training, he was only directly employed as a church employee (organist) for 

roughly one year in the Calvinist Cathedral in Halle (1702-1703). Yet, no examples of 

Handel’s religious music survive before 1706/1707.
34

 Therefore, it is likely that Handel’s 

earliest religious accompanied recitatives appear in his first setting of Laudate pueri 

Dominum (a setting of psalm 112: HWV 236). This work appears in the composer’s 

earliest surviving autograph score, and is his first to feature accompanied recitatives 

(‘Quis sicut Dominus’
35

 and ‘Gloria Patri et Filio et Spiritui Sancto’).
36

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
33

 Klaus-Peter Koch, ‘Friedrich Wilhelm Zachow’, CHE, p. 679. 
34

 Graydon Beeks, ‘Handel’s Sacred Music’, CCH, p. 164. 
35

 This accompanied recitative is labelled as ‘ac’ in the autograph score  (GB Lbl - R.M.20.h.7).  
36

 ‘Quis sicut Dominus’ is referred to as an accompanied recitative by Mary Ann Parker-Hale: ‘Handel’s 

Choral Recitatives’, GHB, Vol. 2 (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1986), p. 171. 
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Table 1.1. Handel’s accompanied recitatives for Italy 1706-1710
37

 

 
Work and year Genre and location Accompanied recitative(s) 

Laudate pueri Dominum (HWV 

236: 1706/07?) 

Psalm setting (Rome?)  ‘Quis sicut Dominus’ 

 

 ‘Gloria Patri e Filio’ 

Donna, che in ciel (HWV 233: 

February(?), 1707) 

Sacred cantata (Rome)  ‘Torna immobile in grembo’ 

Notte placida e cheta (HWV 142: 

early(?), 1707) 

Secular cantata (Rome)  ‘Ma giá sento che spande’ 

 

 ‘Oh delizie d’amor’ 

 

Il Trionfo del Tempo e del 

Disinganno (HWV 46a: May, 

1707) 

Oratorio (Rome)  ‘Sì, bella penitenza’ 

 

 ‘Orse laverità del sole eterno’ 

 

Armida abbandonata: Dietro 

l’orme fugaci (HWV 105: June 

1707). 

Secular cantata (Rome)  ‘Dietro l’orme fugaci del guerrier’ 

 

 ‘O voi, dell’incostante’ 

 

O qualis de coelo sonus (HWV 

239: June, 1707) 

Motet (Rome)  ‘O qualis de coelo sonus’ 

Ah! Crudel, nel pianto mio (HWV 

78: September(?), 1707) 

Secular cantata (Rome)  ‘Balena il cielo’ 

Spande ancor a mio dispetto 

(HWV 165: 1707?) 

Secular cantata (Rome?)  ‘Oh! Che da fiere pene, quasi da 

mostri orrendi’ 

 

Rodrigo (HWV 5: November, 

1707) 

Opera (Florence)  ‘Eccelso Giove’ 

 

 ‘E tu, misero figlio’ 

 

La Resurrezione (HWV 47: April, 

1708) 

Oratorio (Rome)  ‘Mà che insolti’ [not performed] 

 

 ‘Ma che veggio’ 

 

 ‘Notte, notte funesta’ 

 

 ‘Di rabbia indarno freme’ 

 

Cuopre tal volta il cielo (HWV 98: 

July(?), 1708) 

Secular cantata (Naples)  ‘Cuopre tal volta il cielo’ 

 

Aci, Galatea e Polifemo (HWV 72: 

July(?), 1708) 

Serenata (Naples)  ‘Ma qual orrido suono’ 

 

 ‘Vissi fedel, mia vita’ 

 

Alpestre monte (HWV 81: 1709) Secular cantata 

(Florence(?)/Venice) 
 ‘Alpestre monte’ 

Agrippina (HWV 6: December, 

1709) 

Opera (Venice)  ‘Otton, Otton, qual portentoso’ 

La terra è liberata (Apollo e 

Dafne) (HWV 122: 1709/10?) 

Secular cantata 

(Venice/Hanover?) 
 ‘Che vidi, che mirai’ 

 

 

                                                 
37

 All of the dates relating to the secular cantatas are taken from: Ellen Harris, Handel as Orpheus. All of 

the other dates are taken from the CHE.  
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Currently we do not know for certain when (1703-1707?) or where (Hamburg or 

Rome?) this piece was written, or for whom,
38

 but in all likelihood it was written in Rome 

at the beginning of 1707 or just before. Significantly, ‘Quis sicut Dominus’ is Handel’s 

first accompanied recitative to feature melismas (on the word “humilia”: “low things”), 

which became a common occurrence in his later un-acted works. 

During his time in Italy Handel wrote more accompanied recitatives for his 

orchestra accompanied cantatas than for any other genre, unsurprising given that opera in 

Rome (where the composer was mostly based) had been banned by papal decree (1703-

1709). His first cantata for Rome, the sacred cantata Donna, che in ciel, was most 

probably (see Appendix I) performed on 2
 
February 1707 in Rome,

39
 and was more than 

likely commissioned by Cardinal Carlo Colonna (1665-1739) as part of a wider 

celebration that commemorated the deliverance of the ‘Eternal city’ from a particularly 

violent earthquake that had taken place on 2 February 1703. The cantata itself is 

dedicated to the Virgin Mary on whose feast day (the feast of the purification of the 

Virgin, or more commonly Candlemas) the deliverance occurred. It features an unusual 

accompanied recitative ‘Torna immobile in grembo’. In it the Virgin Mary appears on a 

rainbow and accepts the prayers of a thankful people. Handel uses arpeggios,
40

 

                                                 
38

 The actual date of the autograph score is far from certain. For instance, Anthony Hicks suggests that it 

could have been composed in either Halle between the years 1701-02 or in Hamburg in 1706: Anthony 

Hicks, ‘Handel-Works’, NG [accessed 12 October 2009]. Alternatively, Bernd Baselt suggests that this 

work could not have been composed in Halle due to the abolition of Latin in Halle’s cathedrals in 1699-

1700: Bernd Baselt, ‘Handel and his Central German Background’, Handel: Tercentenary Collection, 

Stanley Sadie and Anthony Hicks (eds) (London: Macmillan Press, 1987), p. 50. In addition, Baselt (in the 

same article) makes reference to Donald Burrows’s even later dating of Italy around 1706 (p. 53, fn. 52). 

Moreover, Rainer Heyink agrees with Baselt when he states that the piece was probably composed in 

Hamburg between 1703-1705: Rainer Heyink, ‘Church Music, Italian and Latin’, CHE, p. 149. 
39

 Possibly due to the fact that the autograph score has been lost, Chrysander does not include this cantata in 

his edition. According to the HHb ii (p. 655) the only known score is the manuscript copy contained within 

the Santini Collection: D MÜs - Hs 1895. Currently, this cantata is only available in Ewerhart’s modern 

edition: G.F. Handel, Donna, che in ciel, R. Ewerhart (ed) (Cologne: Arno Volk, 1959). The sole 

accompanied recitative (‘Torna immobile in Grembo’) in the cantata is labelled as ‘accompagnament’ in 

Ewerhart’s score, which is evidently based on the Münster copy. 
40

 An A minor arpeggio is used to depict “S'apre l'orrido nembo e lascia a' rai del sole aperto il varco” (“the 

fearsome cloud opens and leaves a passage open to the rays of the sun”). All translations of this 

accompanied recitative were taken from: G.F. Handel. Marian Cantatas & Arias. Musica Antiqua Köln. 

Cond. Reinhard Goebel. Deutsche Grammophon. Hamburg, 1994. 439 866-2. Libretto translated by Perle 

Abbrugiati. 
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instrumental trills
41

 and shifting textures to depict the peoples’ reaction to the apparition. 

The accompanied recitative also shows us Handel’s use of accompanied recitative to 

depict the divine and recitativo semplice to represent the mortal. For example, as the 

accompanied recitative draws to a close the texture changes to recitativo semplice (bars 

16-20) as the focus moves away from heaven and the sky and towards the earth as the 

Virgin looks down on a penitent people, “E tu dall’alto l’opra tua rimiri li nostril voti 

accogli ed I sospiri” (“and you who from on high behold your work, accept our prayers 

and our sighs”). 

The use of such musical devices to express natural phenomenon and heightened 

emotion that we find in ‘Torna immobile in grembo’ was a sign of things to come, 

especially within Handel’s secular cantatas. Accompanied recitatives appear in almost a 

third of Handel’s orchestra accompanied cantatas composed during his lifetime,
42

 but it is 

the cantatas that he composed in Italy that feature the most impressive accompanied 

recitatives in the genre. These accompanied recitatives feature some of the most 

descriptive music that Handel ever wrote. For instance, we find rushing scales (Ah! 

Crudel, nel pianto mio, Dietro l’orme fugaci, Spande ancor a mio dispetto and Il terra è 

liberata), cascading arpeggios (Cuopre tal volta il cielo), changes of tempo (Ah! Crudel, 

nel pianto mio), and melismas (Alpestre monte, Cuopre tal volta il cielo, Notte placida 

cheta and Spande ancor a mio dispetto). This is because most of the cantata accompanied 

recitatives composed in Italy are set in some sort of natural setting or make reference to 

some form of meteorological occurrence (table 1.2).
43

 

For example, the two accompanied recitatives in Notte placida e cheta (Rome, 

                                                 
41

 In bar 11 trills appear on all instruments, something that is extremely rare in Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives. They perhaps represent the earthquake itself, although no direct mention of it appears in the 

text.  
42

 Over his lifetime, Handel would include accompanied recitatives in about a third of his instrumentally 

accompanied cantatas (ten out of a total of thirty-three). This statistic does not include any revised versions 

of the cantatas or spurious cantatas. The HHA states that there are twenty-eight solo and duo cantatas with 

instruments (G.F. Handel, Kantaten Mit Instrumenten I, series V, Band 3, Hans Joachim Marx (ed) (Kassel: 

Bärenreiter, 1994), p. XIV).  Missing from the HHA list, but included in the NG list (Anthony Hicks, 

‘Handel’, Vol. V (London: Macmillian Press, 2001), pp. 789-793) are the following cantatas: (1) Sorge il dì 

(HWV 72); (2) Behold, where Venus weeping stands (HWV 85); (3) Carco sempre di gloria (HWV 87); 

(4) d’alte speranze Figlio (HWV 113); and (5) [Look down, harmonious Saint] (HWV 124). 
43

 Significantly, none of the various instances of recitativo semplice contained in the orchestra accompanied 

cantatas composed in Italy (which do not feature accompanied recitative) make reference to such 

meteorological extremes.  
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early(?) 1707)
44

 take place during a calm and silent night accompanied by gentle winds. 

The accompanied recitatives themselves are concerned with the transition in and out of 

an integrated dream ‘scene’, Handel’s first.
45

 The theme of the first (‘Ma giá sento’) is 

one of peace and sleep. Here Handel uses instances of accompagnato accompanied 

recitative and pedal notes (bars 1-7, and bars 8-9) to depict the calm of the anonymous 

character (soprano) as he invokes love, so that he may dream of his beloved Filli. At the 

end of the accompanied recitative the character falls asleep to a musical backdrop of 

measured accompanied recitative and a melisma on the word “sogno” (“dreaming”, bars 

11-13). This is followed by a basso continuo dal segno aria (‘Luci belle, vaghe stelle’) 

where the anonymous lover dreams of his beloved. 

This dream continues into the following accompanied recitative, ‘Oh delizie 

d’amor’, which begins with pedal notes and sustained block-chords. But the bliss of the 

dream is not to last, as the lover comes to the realisation that love experienced within a 

dream is a bitter illusion. To this end Handel uses mixed style I (accompagnato and 

obbligato) to add contrast to the situation, using accompagnato (sustained block-chords) 

accompanied recitative to depict the blissful dream state of the character and a mixture of 

obbligato accompanied recitative (bars 7-8) and recitativo semplice (bars 9-12: cadencing 

on to G minor) to depict his waking and final realisation. The use of a perfect cadence on 

to G minor at the end of  ‘Oh delizie d’amor’ is perhaps significant as it was the first 

chord heard at the beginning of the earlier accompanied recitative, and may therefore be 

associated with the lover’s wakened state.  

The anonymous male lover in Notte placida e cheta is a character type also found 

in a further four accompanied recitatives,
46

 and is the most used character type in the 

Italian orchestra accompanied secular cantatas overall. 

                                                 
44

 Date taken from: G.F. Handel, Kantaten Mit Instrumenten I, series V, Band 4, Hans Joachim Marx (ed) 

(Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1995), p. XXI. The autograph score to this cantata has been lost. The HHA edition is 

based on a manuscript copy in the Santini Collection, held (since 1861) in the Diocesan library of the 

Bischöfliches Priesterseminat, Münster: D MÜs - Hs 1910. 
45

 The next work to feature an accompanied recitative (‘Fatto inferno è il mio petto’, Act III, scene 6) in 

such a scene was Rodelinda (London, 1725). 
46

 ‘Balena il cielo’ (Ah! Crudel, nel pianto mio, 1707), ‘Oh! Che da fiere pene’ (Spande ancor a mio 

dispetto. 1707?), ‘Cuopre tal volta il cielo’ (Cuopre tal volta il cielo, 1708) and ‘Alpestre monte’ (Alpestre 

monte, 1709) are all sung by anonymous male lovers. Of the remaining cantata accompanied recitatives, 

three appear in the form of a narration and two are individually sung by the supernatural characters Armida 

and Giove. The use of anonymous male lovers was not uncommon in the cantata libretti of other 

contemporary composers working in Italy such as A. Scarlatti and Vivaldi.  
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Table 1.2. Nature settings in the cantata accompanied recitatives 

Cantata Incipit of the 

accompanied 

recitative(s) 

 

Nature key words Way in which the 

nature theme is used 

Donna che in Ciel ‘Torna  immobile in 

grembo’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fearsome cloud, rays of 

the sun, colours in an 

arc, great orb, bosky 

earth, sky. 

A narrator describes 

how the ‘heavy burden’ 

of original sin is 

returned to the Virgin 

Mary’s ‘bosom’. And 

how the ‘fearsome cloud 

opens and leaves a 

passage open to the rays 

of the sun’. The 

‘penitent people’ give 

thanks to Mary.  

 

Notte placida e cheta. ‘Ma già sento che 

spande’ 

 

 

 

‘Oh delizie d’amor’ 

None. 

 

 

 

 

Silent sea. 

An anonymous lover 

falls asleep in a nature 

setting and dreams of 

their beloved Filli. 

 

The ‘calm and silent sea 

of joys and pleasure’ 

that the anonymous 

lover experiences in 

their dream are 

interrupted when they 

realise that love within 

dreams is an illusion. 

 

Armida abbandonata: 

Dietro l’orme fugaci 

‘O voi, dell’incostante’ Stormy sea, waves, 

winds.  

In a nature setting the 

sorceress Armida 

invokes sea monsters to 

kill her unfaithful lover 

Rinaldo.  

 

Ah! Crudel, nel pianto 

mio. 

‘Balena il cielo’ Lighting, sky, storm, 

fertile furrows, harvest, 

sun, shepherd, green 

fields, flock.  

An anonymous lover 

uses the metaphor of a 

nature setting to express 

their hope that his 

beloved will one day 

love him also.  

 

Spande ancor a mio 

dispetto. 

‘Oh! Che da fiere pene, 

quasi da mostri orrendi’ 

Stormy sea, breezes, 

wind, sky, pine, beech, 

river, torrents, flowers, 

field, shepherds, 

thunder, lighting, 

thunderbolts, dark sky. 

 

An anonymous lover 

describes a disturbed 

nature scene and 

compares it to their own 

suffering.  
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Table 1.2. Continued 

 
Cantata Incipit of the 

accompanied 

recitative(s) 

 

Nature key words Way in which the 

nature theme is used 

Cuopre tal volta il cielo. ‘Cuopre tal volta il 

cielo’ 

Sky, dark cloud, black 

storm, sun, stream, 

foaming whirlpools, sea, 

winds, branches, 

flowers, pleasant shores, 

lighting, gentle fields, 

thunder.  

 

An anonymous lover 

uses the metaphor of a 

disturbed nature setting 

to express their hope 

that their beloved will 

one day love them also. 

Alpestre monte. ‘Alpestre monte, e 

solitaria selva’ 

Wild mountain, forest, 

wild beasts. 

An anonymous lover 

uses the metaphor of a 

disturbed nature setting 

in order to depict their 

unrequited love for the 

nymph Nice.  

 

La terra è liberata ‘Che vidi, che mirai’ None The God Apollo, in a 

nature setting, looks on 

in horror as the nymph 

Daphne is turned into a 

laurel plant. 

 

 

In the accompanied recitative ‘Dietro l’orme fugaci del guerrier’ (Dietro l’orme 

fugaci del guerrier: Armida abbandonata) the musical texture is quite different from the 

vast majority of Handel’s accompanied recitatives, as it is accompanied by arpeggios 

(bars 2-12), and lacks a continuo section.
47

 These arpeggios represent the sorceress 

Armida’s frantic running as she chases her unfaithful beloved, the Christian warrior 

Rinaldo: “Dietro l'orme fugaci del guerrier, che gran tempo in lascivo soggiorno ascoso 

avea, Armida abbandonata il piè movea” (“The forsaken Armida followed the fleeing 

footsteps of the warrior whom she had concealed for so long in lustful retreat”, bars 1-

7).
48

 Suddenly, there are three staccato block-chords and the texture changes from 

                                                 
47

 Only parts for the first and second violins are included. This texture is unique to this accompanied 

recitative and does not appear in any of Handel’s other accompanied recitatives. The basso continuo is 

perhaps lacking due to the arpeggios in the upper strings, which are not notated but marked ‘harpeggiando’, 

rather in the manner of Corelli. The lack of a continuo section may have been Handel’s response to the 

supernatural associations of Armida’s character, or to the fact that she has been abandoned.  
48

 The majority of the secular cantata translations are derived from the following sources, the rest are my 

own: G. F. Handel Kantaten mit Instrumenten I, Terence Best (trans) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1994); G. F. 
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sustained block-chords (played arpeggio) to detached block-chords (in the sub-dominant, 

G minor) as the exhausted Armida stops running and sits on a rock: “fermò le stanche 

piante, e assisa sopra un scoglio” (“she halted her weary feet, and sitting on a rock”).  

Subsequently, the narrator tells us of Armida’s emotional suffering: “fermò le 

stanche piante, e assisa sopra un scoglio, colma di rio cordoglio, a quel leggiero abete, 

che il suo ben le rapia, le luci affisse, piangendo e sospirando” (“overwhelmed by bitter 

grief, fixed her eyes on that fleet-footed ship which was stealing her beloved from her, 

weeping and sighing”). The cadence in bar 21, however, moves away from the sub-

dominant towards the dominant (bars 20-21) as the narrator introduces Armida’s own 

words (“così disse”: “as she said”), which follow in the subsequent aria ‘Ah! Crudele’.
49

 

In Handel’s next cantata accompanied recitative ‘Balena il cielo’ (Ah! Crudel, nel 

pianto mio) the composer uses rapidly descending scales in B flat major (in the basso 

continuo), and short stabbing figures in the violins to depict the violent lightning storm 

described within the libretto (bars 1-8). This rapidly paced music is contrasted with an 

adagio section as the unhappy lover sings “Ma poi, sereno e vago squarcia le nubi il sole” 

(“but then, serene and lovely, the sun breaks through the clouds”, bars 9-11). The music 

eventually rests on an F pedal (bars 13-16), before the perfect cadence on to F major at 

the end of the accompanied recitative (bar 17). This section of music accompanies the 

line “Onde il mesto custode grazie rende alle stele, e lieto mira il campo verde e salvo il 

gregge amato” (“so the sad shepherd gives thanks to heaven, and joyfully looks upon the 

green fields and his beloved flock, now safe”). Handel sets this accompanied recitative in 

mixed style IV (accompagnato, measured and obbligato), resulting in moments of 

accompagnato and obbligato accompanied recitative to depict the storm section, and 

moments of accompagnato and measured accompanied recitative for the calm section.  

Perhaps Handel’s last accompanied recitative for Rome, ‘Oh! Che da fiere pene, 

quasi da mostri orrendi’ (Spande ancor a mio dispetto), is (at thirty-seven bars) the 

longest of the cantata accompanied recitatives.
50

 It is also the most texturally and vocally 

                                                                                                                                                 
Handel Kantaten mit Instrumenten II, Terence Best (trans) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1995); G. F. Handel 

Kantaten mit Instrumenten III, Terence Best (trans) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999). 
49

 See chapter II for a discussion of ‘O voi dell’incostante’. 
50

 Both Donald Burrows and Hans Joachim Marx place this cantata in Hanover in 1710: Donald Burrows 

‘Handel and Hanover’, Bach, Handel and Scarlatti: Tercentenary Essays, Peter Williams (ed) (Cambridge: 

CUP, 1985), p. 53; Hans Joachim Marx, ‘Preface’, G.F. Handel, Kantaten mit Instrumenten III, Hans 
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colourful as it contains three wild outbursts of melismas,
51

 many sections where only the 

basso continuo accompanies,
52

 and features a greater use of scales and arpeggios (in both 

the orchestra and the voice). Like its predecessor ‘Balena il cielo’ it is made up of mixed 

style IV, however unlike ‘Balena il cielo’ it begins with a sustained pedal note (as do all 

the accompanied recitatives in Donna che in Ciel, Notte placida, Alpestre monte, and 

Cuopre tal volta il cielo).
53

 

The rising arpeggios, falling scales and rapid semi-quaver block-chords are 

musical reactions to the contents of the libretto, yet, as with ‘Balena il cielo’, we find that 

Handel provides contrast from these moments of excitement with ones of calm (example 

1.2). Apart from the sections accompanied by the basso continuo only, we find two 

further passages in this accompanied recitative that could be described as calm. These 

occur in bars 9-10 and bars 29-30. Here the libretto states: “più non son l’aure amene, ma 

rabbioso ogni vento” (“the breezes are no longer gentle but every wind”),
54

 and “cinto 

d’osuro velo” (“enveloped in a dismal veil”). The first instance is more of a preparation 

for the melisma which follows (on the word “corre” (“races”), bars 11-12), alternatively 

it could be seen as a reflection of the past as the slow crotchet block-chords are a brief 

reminiscence of the peace the anonymous lover must have felt before his troubles began 

(harmonised with major harmonies). The second instance is similar to bars 1-6 as both 

passages are accompanied by sustained block-chords, or slow moving crotchet block-

chords, and both precede moments of dramatic orchestral and vocal chaos. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Joachim Marx (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. XV. Ellen Harris, however, places this cantata in Rome 

in 1707 (Handel as Orpheus, p. 276). In a recent article the same author states that ‘Paper evidence of the 

autograph relates the work, on the one hand, with continuo cantatas that can be tentatively associated with 

the patronage of Cardinal Ottoboni in Rome (1707), and, on the other, with Apollo e Dafne (La Terra è 

Liberata) in Venice and Hanover (1709/1710). Ellen Harris, ‘Spande ancor a mio dispetto’, CHE, p. 612.  
51

 Namely: “agitato” (“rages”, bars 6-8), “corre” (“races”, bars 11-12), and “disperato” (“desperate”, bars 

30-34). 
52

 Bars: 1-4, 7-8, 12-16, 21-24, 31-32. 
53

 With the exception of ‘Oh! Che da fiere pene, quasi da mostri orrendi’, all of these accompanied 

recitatives feature upper string parts (as well as sustained pedal notes) in their introductions.  
54

 This line then breaks into a melisma on the word “corre” (“races”). 
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Example 1.2 

 

G.F. Handel: ‘Oh! Che da fiere pene’ (bars 1-17), Spande ancor a mio dispetto (1707?) 

http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/~db/0001/bsb00016889/images/index.html?seite=72&fip=193.174.98.30
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These techniques are used again in Handel’s only Neapolitan cantata 

accompanied recitative ‘Cuopre tal volta il cielo’ (Cuopre tal volta il cielo).
55

 Here we 

find, as with ‘Balena il cielo’ and ‘Oh! Che da fiere pene, quasi da mostri orrendi’, that 

Handel uses mixed style IV to depict a violent storm. Like its predecessor ‘Balena il 

cielo’ the libretto to this accompanied recitative is given in the form of a narration. The 

accompanied recitative itself opens with twelve-bars of accompagnato accompanied 

recitative underlined by descending pedal notes (d, c, B, A), perhaps depicting the 

second line of the libretto “tenebroso velo spande nera tempesta in faccia al sole” (“a 

black storm spreads a sombre veil over the face of the sun”).  

Suddenly moments of obbligato accompanied recitative (bars 13-20) accompany 

the line “Con impeto crudele, scuoton rapidi vanni aure nemiche” (“with cruel violence 

hostile winds flap their swift wings”), resulting in a melisma on the word “cadono” 

(“fall”, bars 17-18). After the arpeggios of the obbligato accompanied recitative there is a 

return to the calmer texture of the opening bars—in this case moments of accompagnato 

and measured accompanied recitative (bars 20-24)—with the mention of “flori” 

(“flowers”, bar 19) and “Giuno molli campi” (“Juno’s gentle fields”). The final section of 

the accompanied recitative returns to moments of obbligato and accompagnato 

accompanied recitative as the libretto mentions “tuono” (“thunder”), “temer” (“fear”) and 

a “strepitoso suono” (“deafening noise”).  

The violence of nature is a theme that continues into Handel’s next cantata 

accompanied recitative ‘Alpestre monte e solitaria selva’ (Alpestre monte). But unlike the 

Italian cantata accompanied recitatives that precede and succeed it, ‘Alpestre monte e 

solitaria selva’ is in the pure accompagnato style. In a change of compositional direction, 

dissonant harmony replaces the falling arpeggios and texture differentiations of the 

accompanied recitative’s predecessors. For example, there are dissonant harmonies on the 

following words: “monte” (“mountains”, bar 1), “d’orror” (“horror”, bar 4), “nere” 

(“black”, bar 7), and “piante” (“grief”, bar 12)—moreover, there is also a melisma on 

                                                 
55

 The aria (‘Tuona, balena’) that follows this accompanied recitative is similar to the aria (‘Venti, fermate, 

sì’) that follows the earlier accompanied recitative ‘O voi, dell’incostante’ (Dietro l’orme fugaci, 1707). 

Both instances feature an expressive accompanied recitative, detailing certain aspects of violent weather, 

followed by an aria describing a storm. See Ellen Harris, ‘Cuopre tal volta il cielo’, CHE, p. 176. 
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“piante” (bars 11-12). The accompanied recitative’s dissonant harmony depicts a scene of 

foreboding and desolation appropriate for the image that is described in the libretto. 

In Handel’s last cantata connected with Italy La terra è liberata (Apollo e Dafne), 

we find a second example of a musically integrated ‘scene’ (aria-accompagnato-

recitativo semplice).
56

 In this ‘chase scene’ the god Apollo, who is infatuated with the 

nymph Daphne, chases her through an Arcadian landscape. This cantata’s accompanied 

recitative is one of only two within the cantatas that is solely in the obbligato style. The 

use of the pure obbligato style results from the surprise and confusion that is described in 

the libretto. Significantly, the only other cantata accompanied recitative in the obbligato 

style is also given to a god, Giove, in ‘Astri, Sfere, Destino’ from the cantata Echeggiate, 

festeggiate, Numi eterni (London, 1710).  

In order to depict Daphne’s metamorphosis Handel uses a descending and 

ascending scale in the dominant (D) played octave unison by the orchestra—perhaps to 

represent uncertainty or to differentiate the implied tonality of the scale from the 

surrounding harmony, a technique Handel used in his later accompanied recitatives to 

portray confusion (example 1.3). After this orchestral introduction/transformation there is 

a sudden pause after which Apollo exclaims “Che vidi” (“What have I seen”) followed by 

rapid block-chords on a diminished seventh chord. After another pause (quaver) Apollo 

exclaims “che mirai” (“what have I gazed on”) followed by another pause (quaver) and 

then two block-chords of D minor—the second D minor block-chord is interrupted by 

Apollo as he invokes “Cielo” (“heaven”) and “Destino” (“destiny”). Thereupon there is 

another brief rest (semi-quaver) followed by another diminished chord played as rapid 

block-chords by the orchestra. Finally Apollo states (in relation to heaven and destiny) 

“che sarà mai?” (“what will happen?”), followed by a return to an octave unison on the 

note G (bar 6). After the transformation, the confusion, and Apollo’s supernatural 

invocation this integrated section concludes with a recitativo semplice as the god again 

addresses Daphne and finally realises that she has been transformed into a laurel plant. 

 

 

 

                                                 
56

 The other being the dream ‘scene’ in Notte placida e cheta (see above). 
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Example 1.3 

 

                                   G.F. Handel, ‘Che vidi, che mirai’, La terra è liberata (Apollo e Dafne) 

                        (bars 1-6: the first bar and a half of this example are the end of the aria ‘Mie piante correte’). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/~db/0001/bsb00016889/images/index.html?seite=37&fip=193.174.98.30
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With regard to imagery within accompanied recitatives in his cantatas, we find 

that Handel juxtaposes various aspects of the accompanied recitative style in order to 

represent various natural/dramatic occurrences in music. He almost consistently uses the 

accompagnato/measured style to depict moments of calm or reflection (with the 

exception of ‘Alpestre monte e solitaria selva’) and the obbligato style to depict moments 

of stress or chaos. Moreover, Handel uses tempo,
57

 texture, and ornamentation to depict 

the imagery and drama within the libretti or the various moods of the accompagnati. 

These features are also present in many of the oratorio accompanied recitatives 

(especially the use of melismas) and can be seen as a way of further heightening the 

intended audience’s experience of the sung text. This intensification is more important 

within un-acted mediums—such as the cantata and the oratorio—than in the opera 

accompanied recitatives where the scenery and the acting add to the overall experience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
57

 For instance, the change to adagio in ‘Balena il cielo’ (bar 9), or any of the shifts from accompagnato 

accompanied recitative to obbligato accompanied recitative could be seen as a change of tempo. 
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The secular cantatas in context 

 

Based on evidence from 1709, we find that Handel’s patron Marquis Francesco Maria 

Ruspoli (1672-1731) generally commissioned one cantata per week—either orchestra 

accompanied or more commonly with basso continuo—to be performed at his 

conversazione (in the Palazzo Bonelli, Rome) every Sunday.
58

 This was also, 

presumably, the marquis’ general practice during Handel’s time at the various Ruspoli 

residences.  Due to his connection with the Ruspoli household Handel came into regular 

contact with the music of Alessandro Scarlatti (1660-1725), and must have met him on 

various occasions as the older composer also wrote music for the same patrons. Handel’s 

cantatas bear a marked resemblance to Scarlatti’s, which is perhaps not surprising given 

that the two composers set similar texts and mostly wrote for the same musicians and 

singers.  

Both composers were writing cantatas in a style that was then fashionable in 

Rome. The orchestra accompanied cantatas of both composers occasionally feature 

melismas in both recitativo semplice and recitativo accompagnato, the trio texture (violin 

I, violin II and basso continuo)—then fashionable in Rome—features in most of their 

cantatas, most of their cantatas have Arcadian themes, and the majority of their cantatas 

are written for the soprano voice (either castrato or female). These characteristics, 

however, were not new at the time, and merely reflect an older Italian tradition. For 

example, earlier composers, such as Alessandro Stradella (1639-1682), were employing 

the same characteristics in their cantatas for Rome decades before and contemporary 

composers such as Francesco Gasparini (1661-1721) were also adhering to these norms. 

Interestingly, both Stradella and Gasparini wrote music for Handel’s Roman patron 

Cardinal Benedetto Pamphilij (1653-1730), as did Scarlatti, and according to Carolyn 

Gianturco Handel regularly heard music by Stradella at the residence of another of his 

Roman patron’s Cardinal Pietro Ottonboni (1667-1740),
59

 for whom Gasparini and 

Scarlatti also composed.  

                                                 
58

 Ursula Kirkendale, ‘The Ruspoli documents on Handel’, JAMS, Vol. 20, No. 2 (summer, 1967), pp. 227-

228. 
59

 Carolyn Gianturco, Alessandro Stradella 1639-1682: His Life and Music (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1994), p. 68. 
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Stradella, like Handel, also uses accompanied recitatives in some of his orchestra 

accompanied cantatas,
60

 and the use of melismas in his recitatives (both simple and 

accompanied) and the use of trio texture (violin I, violin II and basso continuo), to 

accompany the vocal parts (mostly soprano in the cantatas), are typical features of his 

cantatas and operas.
61

  

After Handel’s time in Italy this tradition continued, and we find cantatas (albeit 

mostly lacking the trio texture) that feature melismas (in both simple and accompanied 

recitative) within the cantatas of Antonio Vivaldi (1678-1741). For example, despite 

being written much later, Vivaldi’s orchestra accompanied secular cantata Amora hai 

vinto (RV 683: between 1726 and c.1731)
62

 contains an accompanied recitative (‘In che 

strano e confuso vortice’) that features a melmisa (bar 2).  

Yet, Handel, and the other composers mentioned above, did not freely place 

melismas within their recitatives, quite the contrary. For instance of the twenty-three 

orchestra accompanied cantatas that Handel wrote for Italy, only nine contain recitatives 

(simple and/or accompanied) that feature melismas, and four of the cantatas only feature 

melismas within an accompanied recitative. It is clear that Handel, and his 

contemporaries, only employed melismas within their recitatives when they felt the 

dramatic thrust of the libretto required them.  

 As mentioned above, melismas are almost completely absent from Handel’s 

accompanied recitatives within his operas, but they do frequently appear in his un-acted 

works. Why is this? One plausible answer to this question appears in Michael Talbot’s 

monograph on the chamber cantatas of Vivaldi: 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
60

 The secular cantatas: Arsi già d’una fiamma (1.4-1: Rome, before 1677), Il Damone (1.4-6: Rome, before 

1677), Qual prodigio è ch’io miri (1.4-17: date unknown) and Se del pianeta ardenta (1.4-20: Turin, 1677). 

The sacred and morale cantatas: Crudo mar di fiamme orribili (1.5-4: date unknown), Da cuspide ferrate 

(15-5: date unknown) and Si apre al riso ogni labbro (1.5-10: Rome, before 1677). Dates taken from: 

Carolyn Gianturco and Eleanor McCrickard, Alessandro Stradella (1639-1682): A Thematic Catalogue of 

his Compositions (Stuyvesant, NY: Pendragon Press, 1991). 
61

 Carolyn Gianturco, Alessandro Stradella 1639-1682: His Life and Music (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1994), p. 150. 
62

 Date taken from: Michael Talbot, The Chamber Cantatas of Antonio Vivaldi (Woodbridge: The Boydell 

Press, 2006), p. 126 
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Cantata recitative, intended for an elite audience, can be recherché and unusual: indeed, the quality 

of bizzarria was highly prized among musical connoisseurs in Italy. Being a short episode in a 

short composition, cantata recitative does not need to hurry along: it can dwell on, and develop at 

leisure, selected passages. Since it does not have to be memorized, it revels in complication of 

every kind.
63

 

 

 Therefore, it can be said that Handel was part of a broader Italian tradition of 

cantata composition, one that could trace its roots back many decades. The trio texture, 

for example, can trace its origins back to Monteverdi.
64

 Furthermore, Handel’s use of 

accompanied recitative within his cantatas was not out of the ordinary as earlier Italian 

composers had also used this medium for moments of heightened emotion or for 

moments in the libretto that feature supernatural themes.  

Indeed five of Handel’s cantata accompanied recitatives feature a supernatural 

occurrence or reference, ranging from the dream ‘scene’ in Notte placida e cheta to the 

supernatural transformation in La terra è liberata. Similar to his treatment of character 

types in later vocal works Handel almost always includes at least one accompanied 

recitative for supernatural characters in each work that featured one. In the case of the 

cantata accompanied recitatives the god Apollo and the sorceress Armida both receive at 

least one (table 1.3). Furthermore, the vision of the Virgin Mary is cloaked with 

accompanied recitative, as is the dream ‘scene’ in Notte placida e cheta (another common 

theme associated with accompanied recitative). Finally, a shepherd gives thanks to 

heaven after a violent storm in the accompanied recitative ‘Balena il cielo’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
63

 Ibid., pp. 49-50. 
64

 Christopher Hogwood, The Trio Sonata, (London: BBC, 1979), p. 22. 
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Table 1.3. The use of invocations and prayers in Handel’s cantata accompagnati 

Title of the 

cantata 

Incipit of the 

accompanied 

recitative 

Type of 

request 

Deity/concept/ 

place that the 

invocation/ 

prayer is made 

to 

Character making the invocation/prayer 

Donna che 

in Ciel 

‘Torna immobile 

in grembo’ 

Prayer The Virgin 

Mary 

A narrator. The anonymous narrator describes 

how the ‘penitent people’ cry from the bosky 

earth, “See, the sky is calm. See the welcome 

sign”. And then states that Mary accepts their 

prayers. 

Notte 

placida e 

cheta  

‘Ma giá sento che 

spande’ 

Invocation Love An anonymous lover. In this accompanied 

recitative the lover invokes love to “assist this 

wretched heart” as he falls asleep into a 

dream. 

Armida 

abbandonata

: Dietro 

l’orme 

fugaci 

‘O voi, 

dell’incostante’ 

Invocation Dread monsters 

of the inconstant 

and stormy sea 

Armida. Armida invokes sea monsters to kill 

her lover Rinaldo. At the end of the 

accompanied recitative she revokes her 

invocation as she realises that she still loves 

Rinaldo. 

Ah! Crudel, 

nel pianto 

mio 

‘Balena il cielo’ Prayer Heaven Shepherd  (described by a narrator). The 

shepherd finds his flock safe and gives thanks 

to Heaven after a storm recedes. 

La terra è 

liberata 

‘Che vidi, che 

mirai’ 

Invocation Heaven and 

Destiny 

Apollo. The god invokes heaven and destiny 

as he witnesses in horror the nymph he loves 

(Daphne) transform into a laurel plant. 

 

 

Yet, there are two further complete orchestra accompanied cantatas (with upper 

strings) by Handel that feature supernatural characters or supernatural themes but do not 

feature accompanied recitatives.
65

 For instance, in the Hades ‘scene’ in the cantata Da 

quell giorno fatale (Delirio amoroso) (HWV 99) the shepherdess Clori imagines herself 

descending into the underworld in order to rescue her beloved, the shepherd Tirsi. This 

illusion is set to recitativo semplice, da capo aria, recitativo semplice and da capo aria. 

                                                 
65

 The cantata Nel dolce dell’oblio (HWV 134), includes a dream ‘scene’ but does not feature upper strings, 

only a recorder and basso continuo. Oh, come chiare e belle (HWV 143) has not been included (it features 

the goddess Glory, but no accompanied recitatives) as it is a serenata.  
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Perhaps Handel chose not to include an accompanied recitative in this ‘scene’ because it 

is an illusion and did not therefore take place physically, but there are later examples 

where the composer included accompanied recitatives in such scenes within his vocal 

works. Yet, the initial recitativo semplice features melismas, and the basso continuo 

contains falling scales and fast moving block-chords, almost reminiscent of accompanied 

recitative itself (if the upper strings were removed), and quite similar to the basso 

continuo part featured in the grim climax (‘Ma se qui non m’edato’) to Handel’s basso 

continuo cantata O numi eterni (La Lucrezio) (HWV 145).  

A further example of this occurs within the orchestra accompanied cantata 

Dunque sarà pur vero (Agrippina condotta a morire) (HWV 110). Here the Roman 

Empress Agrippina, who is about to be assassinated, prays to the god Jupiter. Instead of 

using accompanied recitative to accompany her frantic invocations Handel uses recitativo 

semplice and da capo aria, climaxing with a powerful middle section that moves between 

arioso and recitativo semplice. Perhaps Handel chose not to compose an accompanied 

recitative for this orchestra accompanied cantata because Agrippina’s invocation was not 

answered and she eventually dies, or because the central arioso and recitativo semplice 

section aptly portrays the raving of the doomed Empress.  

These two examples are, however, exceptions to rule, and as we have seen Handel 

writes music for these supernatural instances that amply compliments the dramatic 

situations found within the two libretti. Yet, the vast majority of such instances, within 

the orchestra accompanied cantatas, are, as we have seen, set to accompanied recitative.  

 So what can we learn from Handel’s use of accompanied recitative within his 

orchestra accompanied cantatas? First, as mentioned previously, we can say that Handel 

composed his cantatas very much within the framework of contemporary Italian tastes. 

Second, it is obvious that the cantata accompanied recitatives are quite unlike Handel’s 

opera seria accompanied recitatives, as they frequently display melismas and are mostly 

in mixed style IV (accompagnato, obbligato and measured)—rather than in the pure 

accompagnato style—mainly because of the various references to violent weather found 

within the libretti. Third, unlike the opera seria and oratorio accompanied recitatives 

(which mostly feature harmonic outcomes of tonic-tonic), the harmonic outcome of most 

of the cantata accompanied recitatives is tonic-dominant. This is probably because most 



 92 

are followed by arias rather than recitativo semplice. Fourth, most of Handel’s 

accompanied recitatives are unlabelled within the surviving autograph scores.
66

 Lastly, 

the dominant dramatic theme of most of the cantata accompanied recitatives is that of the 

supernatural invocation, which as we have seen is also the dominant theme found within 

the accompanied recitatives composed for Handel’s opere serie and oratorios.   

  

Accompanied recitatives in Handel’s larger secular works for Italy (1707-1710) 

 

During his time in Italy Handel wrote only a handful of larger secular works that contain 

accompanied recitatives, each of which were performed in one of four cities: Rome, 

Florence, Naples and Venice. In Rome, Handel focused mainly on, as we have seen, 

secular cantatas and music for the Roman Catholic church, but two of his largest works 

were composed there, the oratorios Il trionfo del Tempo e Disinganno and La 

Resurrezione. Due to the banning of opera in Rome, Handel’s two operas composed 

during this period—Rodrigo and Agrippina—were performed in Florence and Venice 

respectively. Moreover, his two part serenata Aci, Galatea e Polifemo was performed in 

Naples, probably as part of a wedding celebration in July 1708.  

 Handel’s first substantial work in the Italian language was his first oratorio, Il 

trionfo del Tempo e Disinganno (HWV 46a: composed in Rome 1707).
67

 Set to a libretto 

by Handel’s Roman patron Cardinal Benedetto Pamphilij the allegorical oratorio features 

two accompanied recitatives,
68

 both of which are exclusively in the pure accompagnato 

style, and both are for soprano (Bellezza). Neither can be described as adventurous.     

More important was Handel’s first all Italian opera, Rodrigo (Teatro del 

Cocomero, Florence: autumn 1707), which followed a couple of months later. The opera, 

Vincer se stesso è la maggior vittoria or more commonly Rodrigo, was Handel’s first 

opera seria composed for Italy. Until the late 1960s it was assumed that the only 

surviving source for the opera was the autograph score, currently held in the British 

                                                 
66

 Only two are labelled in the surviving scores: ‘Balena il cielo’ (Ah! Crudel, HWV 78), in a manuscript 

copy, is labelled as ‘Recit. con Stromenti’; ‘O voi, dell’incostante’ (Dietro l’orme fugaci, HWV 105), in 

autograph score, is labelled as ‘accomp’.  
67

 We do not know if the work was performed, but a copyist’s bill was submitted to Cardinal Benedetto 

Pamphilij in May 1707. Juliane Riepe, ‘Il Trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno’, CHE, p. 646. 
68

 Both are unlabelled in the manuscript score: GB Lbl - R.M.19.d.9. 
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Library.
69

 This assumption, however, was overturned in 1974 when Reinhard Strohm 

discovered the wordbook (1707) to Rodrigo in Bologna’s University Library, previously 

unnoticed due to it bearing the longer title mentioned above. Subsequently, Winton Dean, 

Reinhard Strohm and Anthony Hicks pieced together the majority of Rodrigo from the 

sources found in the Barrett Lennard collection,
70

 the Newman Flower collection,
71

 the 

Minoritenkonvent Vienna,
72

 and most importantly the Shafesbury collection.
73

  

As a result of Dean and Hick’s discoveries it is finally possible to reconstruct 

fully the accompanied recitative ‘Eccelso Giove’ (Act III, scene 2), which had previously 

been missing its first one and a half bars. Based on these discoveries, within the 

Shaftesbury collection, Dean and Knapp were able to conclude that ‘Eccelso Giove’ was 

not in fact a recitativo semplice but an accompanied recitative (example 1.4). As a result 

of the string parts in the autograph score appearing below the stave,
74

 this accompanied 

recitative was notated as a recitativo semplice in Chrysander’s edition. It was not until 

that 1980s that ‘Eccelso Giove’ regained its rightful place within Rodrigo and 

subsequently appears as an accompanied recitative in the 2007 HHA edition of the 

opera.
75
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 GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.5. 
70

 MS 855. 
71

 Which resulted in the discovery of the aria ‘Qua rivolga’ (III/1), and the concluding chorus ‘L’amorosa 

dea il Cnido’ (III/10). 
72

 Which resulted in Reinhard Strohm’s discovery of the replacement aria ‘Io son vostro, luci belle’ (Act 

III, scene 9). 
73

 D 15. Which resulted in Dean and Hicks’ discovery of all the recitatives from Act III in 1983. 
74

 Dean and Knapp state that: ‘This is not an example of realised continuo, as Chrysander had supposed, but 

a perfectly regular accompanied recitative with string parts’. Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 112. As a 

consequence of Chrysander’s supposition this accompanied recitative (albeit in fragmentary form) became 

a recitativo semplice not only in Chrysander’s edition of the opera but subsequently in the HHb i entry 

relating to Rodrigo. 
75

 G.F. Handel, Rodrigo (Vincer se stesso è la maggior vittoria), Rainer Heyink (ed), (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 

2007), pp. 141-142. 
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Example 1.4 

 

G.F. Handel, ‘Eccelso Giove’ (Act III, scene 2, bars 1-2), Rodrigo (HWV 5: Florence, 1707). 

Shaftsbury collection - D 15 (currently in the Coke collection) 

 

It is now possible to reconstruct the majority of Rodrigo from the above sources, 

but there is still one part of the opera that has never been found, namely the recitatives 

that occur at the beginning of Act I. This was one of the problems confronting Alan 

Curtis when he recorded the opera in 1997.
76

 Curtis subsequently resolved to compose 

new music (in the style of Handel) to fill in the gaps that existed in scene 1 and scene 2 of 

Act I: 

 

The only part of Rodrigo still missing is the necessary recitative (in my opinion, most probably 

beginning with a recitativo accompagnato) for the first two scenes, which I have ‘re-composed’ in 

a style that, whether or not properly ‘Handelian’, is at least recognisably related to his epoch.
77 

 

 

                                                 
76

 Handel. Rodrigo. Il Complesso Barocco. Cond. Alan Curtis. Virgin Classics Ltd. London England. 7243 

5 45897 2 0. 
77

 Alan Curtis, ‘‘Rodrigo’ rediscovered’, p. 16. Taken from the CD: Handel. Rodrigo. Il Complesso 

Barocco. Cond. Alan Curtis. Virgin Classics Ltd. London, 1999. 7243 5 45897 2 0. 
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Curtis therefore provides an accompanied recitative setting for the opening recitative text, 

but it seems unlikely that this decision is correct. Although the wordbook provides no 

help, as it does not label any of the recitatives (that is, the two known accompanied 

recitatives in Act III are not so labelled), Handel’s operas generally did not include 

accompanied settings of recitative at the opening of Act I, scene 1 until twenty years 

later.
78

 It seems most likely that ‘Ah mostro, ah furia’ was conceived by Handel as a 

recitativo semplice. Indeed, Rainer Heyink, the editor of the 2007 HHA edition, provides 

just such a setting.
79

 

 What of the two actual accompanied recitatives in Rodrigo? The first ‘Eccelso 

Giove’ (Act III, scene 2) is the earliest accompanied recitative, which we can say with 

any certainty, that Handel wrote for the castrato voice—in this instance for the soprano-

castrato Steffani Frilli (1664-1744). It is also his first accompanied recitative in any genre 

that is preceded and succeeded by recitativo semplice. At first glance it seems that 

Handel had originally intended this section of the libretto to be set as recitativo semplice. 

The text is prepared in the usual manner, with the recitative text placed between two 

staves. But given its dramatic theme Handel must have reconsidered and instead included 

upper string parts (below the staves). The fact that the composer had already filled in the 

recitative as recitativo semplice before changing his mind supports Ellen Harris’ 

suggestion that:  

 

[…] in works written in Italy Handel seems to have composed his scores from beginning to end 

(Rodrigo provides a clear example) […]
80

 

 

 The dramatic theme of ‘Eccelso Giove’ is that of a supernatural invocation, as 

Rodrigo renounces his kingdom and accepts his fate in the temple of Jupiter. Rodrigo 

                                                 
78

 Namely the accompanied recitative ‘Lascia, Berardo, lasciami’ (Riccardo I/1, 1727), which is preceded 

by a twenty-one bar orchestral introduction. Previously the first vocal closed form in Admeto (1726) was 

the accompanied recitative ‘Orride larve’ (I/1), but it is preceded by a ballet section that opens the first 

scene. In the oratorios this placing of an accompanied recitative did not occur until Messiah (1741) with the 

accompanied recitative ‘Comfort ye, my people’ (I/1, which has a three-bar orchestral introduction). In the 

case of the orchestra accompanied cantatas accompanied recitatives do appear at the beginning of some of 

the cantatas. 
79

 G.F. Handel, Rodrigo (Vincer se stesso è la maggior vittoria), Rainer Heyink (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 

2007), pp. 24-26. In his preface Heyink states: ‘Only the missing recitatives of the first and second scenes 

of Act I had to be newly composed, and for these the Editor has attempted to imitate the style of early 

Handel’, p. XVII. 
80

 Harris, Handel as Orpheus, p. 174. 
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invoking Jupiter makes no sense historically, given that the real Rodrigo (Roderic, the 

last Visigoth ruler of southern Spain: reigned 710-711, died 712?) was a fanatical 

Christian, who belonged to a Visigoth tradition that persecuted anyone who did not 

adhere to the teachings of the Catholic religion.
81

 But given the nature of opera libretti at 

the time, and that reference to the Christian god was censored (this is also true of 

Handel’s Rinaldo), it is not surprising that all of the supernatural characters mentioned 

are Roman gods or demigods. The invocation itself features Rodrigo begging Jupiter to 

forgive his wife Esilena, whose only crime has been to love him, and to place the crown 

on a “capo miglior” (“worthier brow” than his own). The invocation is answered, and at 

the end of the opera the crown of Castile passes to Rodrigo’s illegitimate son, and the 

crown of Aragon is returned to its rightful owner, Evanco.  

 Handel’s use of harmony in this accompanied recitative is interesting and 

foreshadows his use of certain techniques later in his career. For example, as Rodrigo 

pleads for forgiveness from Jupiter Handel twice provides dissonant chords over the word 

“Perdona” (“Pardon”, bars 11 and 15), to highlight that the king is truly repentant. 

Another use of harmony that appears time and time again in Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives is the connection between B flat minor and injustice. In this instance, as 

Rodrigo refers to “l’infelice corona” (“this unhappy crown”, bars 18-19)
82

 Handel moves 

from the chord of B flat major to that of B flat minor. This perhaps reflects the violence 

and corruption that won Rodrigo the once proud crown. Interestingly the B flat minor 

chord is actually acting as the sub dominant of F minor, on which the accompanied 

recitative finally cadences on to just two bars later (bar 20). Handel frequently uses F 

minor in his accompanied recitatives to depict horror. 

The second accompanied recitative in Rodrigo, ‘E tu misero figlio’ (Act III, scene 

7) is unique as it is Handel’s only opera seria accompanied recitative to carry an E major 

key signature. In fact, Handel did not write another accompanied recitative featuring this 

key signature until ‘Comfort ye my people’ (Messiah: Part I) in 1741, an accompanied 

                                                 
81

 Bernard S. Bachrach, ‘A Reassessment of Visigothic Jewish Policy, 589-711’, The American Historical 

Review, Vol. 78, No. 1 (February, 1973), p. 12. 
82

 All translations for this opera are taken from: G.F. Handel, Rodrigo (Vincer se stesso è la maggior 

vittoria), Rainer Heyink (ed), Terence Best (trans) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2007). 
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recitative that is linked to Rodrigo by borrowings.
83

 This accompanied recitative, due to 

the violence of the libretto, is set by Handel in mixed style I (accompagnato and 

obbligato), and although nothing supernatural occurs in the libretto (the long-suffering 

Esilena saves her undeserving husband’s life), the fateful ramifications for the kingdoms 

of Spain if Rodrigo and his son were killed perhaps prompted the composer to set this 

part of the opera as an accompanied recitative. On Handel’s autograph score, ‘E tu, 

misero figlio’ is labelled as ‘accompagnement’, the French form of ‘accompagnato’.  

Only a few months later Handel’s largest work for Rome, the two-part oratorio La 

Resurrezione di Nostro Signor Gesù Cristo, premiered on 8 April 1708 (Easter Sunday), 

in Marquis Francesco Maria Ruspoli’s Palazzo Bonelli.
84

 The work was un-acted and 

performed in concert, but it was decorated with painted backcloths.
85

 La Resurrezione 

features a total of four accompanied recitatives (only three were performed), two of 

which are exceptionally fine. Originally the first accompanied recitative in the work was 

Lucifero’s (bass)
86

 ‘Ma che insolita luce squarcia le tende’,
87

 but it seems that this 

accompanied recitative (and most likely its successor, ‘Qual insolita luce squarcia le 

tende’) was removed before the first performance of the oratorio: 

 

In La Resurrezione Handel made a last-minute change to the opening, allowing the overture to 

lead directly into the Angel’s first aria, thus enhancing the sense of drama suggested by the 

Marchese Rupoli’s provision of painted backdrops for the performance, although the work was not 

actually staged.
88

 

 

 

Nonetheless, as an accompanied recitative it is unusual given that it is in the rare 

mixed style III (obbligato and measured), and that it is Handel’s first accompanied 

                                                 
83

 Only two other opera seria accompanied recitatives begin with an E major chord. Namely, ‘Soglie, degli 

avi miei retaggio’ (Lotario, 1729: Act I, scene 5) and ‘Quanto diletto avea tra questi boschi’ (Orlando, 

1732: Act I, scene 4). The only harmonic predecessor to this accompanied recitative is ‘Pure del cielo 

intelligenze eterne’ from Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno composed in May of the same year. It also 

has as its first chord E major. 
84

 Ruspoli rented the palace from the Bonelli family and resided there from 1705-1713. Domenico Antonio 

d’Alessandro, ‘Palazzi’, CHE, p. 481. 
85

 Anthony Hicks, ‘Handel and the idea of an oratorio’, CCH, p. 145. 
86

 Presumably sung by the Italian bass Cristofano Cinotti:  Juliane Riepe, ‘La Resurrezione’, CHE, p. 535. 
87

 The later accompanied recitative ‘Qual insolita luce squarcia le tende’, also for Lucifero, contains 

material borrowed from this accompanied recitative. See Appendix III, HHb ii, and Rudolf Ewerhart, ‘New 

Sources for Handel's ‘La Resurrezione’’, ML, Vol. 41, No. 2 (April, 1960), pp. 131-132. 
88

 Anthony Hicks, ‘Handel: Oratorio forms’, NG [accessed on 19/08/2010] (para. 1). If the piece were to be 

performed in its original form the listener would not be aware of Christ’s victory over death until the 

Angel’s following aria ‘Disserratevi, oh porte d’averno’.  
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recitative to feature oboes and trumpets as well as strings and basso continuo (see 

below).
89

  

The piece has a supernatural theme and begins with triumphant D major chords as 

an Angel attempts to gain entry into hell for Christ—who was crucified two days earlier 

on Good Friday—so that the saviour may destroy death (orchestral introduction, bars 1-

5). As the vocal line enters Lucifero (the devil), is bemused by an unusual light, a 

situation that Handel sets as obbligato accompanied recitative (bars 5-8). At bar 9 a 

section of measured accompanied recitative (bars 9-12) appears as Lucifero hears strange 

noises resound around his “Stigie grotte” (the oboes and trumpets drop out at this stage). 

Suddenly he sees enemy spirits (“de’ spirit a me nemici”) and the music returns to 

obbigato accompanied recitative as Lucifero exclaims “Che veggio” (“what do I see”)
90

 

and “Ohimè!” (“Alas!”). At bar 16 a measured section appears climaxing in bars 19-20 

with an elaborate melisma (example 1.5) on the word “portar” (“take”).
91

 ‘Ma che 

insolita luce squarcia le tende’ then concludes with a perfect cadence on to G major (the 

sub-dominant). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
89

 It has a harmonic outcome of major tonic to minor subdominant (D major to G minor), and is labelled as 

‘accompg’ in the autograph manuscript GB Lbl - R.M.19.d.4. 
90

 All translations for this accompanied recitative are my own.  
91

 The full phrase is “portar il volo” (“take flight”), as Lucifer states that the awesome forces of his enemy 

has taken his breath away.  
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Example 1.5 

               

G.F. Handel, ‘Ma che insolita luce squarcia le tende’, La Resurrezione (HWV 47, 1708, bars 18-21) 

 

The second accompanied recitative of note in the oratorio is the Angel’s ‘Di 

rabbia indarno freme’ (soprano, part II).
92

 In this piece the Angel is describing Christ’s 

victory over hell and death and outlines all the horrors that the saviour’s resurrection has 

destroyed. It begins with a C major arpeggio in the upper strings as the Angel states “Di 

rabbia indarno freme” (“with useless anger shakes enchained Hell and its monsters”),
93

 

interrupted by an octave unison on G sharp in bars 2-3 and concluded by an octave 

unison on A in bar 4. In bar 5 a diminished chord appears (diminished seventh on C 

sharp), along with an accompagnato accompaniment, as the Angel solemnly states 

“l’odio che oppresso geme” (“oppressed hatred moans”). More tormented chords follow 

in bars 7 and 8 along with a melisma on the word “piange” (“weeps”). A new texture 

(detached quaver block-chords) appears in bar 9 as the Angel continues his list of 

triumphs “l’invidia che sospira” (“envy sighs”), depicting the hypothetical sighs of envy. 

An unusual rising and falling figure appears in bars 11-12 on the word “l’empietà” 

(“impiety”, example 1.6) illustrating the phrase “l’empietà che delira” (“impiety rants”) 

                                                 
92

 Originally believed to have been sung by the castrato Francesco Finaia: see Juliane Riepe ‘La 

Resurrezione’, CHE, p. 535. It is labelled as ‘Accompag’ in the autograph score: GB Lbl - R.M.19.d.4. 
93

 Translations for this accompanied recitative are taken from the subtitles featured on the DVD: Handel. 

La Resurrezione. Combattimento consort Amsterdam. Cond. Jan Willem de Vriend. Challenge classics. 

Austria, 2006. CCDVD-72159. 
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followed by the repeated note figure (bars 12-14) Handel commonly uses for trembling—

it is also used to depict the earthquake in Donna che in ciel—as the Angel states 

“l’iniquità tremante” (“iniquity trembles”). An alternating figure appears in bars 14-15 to 

depict the ferocity of rage (“il furor vacillante”: “rage wavers”), with a melisma on the 

word “vacillante”.  

In bar 15 the music moves to the dominant (G major), and returns to obbligato 

accompanied recitative in order to depict the confusion associated with deceit and 

deception (“sbigottita la frode, deriso il tradimento”: “deceit is astounded, deception is 

derided”)—there is a G octave unison in the orchestra on the word “frode” (“deceit”), a 

dramatic melisma on the word “deriso” and a falling octave unison scale that mimics the 

melisma (example 1.6). Finally, in bar 19, the Angel exclaims “vilipeso l’orgoglio” 

(“pride is slighted”) and the orchestral accompaniment terminates on an octave unison of 

A. The remaining three bars of this piece are set as recitativo semplice as the Angel 

climaxes with the phrase “del mio Signor risorto saran carro al trionfo e base al soglio” 

(“for my resurrected Lord, they will be the carriage of triumph and the foundation of his 

throne”). The piece terminates in bar 22 with a perfect cadence in C major (the tonic). 

 With accompanied recitatives such as ‘Di rabbia indarno freme’ Handel was quite 

obviously attempting to woo his Roman audience. He must have spent a great deal of 

effort crafting these accompanied recitatives as they are full of detail and pathos. For 

instance, Maddalena’s ‘Notte, notte funesta’ (part I, originally sung by the soprano 

Margherita Durastanti) is Handel’s first accompanied recitative to feature instruments 

other than the standard strings and basso continuo ensemble, as the accompanied 

recitative features two flutes and viola da gamba, without basso continuo.  Also, 

Lucifero’s cut accompanied recitative ‘Ma che insolita luce squarcia le tende’ (part I, see 

above) is accompanied by trumpets, oboes as well as strings and basso continuo. As we 

have seen (in the introduction chapter) Handel’s use of instruments other than strings and 

basso continuo is rare. Yet, in each case in La Resurrezione their inclusion is 

dramatically justified. 
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Example 1.6 

 

                   
               G.F. Handel, ‘Di rabbia indarno freme’, La Resurrezione (HWV 47, 1708, bars 10-17) 

 

Handel’s next substantial work to feature accompanied recitative, Aci, Galatea e 

Polifemo (HWV 72), was completed in Naples just a few months after the premiere of La 

Resurrezione, on 16 June 1708. It was most likely composed for a wedding celebration 

that took place the following month.
94

 Currently, there is some debate as to what type of 

work Aci, Galatea e Polifemo actually is, but for the purposes of this study it is referred 

to as a serenata.
95

 As all three characters in the work are of divine birth it is perhaps not 

surprising that each appears in an accompanied recitative. In part I the lovers Aci and 

Galatea are given their own accompanied recitative, ‘Ma qual orrido suono’. This is a 

rare example of a duet accompanied recitative. The accompanied recitative itself, which 

features a four bar orchestral introduction (oboe, trumpets, strings and basso continuo) 

                                                 
94

 Carlo Vitali, ‘Aci, Galatea e Polifemo’, CHE, p. 2.  
95

 The CHE states that: ‘Aci, Galatea e Polifemo [is] sometimes inaccurately described as a cantata or 

pastoral opera, it is actually a serenata in two acts for three solo voices’. Ibid., p. 1. Ellen Harris refers to it 

as a multi-voice cantata; see Harris, Handel as Orpheus, p. 170. Donald Burrows states that the piece ‘is on 

a time-scale that begins to call into question Handel’s own use of the word ‘cantata’; because of its 

association with wedding celebrations it soon came to be described as a ‘serenata’; see Burrows, Handel, p. 

54. 
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details the lovers’ horror as they hear the giant Polifemo draw near—the instrumentation 

found in the orchestral introduction is identical to that of Polifemo’s first aria ‘Sibilar 

l’angui d’Aletto’. The tension and fear detailed in the accompanied recitative’s libretto is 

further heightened by the use of a rising chromatic bass line starting on d (bar 7). 

Polifemo’s own accompanied recitative ‘Vissi fedel, mia vita’ (part II) finds the 

giant reciting the murdered Aci’s lament. The lover, having been previously killed by the 

giant, was turned into a river after Galatea invoked her father, the sea god Nereus, to 

transform him into one during her recitativo semplice ‘Ah, tiranno inumano’. The 

accompanied recitative (in the pure accompagnato style) is dignified and solemn—

Handel even excludes the harpsichord from the basso continuo to provide a smoother 

sound—as the giant realises that Aci and Galatea’s love is eternal. Handel was to reset 

this story in 1718 as a masque (Acis and Galatea, HWV 49a), with the drama contained 

within the earlier accompanied recitatives being transferred to sections of chorus (see 

chapter II).  

Handel’s final large-scale secular work for Italy was his opera Agrippina (Venice, 

1709 or 1710). Like Rodrigo—and the majority of the vocal works that precede the 

opera—we do not have clear dates for the performance of Agrippina. It has been put 

forward that the opera premiered in Venice’s Teatro San Giovanni Grisostomo on 26 

December 1709 (at the opening of the Venetian carnival), and ran until late January or 

early February of the following year.
96

 Yet, other scholars refute this date and instead 

place the premiere in early January 1710.
97

 

 Handel’s first real borrowing of music from one of his own accompanied 

recitatives appears in a ritornello in Act III, scene 3 of Agrippina (example 1.7b). Here 

the G minor prelude is derived from the orchestral introduction to the cantata 

accompanied recitative ‘O voi dell’incostante’ (Armida abbandonata: Dietro l’orme 

fugaci, 1707. Example 1.7a).
98

 In this new context the music reprises its role as an 

orchestral introduction to a scene of hatred and retribution. In its first setting this musical 
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 John E. Sawyer, ‘Irony and Borrowing in Handel’s ‘Agrippina’’, ML, Vol. 80, No. 4 (November, 1999), 

p. 531 (fn. 1); Carlo Vitali, ‘Agrippina’, CHE, p. 11. 
97

 Dean and Knapp, Operas, pp. 128-129. 
98

 George J. Buelow, ‘Handel’s Borrowing Techniques: Some Fundamental Questions derived from a 

Study of ‘Agrippina’’, GHB, Vol. 2, Hans Joachim Marx (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1986), p. 123. 
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passage was directed towards an unfaithful lover (Rinaldo), but in its second setting it is 

towards an innocent and naïve man (Ottone, rescuer of the Emperor Claudio and heir to 

the Roman Empire). Ottone, in a recitativo semplice (featuring six characters and 

numerous asides and misunderstandings), is unfairly tricked and misrepresented. 

 

Example 1.7a 

 

 

                        G.F. Handel, ‘O voi dell’incostante’, Dietro l’orme fugaci (Armida abbandonata) 

                                                                (HWV 105: Rome, June 1707). 
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Example 1.7b 

                                                         

                                        G.F. Handel, ‘Prelude’ (Act II, scene 3), Agrippina (HWV 6: Venice, 1709). 

 

The use of borrowed material in this ritornello is hardly surprising given that 85% of the  

                 arias alone can be traced to other works by Handel, or to the works of Mattheson and 

Keiser.
99

 John E. Sawyer goes even further and states that:  

 

[…] it [Agrippina] contains probably the highest proportion of borrowed material of any of the            

composer’s major dramatic works, with known relationships to earlier music for 50 or 55 separate 

pieces.
100 

 

Yet, the work’s only accompanied recitative ‘Otton, Otton, qual portentoso fulmine è 

questi’ (Act II, scene 5) is essentially an original piece,
101

 with only certain similarities to 

other accompanied recitatives (see discussion below). The accompanied recitative itself is 

in mixed style I (accompaganto and obbligato) and was originally sung by the contralto 

Francesca Vanini-Boschi (?-1744) in a trousers role. In it Ottone is grief stricken by the 

confusing betrayal (previously set in motion by the treacherous Agrippina) of his former 

friends and his beloved Poppea. After his initial bemusement (accompanied by the pure 

accompagnato style, bars 1-3), Ottone lurches into a fit of anger (the tempo is furioso) 

“Ah, ingrato Ceasare, infidi amici, e cieli ingiusti” (“Ah, ungrateful Caesar, faithless 

friends, unjust heaven”)
102

 intersected by rapidly moving block-chords (bars 4-7) based 

on dissonant harmonies (moving from III-iv-V) leading to an octave unison on G. As his 

                                                 
99

 J. Merrill Knapp, ‘Handel’s ‘Agrippina’’, Handel Studies: A Gedenkschrift for Howard Serwer (New 

York: Pendragon Press, 2009), p. 285. 
100

 John E. Sawyer, ‘Irony and Borrowing in Handel’s ‘Agrippina’’, ML, Vol. 80, No. 4 (November, 1999), 

p. 531. 
101

 It is unlabelled in the autograph score. 
102

 Translation by George Hall taken from the CD booklet: Handel. Agrippina. English Baroque Soloists. 

Cond. John Eliot Gardiner. Philips Classics. Germany, 1997. 438 009-2. 
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thoughts return to his beloved Poppea the accompaniment returns to the pure 

accompagnato style: “Mà più del Ciel, di Claudio, o degl’amici ingiusta, ingrate, ed 

infedel Poppea” (“Yet how much more unjust, ungrateful and unfaithful than heaven, 

Ceasar or friends, is Poppea”). As his anger returns so too do the rapidly moving block-

chords, this time coupled with detached block-chords: “Io traditor? io mostro d’infedeltà? 

Ah cielo, ahi fato rio! Evvi duolo maggior del duolo mio” (“I, a traitor? I, a monster of 

unfaithfulness? Ah, heavens, ah wicked fate! Could any suffering be worse than mine?”). 

 This accompanied recitative displays an excellent early example of Handel’s use 

of Phrygian cadences (sometimes referred to as ‘question cadences’) to underline 

questions in the libretto. There are of course earlier examples in Handel’s recitatives of 

this coupling, but this accompanied recitative contains a wealth of them (see bars: 3, 12-

13, 13-14 and 17-18). Handel was not the first to use Phrygian cadences to accompany 

questions in his libretti, as numerous examples can be found in earlier recitatives by 

Mattheson, Keiser, Stradella, and many other composers. But the fact that Handel 

actually ends this accompanied recitative with one, rather than the usual perfect cadence, 

is unusual, and shows us that Ottone’s concerns and disappointments have not been 

resolved.
103

 Michael Talbot also finds this connection to be true of Vivaldi’s recitatives: 

[…] a form of imperfect (or ‘Phrygian’) cadence in which the bass falls from submediant to 

dominant, while the voice rises from subdominant to dominant, is a topos to end all topoi: the 

standard method, adopted by all composers, of representing a question.
104

 

 

‘Otton, Otton, qual portentoso fulmine è questi’, also bears a marked resemblance to the 

cantata accompanied recitative ‘Che vidi, che mirai’ (La terra è liberata (Apollo e 

Dafne), HWV 122), which was composed around the same time in Venice. Currently, we 

do not know the exact date of the cantata accompanied recitative’s composition, or 

whether Handel used it as a model for ‘Otton, Otton, qual portentoso fulmine è questi’ or 

vice-versa, but there are undeniable similarities (examples 1.8a, 1.8b).  For instance, if 

we remove the orchestral accompaniment in bar 4 of ‘Che vidi, che mirai’ we see that 

there are similarities between the harmony of the two accompanied recitatives (both of 

                                                 
103

 Over four fifths of Handel’s opera accompanied recitatives end with a perfect cadence in the 

accompaniment, only eleven end with a Phrygian cadence in the accompaniment.  
104

 Michael Talbot, The Chamber Cantatas of Antonio Vivaldi (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2006), p. 

48. 
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which are in the key of G minor, and there are further rhythmic similarities: see symbols 

1, 2 and 3). Also, both sections of accompanied recitative end with an octave unison of G 

in the strings (symbol 4)—a technique Handel regularly used (as mentioned earlier) to 

represent uncertainty in his accompanied recitatives.  

 In Agrippina, it is odd that Handel did not provide an accompanied recitative for 

the goddess Juno, who appears at the end of the opera, or for Claudio’s invocation of her 

before the final chorus. He usually adhered to the convention of accompanied recitative 

for such scenes in his operas. Perhaps Handel thought that two accompanied recitatives 

so near the end of the opera would slow down the action, or that such a device might 

detract from the final chorus and ballet? 

After the initial Venetian run of Agrippina Handel left Venice and headed north. 

He was unquestionably in Innsbruck by March 1710. During his stay in Venice it seems 

that representatives of the Hanoverian court approached Handel, apparently eager to 

obtain his services for the Elector of Hanover Georg Ludwig (later George I of England). 

Handel was appointed as Kappellmeister there on 16 June 1710, a position he held for 

two and a half years. It is unclear if Handel composed any accompanied recitatives whilst 

in Hanover as the only works (featuring accompanied recitatives) that can be connected 

with the Hanoverian court (the cantatas La terra è liberata (Apollo e Dafne) and Spande 

ancor a mio dispetto) were both begun whilst the composer was in Italy, and only part of 

their autographs are written on ‘Hanoverian’ paper.
105

 It seems likely, therefore, that 

Handel did not include another accompanied recitative within his vocal works until he 

arrived in England at the end of 1710 (see chapter II). 
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 See Donald Burrows, ‘Handel and Hanover’, Bach, Handel, Scarlatti: Tercentenary Essays, Peter 

Williams (ed) (Cambridge: CUP, 1985), pp. 51-52; and Ellen Harris, ‘Spande ancor a mio dispetto’, CHE, 

p. 612. 
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Example 1.8a 

                             
G.F. Handel, ‘Che vidi, che mirai’, La terra è liberata (Apollo e Dafne) 

         (bars 1-6: the first bar and a half of this example are the end of the aria ‘Mie piante correte’) 
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Example 1.8b 

 

 

 

 

                               G.F. Handel, ‘Otton, Otton, qual portentoso fulmine è questi’  

                          (Act II, scene 5, bars 1-8), Agrippina  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 
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Conclusion 

 

The music that Handel composed prior to his career in London would be reused 

throughout his career, as direct borrowings or as inspiration for new compositions. This is 

also true of the accompanied recitatives that he composed in Italy. For example, the 

cantata accompanied recitative ‘O voi dell’incostante’ (Dietro l’orme fugaci: Rome, 

1707) was, as we shall see in chapter II, the inspiration for Handel’s later accompanied 

recitative ‘Dunque i lacci d’un volto’ (Rinaldo: London, 1711)—both accompanied 

recitatives feature the same dramatic occurrence. ‘O voi dell’incostante’ may also have 

been the inspiration behind the rushing scales found in the chorus ‘He led them through 

the deep’ (Israel in Egypt: HWV 54, London, 1739), which is succeeded by the chorus 

‘But the waters overwhelmed’, the music to which is borrowed from the aria ‘Venti, 

fermate, sì’ that followed ‘O voi dell’incostante’ in Dietro l’orme fugaci. The 

accompanied recitative ‘Si belta penitenza’ (Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno: 

Rome, 1707) appears to have been the model for the later accompanied recitative ‘Adieu, 

vain world’ (The Triumph of Time and Truth: London, 1757). 

Whilst in Italy, and later in Hanover, Handel met and wrote music for many 

singers who would later be assigned accompanied recitatives in his London operas. For 

instance, during his time in Italy he wrote accompanied recitatives, and major parts, for 

the soprano Margherita Durastanti (c.1685-after 1753), a singer that would perform in his 

operas intermittently until 1734.
106

 In Venice, he met and wrote music for singers such as 

the bass Giusseppe Maria Boschi, who would later be given several accompanied 

recitatives in Handel’s Royal Academy operas. With regard to the composer’s early 

career in London, the most important singer was the soprano Elisabetta Pilotti-

Schiavonetti (?-1742), whom Handel first met in Hanover in 1710, where she was also 

employed at the court of the Elector Georg Ludwig. La Pilotti, as she was known, was 

given at least one accompanied recitative in each of Handel’s publically performed 

                                                 
106

 Handel wrote at least three accompanied recitatives for her during his time in Italy. She sang in the 

cantata Dietro l’orme fugaci (Armida Abbandonata) and as Maria Maddalena in La Resurrezione. 
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London operas between Rinaldo (1711) and Amadigi (1715). In these she often played 

the part of a disgruntled sorceress, such as Armida or Melissa.  

By the time that Handel first set foot on English soil he had mastered the musical 

grammar of both recitativo semplice and of accompanied recitative, and had had 

extensive experience of writing accompanied recitatives for several genres, such as opera, 

oratorio, cantata/serenata, and religious music. Handel, as we have seen, was writing 

recitatives that were very much part of a wider musical tradition, but later he was willing 

to use accompanied recitative to distort certain closed forms (such as the da capo aria), 

by placing them in unexpected places. Moreover, the clear distinction (mentioned above) 

between accompanied recitatives in the composer’s acted and un-acted works for Italy, 

with regard to vocal ornaments, continued throughout his career. Of the dramatic 

occurrences that Handel associated with accompanied recitative (in his vocal works for 

Italy), many carried over into his works for London, and many supernatural incidences or 

displays of extreme emotional turmoil are set as accompanied recitative. Handel’s first 

accompanied recitative for London, ‘Astri, Sfere, Destino’ (Echeggiate, festeggiate, Numi 

eterni: HWV 119), shows that he did not, at this time (1710-1717), alter the musical style 

that he had developed in Italy for his London audience. It cannot be overemphasised how 

important Handel’s earlier accompanied recitatives, written in Italy, were to his later 

development. 
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Chapter II 

 

Handel’s accompanied recitatives in works for London 

and the Earl of Carnarvon (1710-1719) 
 

Introduction 

 

Between the years 1710 and 1719 Handel included accompanied recitatives in sixteen of 

his vocal works.
1
 These include five operas, two oratorios, five anthems, one Te Deum, 

one masque, one court ode and one cantata (table 2.1). During this period, most of these 

works—with the exception of the Brockes Passion, which was possibly written for 

Hamburg, and the Italian cantata Echeggiate, festeggiate, Numi eterni, for which no 

performance history survives—were performed in and around London at three different 

locations. The operas were performed at the Queen’s Theatre (the King’s Theatre from 

1714),
2
 four of the five anthems were performed at the country estate of the second Earl 

of Carnarvon (James Brydges 1674-1744), and the oratorio Esther and possibly the 

masque Acis and Galatea were also performed there. The ‘Caroline’ Te Deum and the 

anthem O sing unto the Lord were performed in the Chapel Royal, St. James’ Palace 

London.
3
 Typically the majority of the accompanied recitatives are set to Italian, rather 

than English texts, a pattern that Handel was to follow right up until the 1740s.  

In all likelihood, the first accompanied recitative that Handel composed for 

London was the cantata accompanied recitative ‘Astri, Sfere, Destino’ (Echeggiate, 

festeggiate, Numi eterni). It is most likely that the work was composed at the end of 

1710, and Ellen Harris has speculated that the most probable date of performance would 

have been 6 February 1711 (Queen Anne’s birthday celebrations).
4
 The accompanied 

recitative itself is reminiscent of the earlier accompanied recitative ‘Che vidi. Che mirai’ 

(La terra è liberata), as it is also sung by a male mythological god (Apollo), it is quite 

short, features a supernatural invocation and is in the pure obbligato style. 

                                                 
1
 A figure that includes the revised version of the anthem As pants the hart (HWV 251b). 

2
 Silla was more than likely performed at the Queen’s Theatre. See: David Kimbell, ‘Silla’, CHE, p. 588. 

3
 The English court ode Eternal source of light divine was also written for the Chapel Royal. 

4
 Ellen Harris has stated that, based on the cantata’s subject matter (the War of the Spanish succession), a 

performance would have been inappropriate after 17 April 1711. The Archduke Charles was made Emperor 

on this date and as a consequence relinquished his claim on the Spanish throne. Ellen Harris, ‘Echeggiate, 

festeggiate, Numi eterni’, CHE, p. 205. 
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Table 2.1. Handel’s accompanied recitatives 1710-1719 

Work and year Genre and location Accompanied recitative(s) 

Echeggiate, festeggiate (HWV 119: 

late 1710?) 

Secular cantata (?)  ‘Astri, Sfere, Destino’ 

Rinaldo (HWV 7a: Dec-Feb, 

1711). 

Opera seria (Queen’s 

Theatre) 
 ‘Se dal campo’ 

 

 ‘Dunque i lacci d’un volto’ 

Il Pastor fido (HWV 8a: Sep-Oct, 

1712) 

Opera seria (Queen’s 

Theatre) 
 ‘Oh! Mirtillo’ 

Teseo (HWV 9: Nov-Dec, 1712) Opera seria (Queen’s 

Theatre) 
 ‘Ira, sdegni, e furore’ 

 

 ‘Numi, chi ci soccorre’ 

 

 ‘Ombre sortite’ 

 

 ‘Giuro, per quest’acciaro’ 

 

 ‘Il ciel giá si compiace’ 

Eternal source of light divine 

(HWV 74: 1713) 

English court ode (Chapel 

Royal, 1713/14?) 
 ‘Eternal source of light divine’ 

Silla (HWV 10: 1713) Opera seria (Queen’s 

Theatre?) 
 ‘Vo’che Roma semmessa’ 

Te Deum (Caroline) (HWV 280: 

1714) 

Te Deum (Chapel Royal St. 

James’ Palace) 
 ‘Vouchsafe O Lord’ 

O sing unto the Lord a new song 

(HWV 249a: 1714) 

Anthem (Chapel Royal St. 

James’ Palace) 
 ‘The Lord is great’ 

Amadigi (HWV 11: Feb, 1715) Opera seria (King’s Theatre)  ‘Oh cara notte’ 

 

 ‘Che miro? Infido fato’ 

 

 ‘Han penetrato’ 

 

 ‘Addio, crudo Amadigi’ 

Brockes Passion (HWV 48: 

1716/17) 

Passion oratorio (first 

performed in Hamburg) 
 ‘Das ist mein Leib’ 

 

 ‘Das ist mein Blut’ 

 

 ‘Bei Jesus’ Tod und Leiden leidet 

des Himmels Kreis’ 

As pants the hart (HWV 251b: 

1717) 

Anthem (Cannons)  ‘Now when I think thereupon’ 

My song shall be alway (HWV 

252: 1717) 

Anthem (Cannons)  ‘For who is he amongst the clouds’ 

Let God arise (HWV 256a: 1717) Anthem (Cannons)  ‘Praised be the Lord’ 

Have mercy upon me O God 

(HWV 248: c.1717/18) 

Anthem (Cannons)  ‘For I acknowledge my faults’ 

Acis and Galatea (HWV 49a: 

c.1717/1718) 

Masque (Cannons)  ‘Ye verdant Plains’ 

 

 ‘I rage’ 

 

 ‘Help, Galatea’ 

Esther (HWV 50a: 1718) Oratorio (Cannons)  ‘Me thinks I hear the Mother’s 

groans’ 

 

 ‘Turn not, o Queen, thy face away’ 
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It is quite obvious from the recitatives featured within Echeggiate, festeggiate, Numi 

eterni that Handel was continuing to write recitatives in a purely Italianate style, and that 

the examples found in the cantata would not have been out of place performed alongside 

the composer’s earlier Italian secular cantatas (see below for differences with regard to 

English recitative). This of course poses an important question. What sort of recitative 

was being performed in London, prior to Handel’s arrival there at the end of 1710?  

 

Recitative in London before 1711 

 

In 1710s London, contemporary Italian recitativo semplice may only have been 

introduced in the previous decade (see below), but the concept of recitative itself was 

hardly new as the style had been part of English language works for several decades. 

Indeed, recitative in English vocal music can be traced back to the early seventeenth 

century:  

 

[…] although Ben Jonson stated that the music of this Lovers Made Men (1617) was ‘sung after 

the Italian manner, stylo recitativo’ by Nicholas Lanier, who wrote it, it is not until Lanier’s Hero 

and Leander (c1630) that the first unequivocal use of recitaitve is found in English music.
5
  

 

 

The term also appears in opera libretti from the 1650s, and can be found in the preface to 

Richard Flecknoe’s (?-c1678) opera Aridane [deserted by Theseus and Found and 

Courted by Bacchis. A dramatick piece apted [sic] for recitative musick] (London: 

probably never performed, 1654), and the title page and preface to Sir William 

Davenant’s English ‘opera’ The Siege of Rhodes (1659), where the recitatives themselves 

were composed by Henry Lawes, Henry Cooke and Matthew Locke.
6
  

                                                 
5
 Dale E. Monson and Jack Westrup, ‘Recitative: Up to 1800’, NG Opera [accessed 13/04/2010] (para. 3 of 

6). MD Emslie, however, is wary about the date (1617) of Ben Jonson’s first mention of stylo recitativo—

that is in the masque Lovers Made Men—and states that the phrases do not appear on the original 1617 

libretto but rather on the later 1640 version. Emslie does state, however, that in the same year Ben Jonson 

did write ‘stylo recitativo’ on the libretto of his masque The Vision of Delight (London, 1617). Ultimately 

Emslie states that Lanier can be credited as the first English composer to use recitative in his works: MD 

Emslie, ‘Nicholas Lanier’s Innovations in English Song’, ML, Vol. 41, No. 1 (January 1960), pp. 13-14. 
6
 Jonathan P. Wainwright, ‘Purcell and the English Baroque’, The Purcell Companion, Michael Burden 

(ed) (London: Faber and Faber, 1995), p. 28. The preface to the opera states that: ‘ The musick was 

compos’d, and both the vocal and instrumental is exercis’d by the most transcendent of England, in that art, 

& perhaps not unequal to the best masters abroad; but being recitative, and therefore unpractis’d here; 

though of great reputation amongst other nations, the very attempt of it is an obligation to our own’: Sir 

William Davenant, ‘Preface’, The Siege of Rhodes (London: F.M.(?), 1659). 
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Unfortunately, the music to both of these operas has been lost, and at present the 

earliest English opera to survive intact is John Blow’s (1649-1708) Venus and Adonis 

(London, or Windsor: c.1683).
7
 Yet, none of the English language works mentioned 

above, would have contained or do contain accompanied recitatives, and the recitative 

contained within Venus and Adonis is very different from the recitativo semplice found 

within the vocal works of Handel and his Italian contemporaries. Or to quote Monson and 

Westrup:  

 

The style of the English compositions is, in any case, nearer to arioso than to recitative in the 

Italian sense, and this is true even of Purcell’s music. Italian recitative was a complete novelty to 

most people when it arrived in England at the beginning of the 18th century, as Addison observed 

in the Spectator (no.29): ‘there is nothing that has more startled our English Audience, than the 

Italian Recitativo at its first Entrance upon the Stage. People were wonderfully surprized to hear 

Generals singing the Word of Command, and Ladies delivering Messages in Musick’.
8
 

 

 

Despite this, accompanied recitatives do appear in the works of Handel’s most 

illustrious English predecessor, Henry Purcell (1659-1695). For instance, Purcell’s opera 

Dido and Aeneas (Chelsea: Josias Priest’s school, spring 1689)
9
 and his incidental music 

for Charles Davenant’s (Sir William’s son) Circe (London: Dorset Garden Theatre, June 

1689)
10

 both contain examples, and all of the examples found within these works are 

either sung by supernatural characters or feature some kind of supernatural occurrence or 

reference, similar to standard usages of accompanied recitative elsewhere. Yet, the 

general style of Purcell’s recitative is, like Blow’s, quite different from Handel’s, or as 

Donald Burrows puts it:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7
 Dates taken from: Curtis Price, ‘Venus and Adonis (i)’, NG Opera [accessed 13/05/2010]. 

8
 Dale E. Monson and Jack Westrup, ‘Recitative: Up to 1800’, NG Opera [accessed 13/04/2010] (para. 3 of 

6). 
9
 Dido and Aeneas contains a total of four accompanied recitatives: ‘Wayward sisters’ (The Sorceress: Act 

II, scene 1), ‘The Queen of Carthage’ (The Sorceress: Act II, scene 1), ‘The Trojan Prince’ (The Sorceress 

and Witch I: Act II, scene 1), and ‘The skies are clouded’ (Dido: Act II, scene 2). 
10

 Circe contains one accompanied recitative: ‘Pluto, arise’ (Bass). Dates for both Circe and Dido and 

Aeneas are taken from: Peter Holman and Robert Thompson, ‘Henry Purcell (ii): Works’, NG Opera 

[accessed 13/05/2010]. 
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Handel arrived in London only fifteen years after Purcell’s death, but musical styles, both 

regionally and throughout Europe, had changed significantly during that time. […] Even in 1710, 

[…] Handel was working in melodic and harmonic styles which were very different from 

Purcell’s, and this naturally affected vocal music as well as instrumental. This is a particularly 

relevant point when we come to examine recitatives. [Purcell’s use of recitative] with its held 

notes and melismas, […] is obviously not the same type of recitative as Handel usually writes: in 

terms of later music, it is somewhere between recitative and arioso.
11

 

  

 

Arguably, Handel was to borrow musical ideas from Purcell in some of his later 

English works, but his influence on Handel’s opera seria recitative is nonexistent. At the 

beginning of the eighteenth century, recitative itself became something of a novelty 

within London’s burgeoning opera scene.
12

 For example, in the preface to the wordbook 

of Thomas Clayton’s (1673-1725) opera Arsinoe (London: Drury Lane, 1705) the 

composer makes it quite clear that he is the first composer to bring ‘Italian’ style 

recitative—Arsinoe was sung in English throughout—to the London stage (example 

2.1).
13

 Indeed there was a whole tradition of promoting operas through the prefaces to 

wordbooks. These could range from Owen Swiney’s (1676-1754) dedication to Lady 

Wharton, in the 1707 wordbook to Bononcini’s Camilla (London: Drury Lane, 1707),
14

 

where one of the impresario’s statements amounts to nothing less than an attack on 

English opera itself: ‘[Camilla] may serve at present to give us a taste of the Italian 

Musick, and in time prove a foil to the English’, to the criticism of previous bi-lingual 

(English and Italian) operas in the wordbook preface to John Jacob Heidegger’s pasticcio 

Almahide (Queen’s Theatre: sung in Italian, 1710).
15

  

Yet, with regard to recitative, some of the operas (which were mostly pasticci or 

adaptations) given in London in the early eighteenth century still adhered to some of the 

previous English practices detailed above.  Nicola Francesco Haym’s (1678-1729) 

adaption of Bononcini’s Camilla provides us with an example of this:  

                                                 
11

 Donald Burrows, ‘Handel and English Recitative’, Ausdrucksformen der Musik des Barock, Siegfried 

Schmalzreidt (ed) (Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 2002), p. 210. 
12

 See: Joseph Addison, The Spectator, Vol. 1, No. 29 (London: Samuel Buckley, 1712), pp. 158-163. 
13

 Kathryn Lowerre states that: ‘[Arsinoe] was the first all-sung opera in English, with Italian style 

recitatives and da capo arias’. Kathryn Lowerre, Music and Musicians on the London Stage, 1695-1705, 

(Surrey: Ashgate, 2009), p. 361. 
14

 Camilla. An opera. As it is perform'd at the Theatre Royal in Drury-Lane, by Her Majesty's servants 

(London: Tonson, 1707). 
15

 Almahide. Opera. Dedicata a Sua Eccellenza Il Signor Giovanni Wencislao Conte di Gallasso [...], 

(London: Tonson, 1710). This attack has much in common with Hill’s Rinaldo preface from only a year 

later (see below). 
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Example 2.1
16

 

 

          

 

 

                                                 
16

 Arsinoe, Queen of Cyprus. An Opera, after the Italian manner. As it is perform’d at the Theatre Royal in 

Drury-Lane, by Her Majesty’s servants (London: Tonson, 1705), preface. The original word-book is held 

in the British Library. The image is taken from: ECCO <http://galenet.galegroup.com>. 
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Camilla is the only opera of the period for which a London score exists (RCM 779); it shows that 

Haym, for the benefit of his English audience, moved away from secco recitative towards arioso 

with a more active bass.
17

 

 

Camilla contains only one accompanied recitative ‘Revenge, I summon’ (Act II, scene 1), 

which was also composed by Haym, and similar to the opera’s simple recitatives the 

accompanied recitative also includes a highly ornate vocal line.  

 

Recitative in Handel’s ‘Rinaldo’ 

 

Handel’s first opera seria for London, Rinaldo (Queen’s Theatre: 24 February 1711) was 

something of a departure, at least for the city of London. It was the first opera seria 

specifically written for the city by any composer, and it was the most visually spectacular 

Italian opera then staged there.
18

 Yet, the promotion of and the creation of Rinaldo did 

owe much to previous traditions found within London’s music scene. For example, the 

wordbook for the opera was as important as the examples mentioned above; the opera’s 

impresario, Aaron Hill (1686-1750), included a preface that differentiated Rinaldo from 

previous attempts to stage opera in London. These statements favorably compared the 

visual delights of the opera with the disadvantages of ‘Italian Opera’s as have hitherto 

been introduc’d among us’. Such prefaces, as we have seen, were extremely important in 

promoting the views of composers/impresarios and the special characteristics of the 

operas themselves. This is evident from the statements of the polymath Joseph Addison 

(1672-1719), who less than a month after the premiere of Rinaldo, states that after seeing 

a man carrying a cage full of birds on the street—birds were part of the spectacle—ran 

out and bought the wordbook to Rinaldo to find out more about the opera (The Spectator, 

6 March 1711).
19

  

More important still, for Italian recitative, was the London audience’s apparent 

dislike of it. For example, in Handel’s two previous Italian operas (Rodrigo and 

                                                 
17

 Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 148. Lowerre states that a full score is also available for Arsinoe (GB Lbl: 

Egerton 3664). Kathryn Lowerre, Music and Musicians on the London Stage, p. 362. 
18

 Curtis Price, ‘English Traditions in Handel’s ‘Rinaldo’’, Handel Tercentenary Collections, Stanley Sadie 

and Anthony Hicks (eds) (London: Macmillian, 1987), p. 120.  
19

 See: Deutsch, Handel: A Documentary Biography, pp. 35-36.  
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Agrippina) there were 1,659
20

 and 1,809 bars of recitativo semplice respectively. In 

Rinaldo, this was drastically reduced to just 773 bars. Of course, there were cultural 

reasons for this reduction, such as the fact that the majority of the audience did not 

understand the Italian language. Or as David Kimbell puts it:  

 

Hill saw that in a city where the language of the operatic stage was not understood, what would 

win approbation was not the skillful elaboration of the libretto, but the variety of musical mood 

and spectacular incident he could make his drama the pretext for. These were the reasons that led 

him, first, to pare down the recitative dialogue to a minimum, and, second to employ the 

spectacular with an extravagance that is sometimes preposterous, but which is perhaps rooted in 

the English tradition of semi-opera.
21

  

 

 

Indeed, in England, recitative accompanied by basso continuo alone was generally 

viewed in a negative light, whereas accompanied recitative could be viewed quite 

differently. Take for example the views expressed by Pierre Motteux (1663-1718) in the 

run up to Purcell’s The Fairy Queen (London, 1692): 

 

[…] in several other Countries I have seen their Opera’s still Crowded every time, tho long and 

almost all Recitative. It is true that their Trio’s, Chorus’s, lively Songs and Recits with 

Accompaniments of Instruments, Symphony’s, Machines, and excellent Dances makes the rest be 

born with […].
22 

 

Arguably, the reduction of recitativo semplice in Handel’s operas for London 

allowed space for the composer to increase the amount of accompanied recitatives within 

his opere serie in later years. Moreover, the music of the opera seria recitatives (both 

simple and accompanied), and later Handel’s English language recitatives,
23

 was no 

doubt highly influential to other composers working in the capital.  

 Most of the musical material featured in Handel’s Rinaldo was borrowed from 

earlier works or from the works of others.
24

 This was because Handel supposedly had 

little time to compose the opera,
25

 or because uncertain of a new audience he reused arias 

                                                 
20

 This figure would originally have been higher, as scenes 1 and 2 from Act I are currently missing.  
21

 G.F. Handel, Rinaldo, series II/4.1, David R.B. Kimbell (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1993), p. XI. 
22

 The Gentleman’s Journal (London: January, 1692). 
23

 Donald Burrows, ‘Handel and English Recitative’, Ausdrucksformen der Musik des Barock, Siegfried 

Schmalzreidt (ed) (Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 2002), p. 218. 
24

 Ellen Harris states: ‘Nearly two-thirds of the vocal movements [in Rinaldo] are based in whole or part on 

earlier music’. Taken from: Ellen T. Harris, Handel and the Pastoral Tradition (Oxford: OUP, 1980), p. 

182.   
25

 Mainwaring states that ‘[…] ‘Rinaldo’, the first [opera Handel] made in England, was finished in a 

fortnight’s time’. John Mainwaring, Memoirs of the Life and Works of the late G. F. Handel. To which is 

added a Catalogue of his Works and Observations upon them (London: 1760), pp. 76-78. In addition, Rossi 
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and other material that had been tried and tested in Italy and Germany. Yet, neither of the 

two accompanied recitatives in the opera features any direct borrowings that we currently 

know of. It can be argued, however, that the second accompanied recitative in Rinaldo, 

‘Dunque i lacci d’un volto’ (Act II, scene 8), was modeled on the cantata accompanied 

recitative ‘O voi, dell’incostante’ (Dietro l’orme fugaci: Rome, 1707).  

It appears that Handel originally set the opera’s first accompanied recitative (‘Se 

dal campo’: Act I, scene 5) as a recitativo semplice, but later came back and reset it as a 

brief six bar accompanied recitative. As with ‘Eccelso Giove’ (Rodrigo), Handel writes 

the upper strings accompaniment outside the stave (above and to the left).
26

 The dramatic 

theme of ‘Se dal campo’, originally sung by La Pilotti (Armida), is that of a supernatural 

prediction made to the King of Jerusalem, Argante. Here the sorceress Armida, after 

descending from the sky ‘in a chariot drawn by two huge dragons’,
27

 predicts that 

Argante may yet win if his enemy loses the support of the Christian knight, Rinaldo.  

The second accompanied recitative in Rinaldo, however, is more interesting, as it 

provides us with a rare example of Handel setting the same dramatic scenario twice. In 

both ‘Dunque i lacci’ and ‘O voi, dell’incostante’ the scenario is Armida’s rage at being 

abandoned by her one time lover Rinaldo. In ‘Dunque i lacci d’un volto’ (Act II, scene 

8), Armida—who has just magically transformed back to her original form after taking on 

the appearance of Rinaldo’s beloved Almirena—goes through various conflicting 

emotions ranging from acceptance (bars 1-8), anger (bars 9-12), doubt (bars 13-15), rage 

(bars 17-18), revenge (bars 19-20), and finally doubt again at the end of the accompanied 

recitative. Handel of course alternates between accompagnato (acceptance, doubt) and 

obbligato accompanied recitative in order to depict the supernatural invocation of the 

furies and the sorceress’ shifting temperaments (anger, rage, revenge).  

Apart from sharing the same scenario (a supernatural invocation),
28

 ‘O voi, 

dell’incostante’ and ‘Dunque i lacci d’un volto’ have much in common musically. For 

example, both are in the key of G minor, have ritornellos based around ascending and 

                                                                                                                                                 
also mentions the hurried nature of the opera in his address at the beginning of the printed libretto to 

Rinaldo. For Rossi’s full translated text see: Deutsch, Handel: A Documentary Biography, p. 33. 
26

 See the autograph score GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.3. 
27

 The stage directions are taken from the Rinaldo wordbook, p. 11. 
28

 In ‘O voi, dell’incostante’ Armida summons sea monsters, in ‘Dunque i lacci d’un volto’ she summons 

the furies; both instances are accompanied by ascending and descending scales.  
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descending scales, and conclude with a slower section where the vocal line is divided by 

numerous rests. Examples 2.2a and 2.2b below show the end of each accompanied 

recitative, both of which feature rushing scales in B flat major, an octave unison in the 

strings and basso continuo based around B flat major, and similar musical conclusions 

(moving from rushing scales to a sparser accompaniment), depicting the confusion and 

isolation of the sorceress. If Handel did not model ‘Dunque i lacci d’un volto’ directly on 

‘O voi, dell’incostante’, it still seems as if he had the earlier example in mind as he wrote 

the latter. 

 

     Example 2.2a 

           G.F. Handel, ‘O voi, dell’incostante’, Dietro l’orme fugaci (Armida abbandonata) (HWV 105, bars 19-24)      
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Example 2.2b  

 

             G.F. Handel, ‘Dunque i lacci d’un volto’ (Act II, scene 8), Rinaldo (HWV 7a, bars 21-28) 

 

Rinaldo was a success (fifteen performances in its first season), but was by no 

means the most successful opera then produced in London. That accolade must go to 

Bononcini’s adapted opera Camilla, which was performed in London (in English), 

without the presence of the composer, sixty-three times between 1706 and 1709.
29

 

Rinaldo on the other hand was performed forty-seven times between 1711 and 1717.
30

  

                                                 
29

 Lowell Lindgren, ‘Giovanni Bononcini: Life’, NG [accessed 10/04/2010] (para. 4 of 9). Dean and Knapp 

point out that Camilla was ‘to become the most successful all-sung opera in England, not only of its period 

but of the entire century, attaining 112 performances by 1728’. Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 143.  
30

 Ibid., p. 156. 
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Yet, within the context of opera in London Rinaldo can be seen as a trendsetter. 

The paring back of recitativo semplice in Handel’s Rinaldo provided a template for his 

later operas, and no doubt influenced his contemporaries. Also, the reduction of recitativo 

semplice in Handel’s operas arguably provided greater space for the composer’s 

development of accompanied recitative in his later opere serie. Rinaldo was the most 

spectacular opera seria then staged in London, and boasted a libretto that was apparently 

modeled on English predecessors and literary concepts, albeit adapted for a new 

context.
31

 Yet, the opera’s two accompanied recitatives are no different from earlier 

accompanied recitatives in Handel’s vocal works, and indeed ‘Dunque i lacci d’un volto’ 

may have been modeled on one. Also, unlike the London adaption of Bononcini’s 

Camilla (1706-1709) the recitatives (both simple and accompanied) in Rinaldo were 

written without vocal ornaments, and show a break from previous traditions in London. 

More importantly, Rinaldo heralded an era in Handel’s operatic career where character 

types such as sorceresses, deities, heroes and ghosts regularly appear, and as we shall see 

this was of great importance to the development of accompanied recitative in his 

subsequent opere serie up until 1719.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
31

 See: Curtis Price, ‘English Traditions in Handel’s ‘Rinaldo’’, Handel: Tercentenary Collection, Stanley 

Sadie and Anthony Hicks (eds) (London: Macmillan Press, 1987), pp. 120-137; Paul Monod, ‘The Politics 

in Handel’s Early London Operas, 1711-1718’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 36, No. 3 (winter, 

2006), pp. 445-472. 
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Accompanied recitative in Handel’s operas for London (1711-1715) 

 

We do not know if Handel wrote any accompanied recitatives between the premiere of 

Rinaldo and the composition of his second opera for London, Il Pastor fido (Queen’s 

Theatre: 22 November, 1712). He was in Hanover between July 1711 and the autumn of 

1712. The librettos of Handel’s five operas before the establishment of the Royal 

Academy of Music each contain supernatural characters. Rinaldo, as we have seen, 

features the sorceress Armida; Il Pastor fido features a nymph of divine birth Amarilli; 

Teseo features the sorceress Medea and the goddess Minerva; Silla features a god; and 

Amadigi features a ghost and a sorceress. These types of characters reflect operatic taste 

in London in the 1710s. As we have seen, these characters were traditionally given 

accompanied recitatives in Italian vocal works, and Handel treats them no differently in 

these five operas. For example, in Il Pastor fido, Amarilli (in the opera’s only 

accompanied recitative, ‘Oh Mirtillo’) is to be unfairly sacrificed in the temple of the 

goddess Diana. Teseo (1713) features three accompanied recitatives for the sorceress 

Medea, most involving supernatural invocations and spells. Originally Handel also 

included an accompanied recitative (‘Il ciel giá si compiace’) for the goddess Minerva 

(soprano) near the end of the opera but this was later given to Minerva’s priest (bass). In 

Silla (1713) Handel gives an accompanied recitative (‘Vo’che Roma semmessa’) to a god 

who raves about war and violence, and in Amadigi the composer gives an accompanied 

recitative to the ghost of Dardano (‘Han penetrato i detti tuoi l’inferno’) and another one 

to the sorceress Melissa (‘Addio, crudo Amadigi’). The rest of the accompanied 

recitatives in these operas were sung either by heroes (Teseo and Amadigi) or by lesser 

characters.  

Yet, what is most interesting about Handel’s opera seria accompanied recitatives 

during this period is the composer’s willingness to distort traditional expectations. For 

example, in Teseo, Handel places a large melisma in the accompanied recitative ‘Ira, 

sdegai, e furore’ (Act II, scene 6, bar 3), one of very few of his opera seria accompanied 

recitatives to feature one (example 2.3).  
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Example 2.3 

 

G.F. Handel, ‘Ira, sdegni, e furore’ (Act II, scene 6, bars 1-3), Teseo (HWV 8: London, 1713).  

GB Lbl - R.M.19.e.6. 

 

Later in the same opera Handel includes three characters (Agilea, Clizia and 

Arcane) in the accompanied recitative ‘Numi, chi ci soccore’ (Act III, scene 6). Here, the 

three characters—who have been magically transported by the sorceress Medea to a 

‘horrid desert full of frightful monsters’
32

—sing a line of recitative each, framed by a 

group statement invoking the heavens for help at the beginning (bars 1-2) and end of the 

accompanied recitative (bars 5-6). ‘Numi, chi ci soccore’ is one of a handful of 

accompanied recitatives that features more than one singing character, and it is also 

unusual because of the choral singing at its beginning and at its end. In the opera’s next 

accompanied recitative, ‘Ombre, sortite dall’eterna notte’ (Act III, scene 6, bars 9-22), 

Handel includes a triple time section in the middle of the accompanied recitative.
33

 The 

                                                 
32

 Stage direction from: Teseo wordbook (London: Samuel Buckley, 1713).  
33

 As mentioned in the introduction chapter, this accompanied recitative is the only opera seria 

accompanied recitative that Handel wrote to be accompanied by a label in one of his surviving wordbooks 

(Rècitativo Orrido con’ stroménti). 
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use of triple time in Handel’s accompanied recitatives is not necessarily rare as it 

frequently appears in ritornellos, but the inclusion of a vocal part during a triple section 

is. In this instance the furious sorceress Medea (accompanied by rapid ascending and 

descending unison scales) is invoking terrible spirits to come forth from their gloomy 

abodes and create eternal night (example 2.4).  

 

Example 2.4 

 

G.F. Handel, ‘Ombre, sortite dall’eterna notte’ (Act III, scene 6, bars 10-22), Teseo. 

 

The accompanied recitative ‘Giuro, per quest’ acciaro’ (Act V, scene 4) is also 

interesting, as the music reflects the danger of the situation at hand (the unknowing hero 

Teseo is about to drink poison from a cup) rather than the text of his solemn oath (“Here 

by this sword I swear”). Noble sentiments that are professed through accompanied 

http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/~db/0001/bsb00016903/images/index.html?seite=74&fip=193.174.98.30
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recitatives, in Handel’s vocal works, are usually accompanied by the pure accompagnato 

style, but here the style is pure obbligato throughout. To highlight this danger Handel also 

uses dissonant detached block-chords. The use of such musical devices in order to depict 

the duality of this dramatic situation is highly effective.  

Finally, the opera’s last accompanied recitative (‘Il ciel già si compiace’: Act V, 

scene 7) is interesting as it was first given to a goddess (Minerva), but due to singer 

availability it was later reset for a bass (Minerva’s priest).
34

 The preceding recitativo 

semplice (‘Soccorrete, oh Numi’: Act V, scene 6) is also interesting as its basso continuo 

part was later used to introduce the accompanied recitative from the mad scene in 

Handel’s Orlando (1733), ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ (Act II, scene 11. See chapter III for a 

discussion of this). Both the basso continuo part in ‘Soccorrete, oh Numi’, and the 

accompanied recitative’s six-bar orchestral introduction (the only accompanied recitative 

in the opera to feature one), were used to cover the goddesses’ glorious descent from the 

sky, and to usher in a climate of calm after the chaotic music of Medea. This use of 

accompanied recitative to highlight character differences is important as in the original 

score ‘Il ciel già si compiace’ would have been Minerva’s only vocal part, and even 

though in the performed version her priest sings her sentiments the distinction is clear. ‘Il 

ciel già si compiace’ is calm and reassuring, yet Medea’s two accompanied recitatives 

earlier in the opera are frantic and fragmented. Indeed, ‘Il ciel già si compiace’ is the only 

accompanied recitative in the pure accompagnato style in Teseo, the only one to have a 

tonic-tonic harmonic outcome (G major to G major), and the only one where the 

harpsichord drops out when the vocal line enters. This is dramatically justified as 

Minerva, through her priest, informs Clizia, Agilea, Fedra, Arcane, Egeo and Teseo that 

she is happy to free them from their fears and pledges her support, and that of the 

heavens, for the characters against the forces of evil.  

 In Handel’s next opera, Silla (1713), the only accompanied recitative (‘Vo’che 

Roma semmessa’: Act II, scene 3) acts as the B section of a dal segno aria, ‘Guerra, 

stragi’. ‘Vo’che Roma semmessa’ is Handel’s first accompanied recitative to act as the B 

                                                 
34

 Handel, on his autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.12), originally set this accompanied recitative for 

soprano (Minerva), but later revised it for a bass, and changed the libretto slightly. The soprano version was 

never performed, and the version in GB Lbl - R.M.19.e.6 is set for a bass (no character given). The 1713 

wordbook gives the part to ‘Sacredote di Minerva’.  
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section of a repeating closed form.
35

 The composer rarely used accompanied recitatives 

for this purpose, and there are only a handful of later examples to be found in his vocal 

works.
36

 Other scholars have also found the structural placement of ‘Vo’che Roma 

semmessa’ unusual, for instance Dean and Knapp state: 

 

The material of his [the god’s] aria, ‘Guerra, stragi’, in breezy B flat mood, is not remarkable, but 

the structure is. The second part, containing the god’s injunction, is an accompanied recitative 

launched from an unexpected chord of D major, after which the ritornello leading to the da capo is 

shortened from seven to two bars.
37

 

 
The dramatic occurrence depicted by the aria and the accompanied recitative is that of a 

dream scene. Here a god arrives ‘in a chariot drawn by two dragons and surrounded by 

furies with lighted torches in their hand’.
38

 ‘They whirl round Silla and the sky is 

darkened’ as they appear to the slumbering dictator, and the god instructs him to bring 

Rome under his power by violence. In the following scene (scene 4), after the god has 

departed, Silla wakes up in a rage mimicking the vocal line of the god. 

 In Handel’s final opera of this period, Amadigi, two of its four accompanied 

recitatives are of note. First, the accompanied recitative ‘Che miro? Infido fato’ (Act I, 

scene 2), is reminiscent of the cantata accompanied recitative ‘Che vidi, che mirai’ (La 

terra è liberata). Both are particularly short, end with an octave unison in the strings on 

G in the accompaniment, and abruptly end a cavatina. Also, both feature similar 

supernatural themes. ‘Che vidi, che mirai’ occurs after a magical transformation that 

provokes both confusion and surprise in the god Apollo (see chapter I), ‘Che miro? Infido 

fato’ involves the hero Amadigi’s reaction to a spell that has been cast by the evil 

sorceress Melissa, which brings an abrupt end to the hero’s pleasant invocation to the 

night in the accompanied recitative ‘Oh cara notte’, and the following cavatina ‘Notte 

amica dei riposi’ (Act I, scene 2). Amadigi sees the night ‘grow light on a sudden’,
39

 and 

spirits, fountains and statues appear all around him. Here Handel places a fifteen bar 

                                                 
35

 The earlier cantata accompanied recitative ‘Che vidi’ (La terra è liberata), interrupts the aria ‘Mie piante 

correte’, which does not repeat itself.  
36

 For example, ‘Parmi ascoltare un lieve moto’ (Floridante, 1721: Act II, scene 7) acts as the B section of 

the arioso ‘Notte cara’. 
37

 Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 268. 
38

 The wordbook has Hecate as the god, the CHE (David Kimbell, p. 589) states that the god is Bellona 

(goddess of war). Yet, the aria and accompanied recitative are set for a bass voice, presumably sung by 

Richard Leveridge (Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 270).  
39

 All translations and stage directions are taken from the 1715 wordbook.  
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sinfonia, in F major (allegro), to mask the magical transformation. This scene (Act I, 

scene 2) shows us Handel’s increasing use of accompanied recitative as a means of 

constructing musically integrated scenes within his opere serie, and that when the libretto 

called for it the composer was able to move away from the standard recitativo semplice-

da capo aria formula and towards a more flexible structure (accompagnato-cavatina-

sinfonia-accompagnato-recitativo semplice).
40

 

 The second accompanied recitative of note in Amadigi is ‘Han penetrato’ (Act III, 

scene 4), originally sung by Diana Vico (d.1732) in a trousers role. This accompanied 

recitative is special because it is the only one of Handel’s opera seria accompanied 

recitatives to be written solely in the pure measured style. The accompanied recitative’s 

orchestral introduction and descending bass line accompaniment were borrowed from the 

aria ‘Se ‘l mio mal’ (Silla: Act II, scene 14),
41

 but Handel replaces the busy basso 

continuo of the aria with a more uniform accompaniment moving in quavers. Both 

contain supernatural themes. ‘Se ‘l mio mal’ (in G minor) is a supernatural invocation to 

the gods to end the knight Claudio’s misfortunes as he is about to be thrown to the lions, 

‘Han penetrato’ (in E minor) features the ghost of the dead prince Dardano supernaturally 

appearing in a cave to the sorceress Melissa who previously summoned him from the 

dead. In order to heighten this somber scene Handel moves his dynamics from p to pp 

(bars 4-5) during the orchestral introduction, and from this eerie introduction the voice of 

the ghost emerges, and pledges the support of the gods for the lovers (Amadigi and 

Oriana) against Melissa.  

 The autograph score for Amadigi has been lost, and ‘Han penetrato’ does not 

carry a label on the score D Hs - MA 1003, or on the 1715 wordbook.
42

 This and other 

factors have led at least one monograph to list the accompanied recitative as an arioso.
43

 

This is not surprising given that the accompaniment for ‘Han penetrato’ was adapted 

from an aria and does not carry a label on any manuscript source. Reinhard Strohm 

explains:  

                                                 
40

 At this time Handel rarely composed more than one accompanied recitative per scene in his opere serie. 

The only previous opera to have more than one per scene is Teseo (Act III, scene 4). The next opera seria 

act to feature more than one accompanied recitative was Act II, scene 7 from Floridante (London: 1721). 
41

 Both carry a tempo marking of ‘Adagio, e staccato’. 
42

 Amadis of Gaul an Opera… (London: Jacob Tonson, 1715). 
43

 Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 282. 
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[…] ‘Han penetrato i detti tuoi l’inferno’, sung by the ghost of Dardono in Amadigi (III, 4) is an 

accompanied recitative. The Händel-Handbuch (vol. 1, p. 153) and J. Merrill Knapp’s edition for 

the Hallische Händel-Ausgabe (series II, vol. 8) call it ‘Accompagnato’. In Dean and Knapp’s 

book, however, it is an ‘arioso’. Klaus Hortschansky noted that ‘in modern terminology we might 

call this piece an “arioso”, as the text is significantly presented without repetitions in a solemn, 

slow singing style’. Scholarly terminology is indeed far from uniform.
44

 

 

 

Yet, there are several reasons why ‘Han penetrato’ is an accompanied recitative and not 

an arioso. For instance: the dramatic theme of the movement is supernatural and sung by 

a supernatural character; there are appropriate places in the vocal line for appoggiaturas; 

the libretto is written out in versi sciolti (though this is also the foundation of ariosi as 

well as accompagnati); the basso continuo and upper strings only play quaver block-

chords. If this piece was indeed an arioso one would expect more variety in the vocal line 

and in the basso continuo and the upper strings, and three years later Handel was to 

compose a similar accompanied recitative (Esther: ‘Turn not, O Queen’) adapted from an 

aria (Brockes Passion: ‘Mein Vater’) and labelled it as ‘Accompag’ on his autograph 

score (see introduction chapter and below). Amadigi was the last of Handel’s operas to 

include a part for the soprano La Pilotti (Elisabetta Pilotti-Schiavonetti). She had been the 

composer’s main soprano since Rinaldo in 1711, and for her the composer wrote the bulk 

of his accompanied recitatives (six) during this period. Of course this is not surprising, 

given the type of roles that Handel assigned to her, as mentioned above she played three 

sorceresses (Armida, Medea and Mellisa) and a nymph of divine birth (Amarilli).  

  During these years in London (1710-1715) Handel wrote thirteen accompanied 

recitatives in total for his operas as first performed. Naturally, during the composition of 

these accompanied recitatives Handel built on his past musical experiences in Italy, yet 

some of the techniques he uses in the London accompanied recitatives exceed all his 

previous efforts. For example: the use of ‘Vo’che Roma semmessa’ as the B section of a 

da capo aria; the dramatic setting of ‘Giuro, per quest’ acciaro’ (Teseo: Act V, scene 4), 

reflecting the situation rather than the text; the use of multiple voices singing together in 

‘Numi, che ci soccore’ (Teseo: Act III, scene 6); the setting of the vocal line in triple time 

‘Ombre, sortite dall’eterna notte’ (Teseo: Act III, scene 6); the integrated nature of Act I, 

scene 2 from Amadigi with its heavy reliance on accompanied recitative; and the only 

                                                 
44

 Reinhard Strohm, ‘Handel’s Operas and the ‘Hanseatic Arioso’’, The Handel Institute Newsletter, Vol. 

14, No. 2 (autumn, 2006), p. 2. 
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opera seria accompanied recitative that Handel composed in the pure measured style 

(‘Han penetrato’, Amadigi: Act III, scene 4). It is interesting that the majority of these 

exceptional accompanied recitatives appear in Teseo and Amadigi, as both their librettos 

were derived from French sources rather than the standard Italian ones. This may suggest 

that the dramatic and structural qualities of the libretti provided Handel with extra 

opportunities to experiment with musical form in relation to accompanied recitative.  

 Of course Handel still retained certain musical techniques that he, and in some 

cases most composers of the time, considered essential to the composition of 

accompanied recitatives. For instance: Phrygian cadences are still associated with 

questions in the London accompanied recitatives (‘Oh! Mirtillo’, Il Pastor fido: Act III, 

scene 7); the chord of F minor continues to accompany moments of horror and death 

(‘Ombre, sortite dall’eterna notte’, Teseo: Act III, scene 6); diminished intervals, in the 

vocal line, are still aligned to anguished invocations to supernatural beings (Oh! 

Mirtillo’); and accompanied recitatives are given either to supernatural characters or to 

mortals who are interacting with supernatural characters.  

 During the four years between the premiere of Rinaldo (February, 1711) and 

premiere of Amadigi (May, 1715), Handel’s popularity as a composer of opera seria in 

London cannot be doubted. Indeed, during this time Handel produced more original 

operas for the Queen’s/King’s theatre than any other composer.
45

 Thus, other composers 

new to the city might have wished to incorporate musical devices that they considered to 

be typically Handelian, or at the very least typical of opera seria in London, into their 

own operas.  Arguably, Handel’s increasing use of accompanied recitative in his operas 

for London could be viewed as typical of his style at that time, and when this is taken into 

consideration one composer comes to mind, Attilio Ariosti (1666-1729). Ariosti arrived 

in London in 1716 at the age of 50, and must have known Handel’s Amadigi well as he 

played the viola d’amour between the acts of the opera when it was revived in 1716.
46

 

 Before arriving in London Ariosti had had a varied musical career, and had 

composed operas and other works for Venice, Berlin and Vienna. Unfortunately only one 

of Ariosti’s operas (Tito Manlio: 4 April 1717) for London survives in a complete 

                                                 
45

 For a full list of the operas performed in the Queen’s/King’s theatre between 1710 and 1717 see: Dean 

and Knapp, Operas, p. 156. 
46

 Lowell Lindgren, ‘Attilio Ariosti’, NG Opera [accessed 11/08/2011] (para. 4 of 6). 
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manuscript score (GB Lbl - Add. MS 16156), the others mostly survive in contemporary 

printed editions that only feature selections. Yet, with regard to its prominent use of 

accompanied recitative, Tito Manlio is historically important. Significantly, the composer 

wrote a total of nine accompanied recitatives for the opera, making Tito Manlio the first 

opera in London to feature such an abundance of accompanied recitative. Handel was not 

to match this number until Tamerlano (1724), for which the composer wrote a total of 

thirteen accompanied recitatives. The dramatic themes of all nine of Ariosti’s 

accompanied recitatives in Tito Manlio are consistent with Handel’s own use of 

accompanied recitative, as Ariosti uses his accompanied recitatives to represent the 

following instances in the opera:  

 

[The accompanied] recitatives accompany a profusion of melodramatic situations: Tito’s dire 

warning, his fury, his epileptic seizure, his penning of a death sentence, Servilla’s madness, her 

desecration of the statue of Justice, […] her suicidal leap into the Tiber [and] a horrid prison 

scene.
47

 

 

In Act III, Ariosti, like Handel in Silla, uses an accompanied recitative as the B section of 

an aria. It should be noted, however, that the use of recitative (both recitativo semplice 

and accompanied recitative) to interrupt arias, or to act as their B sections, was not new at 

the time as composers such as Francesco Mancini (1672-1737) were doing similar things 

within their operas.
48

 It seems that Arisoti was more willing than Handel to use 

instrumental techniques such as pizzicatos and tremolos to heighten the drama in his 

accompanied recitatives. Of course, there are examples of similar techniques to be found 

in Handel’s accompanied recitatives, but on the whole Handel did not frequently include 

such techniques.
49

 It is perhaps significant that Arisoti is not viewed as an innovative 

composer before his arrival in London:  

 
In general […], his [Ariosti’s] works written before 1716 seem to contain little that could be called 

extraordinary for the time and place of their composition.
50

 

                                                 
47

 Lowell Lindgren, ‘Ariosti’s London Years, 1716-29’, ML, Vol. 62, No. 3/4 (July-October, 1981), p. 337. 
48

 Mancini places a recitativo semplice between the A and B sections of an aria (‘Oh Dio che pena è 

questa’: Act II, scene 3) in his opera Turno Aricino (Naples: 1708). See: Rosa Cafiero and Eleanor 

Selfridge-Field, ‘Francesco Mancini’, NG Opera [accessed 15/08/2011] (para. 2 of 5). 
49

 Trills appear in the accompanying string parts in the accompanied recitative ‘Torna immobile in 

Grembo’ (Donna, che in ciel: Rome, 1707). Tremolos also appear in the accompanied recitatives of other 

composers such as one of Vinci’s accompanied recitatives in the final scene of Didone Abbandonata 

(1726), and the accompanied recitative in Act III, scene 3 of Porpora’s Polifmeo (1735).  
50

 Lowell Lindgren, ‘Ariosti’s London Years, 1716-29’, ML, Vol. 62, No. 3/4 (July-October, 1981), p. 334. 
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This is important as the same was later true of Nicola Porpora (1686-1768), another 

composer who only began to include unusually high numbers of accompanied recitatives 

within his opere serie upon his arrival in London (see chapter III). For its time and place, 

however, Tito Manlio, as Lowell Lindgren writes, was indeed ‘powerful’ and 

exceptional:  

 

[Tito Manlio] outdoes not only Handel (who was very nearly the only composer to be 

commissioned by the opera house from 1711 to 1717) but also every other composer of the time in 

terms of the musical resources employed to depict tumultuous incidents and passions.
51

 

 

Tito Manlio was the last opera to be heard in London until the premiere of Giovanni 

Porta’s Numitore in April 1720. As stated above, there are no complete scores for 

Ariosti’s seven original Royal Academy operas performed between 1723 and 1727, and 

the published editions generally lack accompanied recitatives,
52

 thus making it 

impossible to ascertain whether or not Ariosti continued to utilize accompanied recitative 

in the same way as he did in Tito Manlio. Ultimately, it is impossible to say definitely 

whether or not Handel’s use of accompanied recitative influenced Arisoti, but it is 

obvious from Handel’s Teseo and Amadigi and Arisoti’s Tito Manlio that accompanied 

recitative was becoming an increasingly important component of original opere serie in 

London during the 1710s.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
51

 Ibid., p. 337. 
52

 For example, there are no recitatives in the published edition of Ariosti’s second opera for the Royal 

Academy: Vespasian an Opera as it was perform’d at the Kings Theatre… (London: John Walsh, 1724). 

There is, however, one substantial accompanied recitative (‘Spirate, o iniqui marmi’: Act III, scene 8) 

included within the published edition—A. Ariosti, Il Coriolano (London: Richard Meares, 1723), pp. 63-

65—of his first opera for the Royal Academy, Coriolano, 1723 (see chapter III). 
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Accompanied recitative in Handel’s early non-Italian works (1713-1717) 

 

After 1713 Handel began to include accompanied recitatives within his English language 

works, most of which were intended for the Church of England. His earliest work in the 

English language to feature recitative was most likely the anthem As pants the hart 

(HWV 251a) composed for the Chapel Royal, sometime between 1712 and 1714.
53

 This 

work was scored for SAATBB and basso continuo, and therefore contains no 

accompanied recitatives. The original setting, however, is important because Handel was 

to set the text a total of five times over the next fourteen odd years (HWV 251a, 251b, 

251c, 251d, 251e), with three of those settings (HWV 251b, 251c, 251e) featuring 

accompanied recitatives constructed around the same text (see below).  

Handel’s first English works to feature accompanied recitatives were the English 

court ode Eternal source of light divine (HWV 74: probably composed in 1713 for Queen 

Anne’s birthday),
54

 the ‘Caroline’ Te Deum (HWV 280: Chapel Royal, St. James’ Palace, 

26 September 1714), and a possible companion piece the anthem O sing unto the Lord 

(HWV 249a), also presumed to have been performed on 26 September 1714 in a service 

to welcome the Hanoverian royal family to England.
55

  

Eternal source of light divine was the only court ode that Handel ever wrote. It 

features the composer’s first accompanied recitative in the English language (‘Eternal 

source of light divine’), a movement that describes the rising sun. Handel’s musical 

approach to this accompanied recitative is extremely different from anything that he had 

yet written,
56

 and reminds one of the initial bass solo (‘Hail bright Cecilia’: bars 1-6) 

                                                 
53

 See: Gerald Hendrie, ‘Preface’, G. F. Handel, Anthems für die Chapel Royal (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1992), 

p. XV; and, Donald Burrows, ‘Handel and English Recitative’, p. 214. 
54

 Donald Burrows, Handel and the English Chapel Royal (Oxford: OUP, 2005), p. 107. 
55

 Ibid., p. 117. 
56

 Handel did not provide a label for this accompanied recitative on his autograph score (GB Lbl - 

R.M.20.g.2). Nor does a label appear on the Shaftesbury copy (E.21). It is labelled as ‘Air’ in the first 

(highly inaccurate) printed edition of the text: The Performances of Antient [sic] Music for the Season 1781 

(London, 1781), No. 6, p. 6. Stoddard Lincoln refers to it as an arioso: Stoddard Lincoln, ‘Handel’s Music 

for Queen Anne’, ML, Vol. 45, No. 2 (April, 1959), p. 195. James A. Winn also refers to it as an arioso: 

James A. Winn, ‘Style and Politics in the Philips-Handel Ode for Queen Anne’s Birthday, 1713’, ML, Vol. 

89, No. 4 (November, 2008), p. 558. Neither scholar gives definitive answers as to why they think this 

movement is an arioso, or that the accompaniment up until bar 27 is undoubtedly characteristic of standard 

recitativo accompagnato.  
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from Purcell’s Ode on St. Cecilia’s Day (Z328: London, 1692). Donald Burrows writes 

of Handel’s accompanied recitative:  

 

[The opening] accompanied recitative is one of the most striking opening movements in any of 

Handel’s works, comparable to the arioso and accompanied recitative movements with which he 

sometimes began operatic acts. The interplay between alto voice and solo trumpet in this 

movement has an obvious Purcellian ancestry, though it was now carried to an ambitious length in 

sustained lyrical phrases […].
57

 

 

 

Indeed, ‘Eternal source of light divine’ features a vocal line (male alto) that contains 

several substantial melismas (more than Handel had included in any of his previous 

accompanied recitatives), an obbligato trumpet part imitating the vocal line (unique to 

this accompanied recitative), repetitions of text and what can be considered an arioso 

type ending (bars 27-38).
58

 The accompanied recitative as a whole can be seen as a 

predecessor of the later Cannons accompanied recitative ‘Praised be the Lord’ (HWV 

256a: Let God Arise, c.1717, see discussion below). 

 The sole accompanied recitative (‘The Lord is great’) in the anthem O sing unto 

the Lord, is similar to ‘Eternal source of light divine’. Despite occupying only fifteen bars 

the later accompanied recitative contains four substantial melismas, and moments in the 

score (bars 7, 10 and 13-14) where the basso continuo departs from Handel’s usual 

accompanied recitative style (it is clearly labelled as ‘Violin accompag’ on the autograph 

score: GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.6). The use of melismas in ‘Eternal source of light divine’ and 

‘The Lord is great’ is important because it differs from Handel’s usual practice,
59

 and 

may suggest that the composer was using the works of earlier English composers as 

models. For example, Henry Purcell set O sing unto the Lord in 1688 (Z44), and similar 

to his setting of ‘The Lord is great’,
60

 Handel also includes melismas for the words 

“worthily” and “all”. Handel certainly knew Purcell’s earlier setting, and it has been 

convincingly argued that the composer did indeed borrow ideas from it when he reset the 

                                                 
57

 Donald Burrows, Handel and the English Chapel Royal, p. 109. 
58

 Up until bar 27 the string accompaniment (sustained block-chords) is consistent with that of a standard 

accompagnato style accompanied recitative, but after bar 27 the bass line becomes less uniform as does the 

string accompaniment. 
59

 Usually when Handel places a melisma in one of his accompanied recitatives it is included to highlight 

the affective qualities of an emotionally laden work, or to depict an action associated with a given word. In 

his accompanied recitatives, composed for works for the Church of England, however, Handel is more 

likely to include short melismas for pure decoration. 
60

 Purcell’s ‘The Lord is great’ is a duet for boy-soprano and male-alto accompanied by continuo.  
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anthem (HWV 249b) for Cannons in 1717.
61

 It is also possible that Handel knew 

Purcell’s setting when he composed his 1714 version of the anthem.  

 A connection can also be made between Handel’s ‘Caroline’ Te Deum and 

Purcell’s earlier setting from 1694 (Te Deum for St. Cecilia’s Day: Z232). Handel 

modeled the work’s only accompanied recitative (‘Vouchsafe, O Lord’), on his own 

earlier setting of the text as a duet in 1713 (‘Utrecht’ Te Deum: HWV 278: St. Paul’s 

Cathedral, London, 07 July 1713).
62

 For example, both the ‘Utrecht’ and ‘Caroline’ 

settings are in B minor, and the harmonic movement in bars 1-6 of the accompanied 

recitative is remarkably similar to the harmonic movement in bars 5-7 of the earlier duet. 

Importantly, Handel had modeled parts of the ‘Utrecht’ Te Deum on Purcell’s earlier 

setting and used Purcell’s Te Deum again as a model for the ‘Caroline’ Te Deum in 

1714.
63

 A comparison between Purcell’s setting of the text in his 1694 Te Deum and 

Handel’s setting in his ‘Utrecht’ Te Deum shows us that there are indeed similarities. For 

instance: both Purcell and Handel’s settings are in minor keys (D minor and B minor); 

are based around descending bass figures; are sung by male alto voices; and contain 

many melismas.  

Evidently Handel was interested in the works of earlier English composers, and, 

as we have seen, used only the best examples as models for his own religious works in 

English.
64

 The three English language accompanied recitatives mentioned above are 

important with regard to Handel’s musical development, as they seem to form a model 

for the anthems that he was to compose for the Earl of Carnarvon between 1717 and 

1719. These works ultimately laid the foundations for the accompanied recitatives in the 

composer’s English oratorios. 

The Brockes Passion (Der für die Sünde der Welt gemarterte und sterbende 

Jesus) is one of Handel’s most perplexing works. Its autograph score has been lost, and 

                                                 
61

 Franklin B. Zimmerman, ‘Purcellian passages in the compositions of G. F. Handel’, Music in Eighteenth-

Century England, Christopher Hogwood and Richard Luckett (eds) (Cambridge: CUP, 1983), pp. 52-53. 
62

 The earlier setting is a duet set for two altos (male), accompanied by violin I, violin II, viola and basso 

continuo.  
63

 Franklin B. Zimmerman, ‘Purcellian passages in the compositions of G. F. Handel’, p. 50; Michael 

Burden, ‘Henry Purcell’, CHE, p. 512; Donald Burrows, Handel, p. 92. 
64

 Donald Burrows has suggested that Handel may have consulted the polymath John Arbuthnot (1667-

1735), himself a composer, concerning the setting of the English language to recitative during this time: 

‘Handel and English Recitative’, p. 214. 
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even though Handel composed it in London sometime around 1716, it was not performed 

until 1719 in Hamburg.
65

 It is the composer’s only German oratorio/passion, but it is not 

known for whom or for what occasion the piece was originally composed.
66

 Handel’s 

Brockes Passion contains three rather different accompanied recitatives, two sung by 

Christ at the last supper (a convention common in German language passions, see 

introduction chapter),
67

 and one sung by a ‘Gläubige Seele’ (believing soul) at the end of 

the work reflecting on the suffering and crucifixion of the saviour.
68

 The first, and most 

important accompanied recitative in the work, ‘Das ist mein Leib’, is Christ’s first 

appearance in the oratorio. Its orchestral texture is uncharacteristic of Handel’s usual 

practice, as the instrumental writing is polyphonic rather than homophonic. The vocal 

writing is also quite removed from Handel’s usual recitativo accompagnato style and 

reminds one of Zachow, as it contains two substantial melismas as Jesus addresses his 

apostles (bars 5-7 and 10-12, on the word “vergesset”: “forget”. See example 2.5).
69

 

Despite its unusual features it is clearly labelled as ‘accomp: Violini’ on the manuscript 

score (GB Lbl - R.M.19.g.3), a label that may have migrated from Handel’s original 

autograph score. The other two accompanied recitatives, one featuring Christ’s terrible 

prediction of his sacrifice to come and the other describing the torments of the world after 

his death, are much closer to Handel’s usual style. These three accompanied recitatives 

were Handel’s last to be written in the German language, and as far as we know the 

composer did not borrow from them in any subsequent works. Yet, as we shall see, there 

was one part of the Brockes Passion that would later merge into an accompanied 

recitative in one of Handel’s most important works, Esther. 

 

 

 

                                                 
65

 Ute Poetzsch states that ‘its first documented performance did not take place until 3 April 1719’: 

‘Brockes Passion’, CHE, pp. 105-104. Howard Serwer states that ‘Johann Mattheson reported in his 

Grundlage einer Ehrenpforte (1740) that Handel prepared (verfertiget) the music for Brockes Passion in 

England’: Howard Serwer, (ed) ‘Preface’, G. F. Handel, Esther… (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1995), p. XIII. 
66

 Donald Burrows, Handel, p. 79. 
67

 ‘Das ist mein Leib’ and ‘Das ist mein blut’ are both labelled as ‘accomp: Violini’ on the manuscript 

score (GB Lbl - R.M.19.g.3). 
68

 ‘Bei Jesus’ Tod und Leiden’ is labelled as ‘Accomp’ on the manuscript copies GB Lbl - R.M.19.d.3 and 

GB Lbl - R.M.19.g.3. 
69

 The full line is “damit ihr meiner nicht vergesst” (“lest you forget me”). All translations are my own.  



 137 

Example 2.5 

 

 

                                     G.F. Handel, ‘Das ist mein Leib’ (bars 1-9), Brockes Passion (HWV 48: 1716/1717) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/~db/0001/bsb00016741/images/index.html?seite=20&fip=193.174.98.30
http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/~db/0001/bsb00016741/images/index.html?seite=20&fip=193.174.98.30
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Accompanied recitatives in Handel’s music for the Earl of Carnarvon 

 

From 17 July 1717 until February 1719 Handel was completely devoted to the 

composition of music for the politician and patron John Brydges, Earl of Carnarvon 

(1674-1744).
70

 During this time Handel composed six works that featured accompanied 

recitatives, all of them in the English language (see table 2.1).
71

 Donald Burrows’ 

research indicates that Handel’s earliest piece for Brydges’ estate at Cannons was the 

anthem As pants the hart (HWV 251b).
72

 As we have seen Handel’s earlier version of 

this anthem (HWV 251a) had been his first work in English to feature recitative. The 

Cannons version features one accompanied recitative (‘Now when I think there upon’), in 

the earlier version this text was set as an air (alto).
73

 A part of this air was later used as 

the basis for the 1717 version. The first section (bars 1-15) of the accompanied recitative 

is quite different from the earlier air, but the vocal line in bars 16-23 is almost identical to 

the vocal line in bars 18-24 from the Chapel Royal anthem. Interestingly, Donald 

Burrows views the air as an arioso with recitativo semplice as a B section:  

 

In this movement Handel moves from an arioso that is similar in style to accompagnato recitative, 

to a straightforward semplice recitative.
74

 

 

 

This recitativo semplice section in HWV 251a was then later used as the basis of the later 

accompanied recitative in HWV 251b (see below). The Cannons version is labelled as 

‘Accomp’ on the autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.6) and features a verbal cue 

(‘Harpegg’) for arpeggiation (solo violin), a cue not seen in Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives since 1707 (‘Dietro l’orme fugaci del guerrier’: HWV 105). The ‘Accomp’ 

label is important as the accompanied recitative begins with an extensive measured 

accompanied recitative section (bars 1-15) that features vocal ornaments and long held 

                                                 
70

 See: Dean, Oratorios, p. 59; Graydon Beeks, ‘Handel and Music for the Earl of Carnarvon’, Bach, 

Handel, Scarlatti: Tercentenary Essays, Peter Williams (ed) (Cambridge: CUP, 1985), p. 2. 
71

 Accompanied recitatives appear in four out of the eleven anthems that Handel wrote for Cannons, and in 

the oratorio Esther and the masque Acis and Galatea. Accompanied recitatives do not appear in the 

composer’s ‘Chandos’ Te Deum (HWV 281), or in any other vocal pieces that the composer wrote for the 

Cannons estate.  
72

 Burrows’s chronology is quoted in: Graydon Beeks, ‘Handel and Music for the Earl of Carnarvon’, p. 4. 
73

 The Cannons version is sung by a tenor. Gerald Hendrie, in his HHA edition, lists this movement as an 

‘air’. Handel did not label the movement in his autograph score (GB Lbl - Add. MS 30308). 
74

 Donald Burrows, ‘Handel and English Recitative’, p. 214. 
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notes,
75

 quite uncharacteristic of Handel’s normal recitative practices outside of English 

church music; the label confirms that the composer considered this section as part of the 

accompanied recitative.  

 Handel’s next accompanied recitative of note in his anthems for Cannons, is the 

unusual ‘Praised be the Lord’ (Let God arise: HWV 256a, 1717). It was Handel’s next 

accompanied recitative, after ‘Numi, chi ci soccorre’ (Teseo, 1713), to feature more than 

one voice (SATB), and, as mentioned above, it has much in common with the 

accompanied ‘Eternal source of light divine’ (Eternal source of light divine, 1713).
76

 For 

example, both accompanied recitatives feature a pure accompagnato string 

accompaniment, a vocal part that features several melismas, an instrument other than the 

standard ensemble for accompanied recitatives (trumpet and oboe respectively), both 

have slow tempos (largo and adagio) and an ending that is quite removed from standard 

accompanied recitative practice.
77

 Despite neither movement featuring a label on their 

relevant manuscript sources, it remains that if the melismas, extra voices, and obbligato 

instruments were removed from both movements, they would be nothing more than 

standard accompanied recitatives.  

 Undoubtedly, the accompanied recitatives in Handel’s anthems feature fresh ideas 

and occasionally unusual techniques (some of which are based on English models), yet it 

was the composer’s final two works for Cannons that truly define this period in Handel’s 

career, the English masque Acis and Galatea (HWV 49a)
78

 and the English oratorio 

Esther (HWV 50a). 

 The general consensus today is that Acis and Galatea was performed sometime 

during the month of June 1718 at the Cannons estate.
79

 It is Handel’s first work in the 

                                                 
75

 Taken as a whole the accompanied recitative is in the unusual mixed style III (measured and obbligato).  
76

 The later accompanied recitative ‘The people will tell of their wisdom’ (HWV 268: Blessed are they that 

considereth the poor, Foundling Hospital, 1749), also features imitation between its vocal lines (two 

sopranos).  
77

 This accompanied recitative is unlabelled on Handel’s autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.6). Samuel 

Arnold refers to it as a ‘Quartetto’ in his edition; Chrysander refers to it as a ‘Chorus’. The HHA edition 

(1991) and HHb ii both refer to it as an accompanied recitative. Handel composed similar endings for some 

of his future compositions for the Church of England. For example, the last two bars of ‘Now when I think 

there upon’ (HWV 251c: As pants the hart, Chapel Royal, c.1724) has an ending that is not typical of 

Handel’s standard accompanied recitatives.  
78

 For a discussion of the term ‘masque’ in relation to this work, see: Wolfram Windszus, ‘Preface’, Acis 

and Galatea (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1991), p. XV. 
79

 Ibid., p. XV; and, Artie Heinrich, ‘Acis and Galatea’, CHE, p. 5. 
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English language to feature characters.
80

 The composer had, as we have seen (chapter I), 

set this myth to music before (Aci, Galatea e Polifemo: HWV 72, Naples 1708), but the 

earlier Italian version did not influence his later accompanied recitatives in Acis and 

Galatea. All three of the supernatural characters (Acis, Galatea, Polyphemus) are given 

individual accompanied recitatives (‘Ye verdant plains’; ‘I rage’; ‘Help, Galatea’). All of 

the three accompanied recitatives depict moments of great anguish in the masque, for 

instance: ‘Ye verdant plains’ describes Galatea’s longing for her lover Acis; ‘I rage’ 

shows the giant Polyphemus’ volatile emotions relating to his feelings for Galatea; and 

‘Help, Galatea’ is a death scene concerning Acis. Importantly, the accompanied 

recitatives in Acis and Galatea show Handel shifting back to an Italianate type of 

recitative that is significantly different from the accompanied recitatives to be found in 

his English works for the Church of England.  

Two of the accompanied recitatives are of note, Polyphemus’ ‘I rage’ and Acis’ 

‘Help Galatea’. Polyphemus’ accompanied recitative begins with a reaction to cupid’s (?) 

arrow piercing his heart accompanied by obbligato (bars 1-6, and 8-9) and measured 

accompanied recitative (bar 9), this is followed by what appears to be a humorous 

midsection (obbligato: bars 10-16) where the demigod makes fun of his own size, and a 

final accompagnato section (bars 16-20) where the giant reflects on his newfound love 

for the nymph Galatea.
81

 Aside from Polyphemus’ two-bar melisma (bars 4-5),
82

 and the 

varying dynamics, this accompanied recitative contains little that is out of the ordinary 

for a standard Handelian accompanied recitative.   

 The work’s final accompanied recitative, Acis’ ‘Help, Galatea’ is brief (eight 

bars) and depicts the shepherd’s dying moments (Polyphemus having fatally wounded 

him in the preceding trio ‘The flocks shall leave the mountains’). It is a plea to Galatea 

and a supernatural invocation to the ‘parent’ gods.  The first two bars are standard 

accompagnato accompanied recitative, but the orchestral accompaniment in bars 3-7 is 

quite unusual. Here Handel includes a falling vocal line over a descending chromatic 

scale in the basso continuo (bars 3-5: no doubt alluding to the “deep abodes” mentioned 

in the libretto). To add extra pathos to the death of Acis Handel moves the dynamics from 

                                                 
80

 The English cantata Venus and Adonis (London: c.1711) cannot be convincingly connected to Handel.  
81

 The accompanied recitative is labelled as ‘Accomp’ on Handel’s autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.2). 
82

 None of the simple recitatives feature melismas.  
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p (bars 3-5) to pp (bars 5-8), sets the tempo to adagissimo (bar 3), moves the key firmly 

into F minor (as already noted Handel regularly used the chord of F minor to accompany 

death or horror), and removes the harpsichord from the basso continuo at bar 5. The three 

accompanied recitatives that Handel composed for Acis and Galatea are the most 

dramatically charged that the composer wrote for the Earl of Carnarvon, and although not 

exceptional when compared to his other accompanied recitatives in the opere serie, 

Handel clearly wanted to impress his patron and his fellow artists at Cannons.  

 Handel’s final work for Cannons, and his most substantial, Esther, is also a 

dramatic work, and is historically significant as it is the composer’s first English oratorio. 

As with Acis and Galatea, the details of the oratorio’s first performance are unknown, 

and the dates relating to the work’s composition are uncertain. We know that Esther was 

originally drafted in 1718, but the composer appears to have made alterations to the score 

up until 1720.
83

 These alterations are significant for both of the oratorio’s accompanied 

recitatives. For example, the ending of ‘Me thinks I hear the Mothers’ groans’ had to be 

changed to accommodate the chorus ‘Ye sons of Israel, mourn’,
84

 and Handel altered the 

orchestration of ‘Turn not, O Queen’ suggesting that it was remodeled after his initial 

draft version (see below).
85

  

 The first accompanied recitative in the work, ‘Me thinks I hear the Mothers’ 

groans’ (3
rd

 Israelite),
86

 is a standard accompanied recitative in the pure obbligato style. 

Yet, due to Handel’s changes it gives us a useful insight into how the composer moved 

from accompanied recitatives to arias and choruses. We have already seen (chapter I) that 

Handel, in smaller vocal works such as his cantatas for Italy, gives his accompanied 

recitatives a harmonic outcome of tonic-dominant, and that this was generally related to 

the following movement, usually an aria. Originally ‘Me thinks I hear the Mothers’ 

groans’ did have a minor tonic-minor dominant (G minor-D minor) harmonic outcome 

relating to the original succeeding movement, the da capo aria ‘O Jordan, sacred tide’ (G 

minor). But Handel later inserted the chorus ‘Ye sons of Israel’ between the accompanied 

                                                 
83

 See: John Roberts, ‘The composition of Handel’s ‘Esther’, 1718-1720’, HJb, Vol. 55 (2009), pp. 353-

390. 
84

 Ibid., p. 378. 
85

 Graydon Beeks, ‘Handel and Music for the Earl of Carnarvon’, p. 18.  
86

 Significantly, in the 1732 revival of Esther, Handel gave this accompanied recitative to Mordecai (an 

Israelite priest).  



 142 

recitative and the da capo aria, resulting in alterations to the original accompanied 

recitative. In the revised version,
87

 Handel was forced to alter the harmonic outcome of 

the accompanied recitative from G minor-D minor to G minor-G minor, which then 

became the minor dominant of the following inserted chorus which begins in C minor. 

This suggests that the harmonic movement needed to progress seamlessly from the 

accompanied recitative to the chorus (G minor-C minor) overruled the original harmonic 

outcome (G minor-D minor) of ‘Me thinks I hear the Mothers’ groans’. 

 ‘Turn not, O Queen’ is yet more important, as Handel added a viola to its 

orchestral accompaniment,
88

 and its vocal line and orchestral accompaniment were 

borrowed from an earlier aria. The inclusion of a viola part is significant, as it may 

suggest that Handel added this accompanied recitative to the oratorio later than 1718.
89

 

The accompanied recitative itself was borrowed from Handel’s earlier oratorio/passion 

Brockes Passion (1716). Here Handel modifies the aria ‘Mein Vater’ into an 

accompanied recitative by simplifying the rhythmic movement of the orchestral 

accompaniment (examples 2.6a and 2.6b),
90

 but retains most of the aria’s harmonic 

material. He also retained most of the vocal line, even including some of the aria’s vocal 

melismas, for instance the melisma on the word “betrübet” (“grieved”: ‘Mein Vater’, bar 

21) is used for the word “mercy” (bar 20) in ‘Turn not, O Queen’. The composer, as we 

have seen, had tried this technique before as he borrowed material from an aria to form 

the accompanied recitative ‘Han penetrato’ (Amadigi: Act III, scene 4. See above), which 

is also in the pure measured accompanied recitative style. Handel obviously made a 

dramatic connection between the situations, as ‘Mein Vater’ concerns Jesus asking for 

mercy from God in the garden of Gethsemane, and ‘Turn not, O Queen’ concerns the 

traitor Haman begging mercy from Queen Esther as he prostrates himself on the ground 

before her. As mentioned in the introduction chapter, this accompanied recitative (no 

doubt owing to it being in the pure measured style) was generally referred to as an ‘air’ in 

printed wordbooks, but it is clear from Handel’s autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.7), 

                                                 
87

 On his autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.7) Handel scored out the original version. 
88

 All of Handel’s other works for Cannons do not feature a part for viola.  
89

 John Roberts, ‘The composition of Handel’s ‘Esther’, 1718-1720’, HJb, Vol. 55 (2009), pp. 363. Only 

four other movements in the oratorio contain a viola part.  
90

 From his Brockes Passsion Handel borrowed music from at least eighteen closed forms as a basis of 

several movements in Esther. See: Dean, Oratorios, pp. 641-642. 
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where it is labelled as ‘Accompag’, that it should be considered an accompanied 

recitative.  

 

Example 2.6a 

 

 

                                          G.F. Handel, ‘Mein Vater’ (bars 1-8), Brockes Passion (HWV 48, 1716/1717) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 144 

Example 2.6b 

                                        

 

                                 G.F. Handel, ‘Turn not, O Queen’ (bars 1-8), Esther (HWV 50a, 1718?) 
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Conclusion 

 

We have already seen that Handel differentiated between accompanied recitatives in 

acted and un-acted dramatic works, but his accompanied recitatives for Church of 

England works are slightly removed from his standard practices in both. For example, of 

the seven accompanied recitatives that Handel composed for inclusion in these works (up 

until 1719) we find substantial melismas,
91

 single notes in the vocal line held for long 

durations,
92

 repeating texts,
93

 obbligato instruments,
94

 and in one case multiple voices 

unlike anything in Handel’s other accompanied recitatives.
95

 Handel generally avoided 

many of these devices in his opera seria and English oratorio accompanied recitatives, 

especially repetitive texts and obbligato instruments. Some of the characteristics of 

Handel’s Church of England accompanied recitatives can be traced back to earlier 

English models rather than the composer’s experiences of Italian vocal music. However, 

as mentioned earlier, if these exaggerated ornaments and characteristics are removed 

from Handel’s Church of England accompanied recitatives, the bones of standard 

accompanied recitatives are revealed.
96

 The distinctive characteristics of Handel’s Church 

of England accompanied recitatives, aside from being derived from earlier English 

church music, could result from the original English singers’ vocal characteristics,
97

 or 

perhaps because of accepted or perceived norms of typical Church of England vocal 

music. 

  It is also important to point out that with only one exception (As pants the hart: 

                                                 
91

 ‘Eternal source of light divine’ (HWV 74: Eternal source of light divine); ‘The Lord is great’ (HWV 

249a: O sing unto the Lord); ‘For I acknowledge my faults’ (HWV 248: Have mercy upon me O God); 

‘Now when I think upon’ (HWV 251b: As pants the hart); ‘Praised be the Lord’ (HWV 256a: Let God 

Arise); ‘Vouchsafe, O Lord’ (HWV 280: ‘Caroline’ Te Deum). 
92

 ‘Eternal source of light divine’ (HWV 74: Eternal source of light divine); ‘The Lord is great’ (HWV 

249a: O sing unto the Lord); ‘Now when I think upon’ (HWV 251b: As pants the hart); ‘Vouchsafe, O 

Lord’ (HWV 280: ‘Caroline’ Te Deum). 
93

 ‘Eternal source of light divine’ (HWV 74: Eternal source of light divine); ‘The Lord is great’ (HWV 

249a: O sing unto the Lord); ‘Now when I think upon’ (HWV 251b: As pants the hart); ‘Praised be the 

Lord’ (HWV 256a: Let God Arise); ‘Vouchsafe, O Lord’ (HWV 280: ‘Caroline’ Te Deum). 
94

 ‘Eternal source of light divine’ (HWV 74: Eternal source of light divine); ‘Praised be the Lord’ (HWV 

256a: Let God Arise). 
95

 ‘Praised be the Lord’ (HWV 256a: Let God Arise). 
96

 Donald Burrows also comes to this conclusion, when he analyses the recitativo semplice contained 

within the arioso ‘Now when I think upon’. See: Donald Burrows, ‘Handel and English Recitative’, p. 214. 
97

 For a discussion of Handel’s early music for the Chapel Royal and his performers see: Ian Spink, 

Restoration Cathedral Music: 1660-1714 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), p. 187. 
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HWV 251a. See above), the only type of recitative that Handel included in his works for 

the Church of England between 1712 and 1720 was accompanied recitative.
98

 This is also 

true of the majority of Handel’s later works for the Church of England, and shows us that 

even though these works do not feature characters, Handel made a conscious decision to 

include accompanied recitatives alongside choruses and arias. One reason of course may 

have been to create variety, but given accompanied recitative’s connection to the divine 

its inclusion may perhaps have another significance (see chapter IV). 

Handel was later to include accompanied recitatives in five separate works for the 

Church of England: four for the Chapel Royal,
99

 and one for the foundling hospital.
100

 Of 

these five, two of the accompanied recitatives are resettings of texts that had previously 

been set as accompanied recitatives, ‘Now when I think thereupon’ (As pants the hart: 

HWV 251c), and ‘Vouchsafe, oh Lord’ (‘Dettingen’ Te Deum: HWV 283).
101

 Many of 

the features of the accompanied recitatives that Handel included in his earlier works for 

the Church of England are also found in his later ones. For example, we find substantial 

melismas,
102

 long held notes in the vocal lines,
103

 the repetition of text,
104

 and in one case 

the use of two voices.
105

  

During the first fifteen years of his career (1704-1719) Handel composed a total 

of fifty-six accompanied recitatives,
106

 and, as we have seen, the composer included these 

accompanied recitatives in all the major forms of vocal music then in existence: church 

music for the Catholic, Anglican and Lutheran Churches; opere serie for renowned opera 

houses in Hamburg, Florence, Venice and London; and cantatas and secular works for 

Cardinals, Earls, Electors, and Kings and Queens. Yet, during the 1720s Handel’s career 

                                                 
98

 Even works without accompanied recitative do not feature recitativo semplice.  
99

 As pants the hart (HWV 251c: c.1724); This is the day the Lord hath made (HWV 262: 1734); Sing unto 

God, ye kingdoms of Earth (HWV 265: 1736); and the ‘Dettingen’ Te Deum (HWV 283: 1743). 
100

 Blessed are they that considereth the poor (HWV 268: 1749) 
101

 Both, however, bear little resemble to their counterparts in the earlier versions of each work (HWV 251b 

and HWV 280).  
102

 Now when I think thereupon’ (HWV 251c: As pants the hart); ‘Blessed be the Lord of Israel’ (HWV 

263: Sing unto God); ‘The people will tell of their wisdom’ (HWV 268: Blessed are they that considereth 

the poor). 
103

 Now when I think thereupon’ (HWV 251c: As pants the hart); ‘The people will tell of their wisdom’ 

(HWV 268: Blessed are they that considereth the poor); ‘Vouchsafe, oh Lord’ (HWV 283: ‘Dettingen’ Te 

Deum). 
104

 All five feature repetitions of text.  
105

 ‘The people will tell of their wisdom’ (HWV 268: Blessed are they that considereth the poor). 
106

 This figure only takes into account Handel’s vocal works as performed, not earlier or later versions of 

the same work.  
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moved in a new direction meaning that, with only two exceptions,
107

 the composer only 

included accompanied recitatives within his operas for the King’s Theatre.
108

 In these 

works, as we shall see, Handel built on his experiments with accompanied recitative in 

the 1710s to produce whole scenes devoid of recitativo semplice, da capo arias distorted 

with the inclusion of up to two accompanied recitatives, and the extended use of 

accompanied recitative to depict supernatural themes and scenes of death. Despite 

Handel’s increasing use of accompanied recitative in his opere serie it is also important 

to take into account the singers that the composer wrote for during these years, some of 

whom, as we shall see, became identified with the performance of accompanied 

recitative. Nevertheless, the seeds of Handel’s greatest opera seria accompanied 

recitatives lay in his vocal works of the 1710s.  

                                                 
107

 ‘Silete venti’ (HWV 242: Silete venti, London, c.1724), and ‘Now when I think thereupon’ (HWV 251c: 

As pants the hart, London, Chapel Royal, c.1724).  
108

 There are no accompanied recitatives in the following vocal works that Handel composed during the 

1720s: As pants the hart (HWV 251d: London, Chapel Royal, c.1721); Let God arise (HWV 256b: 

London, Chapel Royal, 1724); Zadok the Priest (HWV 258: London, Westminster Abbey, October 1727); 

Let they hand be strengthened (HWV 259: London, Westminster Abbey, October 1727); The King shall 

rejoice (HWV 260: London, Westminster Abbey, October 1727); My heart is inditing (HWV 261: London, 

Westminster Abbey, October 1727); Te Deum in A major (HWV 282: London, Chapel Royal, January 

1724); Crudel tiranno Amor (HWV 97a: London, King’s Theatre, July 1721). Handel also composed many 

basso continuo cantatas, which of course could not have featured accompanied recitatives. Moreover, none 

of Handel’s chamber duets or trios feature accompanied recitatives. All of the above dates are taken from 

the CHE. 
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Chapter III 

 

Accompanied recitative in Handel’s Royal Academy 

operas, and his later opere serie for London (1719-1741) 
 

Introduction 

 

The formation of the Royal Academy of Music (July, 1719) undoubtedly created a more 

stable outlet for Handel’s musical talents, and provided him with several virtuoso singers 

and a professional environment where he could continue his experiments with recitativo 

accompagnato. As part of the Academy’s urge to recruit the finest performers in Europe, 

Handel was despatched (in May) to the mainland in search of singers, and by 15 July 

1719 he had arrived at the court of the Saxon Elector Friedrich August I in Dresden. Here 

the composer began negotiations with the singers Senesino, Durastanti, Giuseppe Maria 

Boschi, Maddalena Salvai (soprano: fl.1716-1733) and Matteo Berselli (soprano-castrato: 

fl.1708-1721). As we have seen (chapter I), Handel had previously composed 

accompanied recitatives for Durastanti (soprano),
1
 and had also previously written music 

for Boschi (bass).
2
 The warrant issued by the Lord Chamberlin, before Handel left for 

Europe, had urged the composer to ‘contract in the Name of the Patentees with those 

Voices to Sing in the Opera for one Year and no more’,
3
 but the Royal Academy’s choice 

for a potential primo uomo was much more pointed, as they asked for one singer by 

name:  

 

That Mr Hendel engage Senezino as soon as possible to Serve the said Company [the Royal 

Academy of Music] and for as many Years as may be.
4
 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 ‘Dietro l’orme fugaci’ and ‘O voi dell’incostante’ (HWV 105: Dietro l’orme fugaci, Rome, 1707), and 

‘Notte, notte funesta’ (HWV 47: La Resurrezione, Part I, Rome, 1708). Handel also wrote the part of 

Agrippina for her (HWV 6: Agrippina, Venice, 1709), but it does not include any accompanied recitatives.  
2
 Agrippina (Venice, 1709), and Rinaldo (London, 1711), neither opera features any accompanied 

recitatives for the singer. Handel did, however, give the only accompanied recitative in Agrippina (‘Otton, 

Otton, qual portentoso fulmine è questi’) to Boschi’s wife, the contralto Francesca Vanini-Boschi.  
3
 Deutsch, Handel: a Documentary Biography, p. 90.  

4
 Ibid. 
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Senesino (Francesco Bernardi: 1686-1758), was then thirty-two years of age, and had 

already had a diverse and successful career as an alto-castrato, singing in operas by 

several renowned composers such as Alessandro Scarlatti and Antonio Lotti. As we shall 

see, Senesino’s skills as a singer and performer became increasingly important with 

regard to Handel’s inclusion of accompanied recitatives within his opere serie between 

the years 1720 and 1733.  

The negotiations in Dresden went well, and Handel successfully gained the 

consent of all five singers, most of whom would arrive in London during the later half of 

1720, after the premiere performances of the Royal Academy in the spring of 1720. 

Handel himself returned to London at the end of 1719, or at least the beginning of 1720,
5
 

and soon after set to work on his first opera seria for five years, Radamisto.  

Handel’s initial version of Radamisto (HWV12a) is a curious work, as it was the 

composer’s first opera seria not to feature any accompanied recitatives. This lack of 

accompanied recitative remained unusual for Handel, as his only other opera seria to lack 

them did not appear until some twenty years later (Deidamia: Theatre Royal, Lincoln’s 

Inn Fields, 10 January 1741). His decision is puzzling, but one possible reason for not 

composing at least one accompanied recitative for Radamisto may have been the delayed 

arrival of Senesino, due to the extension of his contract for Dresden. In the singer’s 

absence Handel fashioned the primo uomo part (Radamisto) for Durastanti, who played it 

as a trousers role. As we have seen, Durastanti was at least an adequate singer of 

accompanied recitative,
6
 and it is odd that Handel decided not to compose any 

accompanied recitatives for her as there are several scenes in the libretto that certainly 

warrant one.
7
 It may be too strong to suggest that Handel effectively held back from 

including accompanied recitatives in his initial version of Radamisto because of 

Senesino’s absence, but Handel’s remodelling of the opera later that year does feature a 

                                                 
5
 Burrows, Handel, p. 386. Handel was appointed, in absentia, to the position of the Royal Academy’s 

‘Master of the Orchestra’ on 30 November 1719.  
6
 Handel was to compose an accompanied recitative (‘Se falsi siete’: Act III, scene 3) for her in Act III of 

Muzio Scevola (1721). He also wrote two accompanied recitatives for her to sing in Il Floridante, but due 

to illness she was unable to perform them and they were remodeled for the alto Anastasia Robinson (see 

below).  
7
 Such as Radamisto’s pleas to the stars in Act I, scene 5 (‘A qual sorte funesta’), and Act II, scene 1 (‘Oh 

crudo ciel’); and his pain at losing Zenobia in Act III, scene 7 (‘Oh Dio parte Zenobia’). 
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substantial accompanied recitative-da capo pairing for the Royal Academy’s new primo 

uomo.  

Senesino arrived in the English capital during September 1720,
8
 but his London 

debut was not in an opera by Handel but one by Bononcini, Astarto (King’s Theatre, 19 

November 1720). The full score of Astarto, which was specifically revived for the 1720-

1721 season, has been lost and all that survives of the work is a collection of published 

arias. This means that Handel’s accompanied recitative (‘Vieni, d’empietà mostro 

crudele’: Act III, scene 5), composed for the revival of Radamisto (HWV12b: King’s 

Theatre, 28 December 1720), is the earliest surviving accompanied recitative specifically 

written for Senesino’s first season in London. For ‘Vieni, d’empietà mostro crudele’ 

Handel and his librettist Haym did not create a new scene but instead inserted it, along 

with the succeeding da capo aria ‘Vile, se mi dai vita’, into the middle of a recitativo 

semplice section (‘Teco son io’: Act III scene 5) dividing it in two. In the accompanied 

recitative and aria, Radamisto in an angry outburst goads the tyrant Tiridate to kill him. 

This accompanied recitative is quite different from Handel’s previous accompanied 

recitatives for London, as it does not contain an obvious supernatural overtone; ‘Vieni, 

d’empietà mostro crudele’ does not contain a supernatural element because Radamisto is 

based in history and the Royal Academy largely shunned magical or mythological events. 

Owing to Senesino’s role as the hero Radamisto, and the arrival of the other 

Italian singers from Dresden, Handel’s December revival of Radamisto was a great 

success. Yet, with regard to the castrato’s performance of accompanied recitative nothing 

survives in contemporary accounts from the 1720-1721 season. Surprisingly this is also 

true of contemporary reports throughout Senesino’s career in London,
9
 a fact that seems 

quite odd given that the singer must have became identified with accompanied recitative 

as his career in London progressed, but can be explained by the general lack of 

newspaper reporting of musical events at this time.  

                                                 
8
 Deutsch, Handel: a Documentary Biography, p. 112. 

9
 There are no references detailing Senesino’s talents as a performer of accompanied recitative to be found 

in the following sources: Donald Burrows and Rosemary Dunhill, Music and the Theatre in Handel’s 

World: The Family Paper of James Harris, 1732-1789 (Oxford: OUP, 2002); Deutsch, Handel; ECCO; 

Colman’s Opera Register; or in the Burney Newspaper Collection. 
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For Senesino, Handel wrote at least twenty-nine accompanied recitatives (see 

table 3.1),
10

 more than for any other singer in the composer’s opere serie or in his English 

oratorios. This figure cannot simply be explained by the fact that Senesino was Handel’s 

longest serving castrato.
11

 Handel had other singers who appeared in his works for many 

years and did not receive such a wealth of accompanied recitative. For example, 

Durastanti was the singer with whom Handel had had the most contact with over the 

years,
12

 yet during her years in London (1720-1734) the soprano only received one opera 

seria accompanied recitative. Between 1729 and 1737, the soprano Anna Maria Strada 

del Pò appeared in more of Handel’s major roles, within several genres, than any other 

singer,
13

 but received only twelve accompanied recitatives.
14

 The bass Giuseppe Maria 

Boschi appeared in thirteen of Handel’s operas (and all thirty-two Royal Academy 

operas), between Radamisto (December 1720) and Tolomeo (1728), but only received 

three accompanied recitatives. The tenor John Beard was associated with Handel for 

twice as long as Senesino,
15

 but received only twenty-three accompanied recitatives.
16

 

Yet, decades after Senesino’s death in 1758, commentators looking back unambiguously 

linked the castrato to the performance of recitative. For example, Hawkins writes some 

eighteen years after Senesino’s death that:  

 

Senesino had a very fine even-toned voice, but of a rather narrow compass; it was nevertheless 

wonderfully flexible: besides this he was a graceful actor, and in the pronunciation of recitative 

had not his fellow in Europe.
17

 

 

                                                 
10

 This number only takes into account Handel’s operas as originally performed, and does not include 

accompanied recitatives that were written for the singer during revivals or accompanied recitatives that 

feature other singers. 
11

 Handel wrote seventeen original roles for the castrato between Muzio Scevola (1721) and Orlando 

(1733).  
12

 Durastanti first performed in a work by Handel in Rome in 1707, her last Handel role was in the opera 

Arianna (London: 1734).  
13

 Winton Dean, ‘Anna Maria Strada del Pò’, NG Opera [accessed 07/09/2011] (para. 2). 
14

 This figure only takes into account newly composed accompanied recitatives in premiere works. 

Accompanied recitatives in revivals are not included.  
15

 Senesino was with Handel for roughly eleven years (1720-1728 and 1730-1733). John Beard sang for 

Handel for twenty-three years (1734-1757). 
16

 This number takes into account Beard’s accompanied recitatives in Handel’s oratorios and odes as first 

performed, and only accompanied recitative that we are certain that he performed in premiere performances 

are included (see table 4.3, chapter IV).  
17

 John Hawkins, A General History of the Science and Practice of Music (1776), Vol. II (London: Novello, 

Ewer & Co, 1875), p. 872. 
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Twenty-seven years after the singer’s death Charles Burney hails Senesino’s performance 

of Handel’s ‘Alma del gran Pompeo’ (Giulio Cesare: Act I, scene 7) as: 

 

This admirable soliloquy of Caesar over the ashes of Pompey, I have been frequently told by 

persons equally well skilled in Music and the Italian tongue, had an effect, when recited on the 

stage by Senesino, which no Recitative, or even Air, had before, in this Country [England].
18

 

 

 

Four years later Burney expanded on such observations, and claimed to have sought out 

further eyewitness accounts relating to several of Senesino’s performances in Handel’s 

opere serie, many of which are related to his performance of accompanied recitative. For 

example: 

 
[…] there are three accompanied recitatives [in Giulio Cesare] superior to those of any that I have 

seen in his [Handel’s] other operas, or in any operas by contemporary composers; these are the 

celebrated Alma del gran Pompeo, and Dall’ ondoso periglio, which are printed, and in which 

Senesino gained so much reputation as an actor, as well as singer […].
19 

 
After this [the aria ‘Di cupido impiego’: Rodelinda] there is a solemn and beautiful symphony to 

introduce a fine accompanied recitative, Pompe vane di morte, which Senesino pronounced, 

according to tradition, with uncommon energy and expression.
20

 

 

The first act [of Admeto] opens with a dance of Spectres in the bed-room, where Admetus [played 

by Senesino] lies in sickness and delirium. The Music to this dance is very original and 

characteristic. After the dance there is an impassioned and admirable accompanied recitative, 

followed by one of the finest pathetic airs that can be found in all Handel’s works: Chiudetevi miei 

lumi. I have been told by persons who heard the opera performed when it first came out, that 

Senesino never sung or acted better, or more to the satisfaction of the public, than in this scene.
21

 

 

 

 

If Burney and Hawkins are to be believed, Senesino’s performances of accompanied 

recitatives in opere serie were well remembered by the original audiences. Handel was 

not the only composer to exploit the singer’s talents with regard to accompanied 

recitative; as we shall see, many of Handel’s contemporaries (such as Ariosti and 

Porpora) also composed substantial accompanied recitatives for the castrato.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18

 Charles Burney, An Account of the Musical Performances in Westminster Abbey and the Pantheon 

(London: 1785), pp. 60-63. 
19

 Charles Burney, General History of Music, Vol. 2, p. 728. 
20

 Ibid., p. 731. 
21

 Ibid., p. 743.  
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Table 3.1. Handel’s opera seria accompanied recitatives for Senesino (1720-1733) 
 

Title of Opera 

 

Title of accompanied recitative(s)
 22

 Year of performance 

Radamisto (HWV12b: December 

1720 version) 

‘Vieni, d’empietá mostro crudele’ 1720 

Muzio Scevola 1. ‘Soavi affetti miei’ 

2. ‘Per Roma guiro’ 

1721 

Floridante  [Senesino did not receive any 

accompanied recitatives in this opera] 

1721 

Ottone 3. ‘Io son tradito’ 1723 

Flavio Senesino and Cuzzoni appear in the 

same accompanied recitative 

‘Squarcia m’il petto’ 

1723 

Giulio Cesare 4. ‘Alma del gran Pompeo’ 

5. ‘Dall’ondoso periglio’ 

6. ‘Ma d’ogni intorno io veggio’ 

1724 

Tamerlano 7. ‘Chi vide mai’ 

8. ‘Ah no! Dove trascorri’ 

1724 

Rodelinda 9. ‘Pompe vane di morte’ 

10. ‘Sì, l’infida consorte’ 

11. ‘Mà che non sò’ 

1725 

Scipione 12. ‘In testimon io chiamo’ 1726 

Alessandro 13. ‘Ossidraca superba’ 

14. ‘Primo motor delle superne sfere’ 

1726 

Admeto 15. ‘Orride larve’ 

16. ‘Quivi trà questi solitarii orrori’ 

1727 

Riccardo 17. ‘Perfido Isacio! Traditor’ 

18. ‘All’asolto’ 

19. ‘Oh voi, che mecco del Tamigi in 

riva’ 

1727 

Siroe  20. ‘Son stanco, ingiusti Numi’ 1728 

Tolomeo 21. ‘Orgoglioso elemento’ 

22. ‘Inumano fratel’ 

1728 

Lotario [Senesino did not appear in this 

opera] 

1729 

Partenope [Senesino did not appear in this 

opera] 

1730 

Poro 23. ‘Fermatevi, compagni’ 1731 

Rinaldo (HWV 7b: April 1731 

version) 

‘Orrori menzogneri’ 1731 

Ezio [Senesino did not receive any 

accompanied recitatives in this opera] 

1732 

Sosarme [Senesino did not receive any 

accompanied recitatives in this opera] 

1732 

Orlando 24. ‘Imagini funeste’ 

25. ‘Itene pur fremendo’ 

26. ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ 

27. ‘Mà la furia’ 

28. ‘Già per la man d’Orland’ 

29. ‘Vinse incanti’ 

1733 

                                                 
22

 Only accompanied recitatives that were composed for original productions receive numbers in this table. 
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Handel’s Act III for ‘Muzio Scevola’ 

 

 

One week after the premiere of Muzio Scevola (King’s Theatre, 15 April 1721) Monsieur 

de Fabrice wrote to Count Flemming that:  

 

Each act of this opera [Muzio Scevola] is by a different composer, —the first by a certain Pipo 

[Filippo Amadei], the second by Bononcini and the third by Hendell [sic], who easily triumphed 

over the others.
23

 

 

 

How Handel triumphed over the others is not mentioned in this letter, but Burney later 

views the opera (albeit cautiously) as a means by which each composer could have shown 

off their individual talents.
24

 If this was the case then Handel certainly won with regard to 

the inclusion of accompanied recitative. As mentioned in chapter I, Handel composed 

four accompanied recitatives for Act III, whereas Amadei and Bononcini included just 

one each in their relevant acts. Amadei ends his Act I with a short (9 bars) impassioned 

accompanied recitative for the castrato Matteo Berselli (Orazio: ‘O padre tavere’, Act I, 

scene 12) in mixed style IV (accompagnato, obbligato and measured), labelled as 

‘Accomp’ on the manuscript score GB Lbl - Add. MS 16108. ‘O padre tavere’ is an 

invocation to the Tiber (“Father Tyber [sic]! O sacred Diety!”),
25

 as the warrior Orazio 

prepares to throw himself into the river.
 
Ending an act in such a manner was unusual, and 

was something that Handel never attempted in his own opere serie.
26

  

Filippo Amadei was not a prolific composer and his three oratorios, as well as all 

of his serenatas and sacred cantatas, have been lost. Likewise his only full-length opera Il 

trionfo di Tito (Rome: Palazzo della Cancelleria, 1709) has been lost, meaning that ‘O 

padre tavere’ is the only example of an accompanied recitative by Amadei in a large-

scale dramatic work.
27

 

Bononcini’s accompanied recitative (Muzio: ‘Qual la destia mia ch’erre’, Act II, 

scene 7) is more uniform as it is preceded and succeeded by recitativo semplice, and is in 

                                                 
23

 Deutsch, Handel: a Documentary Biography, p. 126. 
24

 Charles Burney, A General History of Music, Vol. 2, p. 712. 
25

 All translations are from the 1721 wordbook: Il Muzio Scevola… (London: Thomas Wood, 1721). This 

section of the wordbook’s text (pp. 38-39) features inverted commas. 
26

 There is one example of Handel intending to end one of his acts with an accompanied recitative, ‘Che 

vidi?’ from Ariodante (Act II, scene 10), but the accompanied recitative was removed before the first 

performance and replaced by sections of dance music.  
27

 See: Lowell Lindgren, ‘Filippo Amadei: Works’, NG Opera [accessed 25/08/2011]. 
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mixed style III (obbligato and measured).
28

 ‘Qual la destia mia ch’erre’ occurs when 

Muzio puts his hand on an altar and burns his right hand (accompanied by a raising bass 

line: bars 3-9) as a punishment for attempting to murder an innocent man (he had 

intended to kill Porsena but struck out at the wrong man). Muzio’s utterances whilst his 

hand burns are a warning to Porsena to turn away from tyranny.  

Bononcini went on to compose four original full-scale operas for the King’s 

Theatre between 1721-1723 and a further one in 1727.
29

 Of these five only Farnace (27 

November 1727) survives in full-score,
30

 Bononcini’s other four operas survive as 

fragments (mostly arias) in published selections.  

Handel’s Act III features accompanied recitatives for the hero Muzio (two),
31

 the 

Roman virgin Clelia,
32

 and the king of Etruria, Porsena.
33

 The two accompanied 

recitatives in Act III, scene 11 are unique, in that one follows directly after the other. In 

Handel’s other opere serie this pairing does not occur. The first, ‘Sù quell’ara fumante’ 

(Porsena), is a sacred vow to the Romans against the enemy Tarquinio. Here King 

Porsena swears on a smoking altar his eternal hatred for Tarquinio and his family 

(accompanied by rising demi-semi-quaver scales and detached block-chords in the 

obbligato style) and his loyalty to the Romans (accompanied by the accompagnato style, 

with gaps in the accompaniment to highlight the words “virti”, “pace”, and “defense”).
34

 

After a brief crotchet rest and an orchestral introduction in F minor, Muzio’s 

accompanied recitative (‘Per Roma’) begins. It is also a solemn oath, this time directed 

towards Porsena.
35

  

Handel perhaps fused these two accompanied recitatives together to musically 

represent the reconciliation between Muzio and Porsena, who had throughout the opera 

                                                 
28

 This accompanied recitative was Senesino’s first in the opera; Handel includes two for him in Act III. It 

is unlabelled on GB Lbl - Add. MS 16108, and consists of 12 bars.  
29

 L’odio e l’amore (May 1721); Griselda (February 1722); Farnace (November 1723); Calfurnia (April 

1724); and Astianatte (May 1727).  
30

 According to NG (Lawrence E. Bennett and Lowell Lindgren, ‘Giovanni Bononcini: Works’) it is held 

in: Wiesentheid, Musiksammlung des Grafen von Schönborn-Wiesentheid.  
31

 This was the first opera by Handel to feature a role specifically written for Senesino.  
32

 Originally sung by Durastanti.  
33

 Originally sung by Giuseppe Boschi. 
34

 The full line is “I swear to you, the victorious Romans, peace, defense and freedom”. The translation is 

my own.  
35

 “E giuro a te, vendicator di nostra offesa, pace, amistà, difesa”: “and I swear to you, avenger of our 

offense, peace, friendship, defense”.  
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been plotting against each other for the hand of the Roman virgin Clelia. Indeed, within a 

recitativo semplice  (‘Viva gioja raccenda il nostro core’) later in the same scene Muzio 

wins the hand of Clelia.  

Handel’s operas from the 1720s provide us with the most comprehensive guide to 

the inclusion of accompanied recitatives within original opere serie written for London 

during this period. This is because, as we have seen, Amadei did not compose any full-

length operas for London, and full scores relating to the majority of Bononcini’s original 

opere serie for London have been lost. The majority of the music from Giovanni Porta’s 

opera Numitore (King’s Theatre, 2 April 1720) has also been lost,
36

 and as we have seen 

(chapter II) no full scores exist for any of Ariosti’s original opere serie composed for the 

King’s Theatre between 1723 and 1727. It was not until Porpora’s arrival in London in 

1733 that comparisons can be comprehensively made between Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives and those of another composer working in London (see below).
37

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
36

 It survives only in printed editions that do not contain recitatives.  
37

 All of Porpora’s five original operas for London (Arianna, Enea, Polifemo, Ifigenia, Mitridate) survive in 

manuscript.  
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Handel’s accompanied recitatives for his ‘First Academy’ operas, 1721-1728 

 

After Muzio Scevola Handel was to write a further twelve opere serie for the so-called 

‘first academy’, all of which contain accompanied recitatives. We have already seen how 

Handel experimented with accompanied recitative within his opere serie during the 

1710s, and, as we shall see, the composer continued to use and develop these experiments 

within his operas during the 1720s. This sub-chapter investigates Handel’s most 

innovative uses of accompanied recitative during this decade, in the operas: Floridante 

(1721), Ottone (1722), Giulio Cesare (1724), Tamerlano (1724), Alessandro (1726), 

Admeto (1727), and Riccardo primo (1727).  

Handel’s third opera for the Royal Academy Il Floridante (9 December 1721) 

contains three accompanied recitatives that stray from the structural norms generally 

associated with the style. The first, ‘Parmi ascoltare un lieve moto’, is important because 

Handel significantly simplified the orchestral accompaniment to cater for the alto 

Anastasia Robinson (b.1692-1755). Its form is similar to that of ‘Vo’che Roma sommessa 

il tuo poter adori’ (Silla: Act II, scene 3) as it is the B section of a da capo arioso (‘Notte 

Cara’: Act II, scene 7). Handel had originally intended the role of Elmira (who sings all 

three accompanied recitatives) to be performed by Durastanti, but due to an illness in 

Italy the soprano could not be included in the opera’s initial performances. As a result 

Handel had to alter ‘Parmi ascoltare’ for Robinson. In his original version Handel had 

included descending octave unison scales in the upper strings (bars 9-12) to coincide with 

the line “or scende quella furtive scala” (“he now descends the conscious stairs”),
38

 these 

were later scored out on Handel’s autograph and replaced with sustained block-chords 

accompanied by the usual accompanied recitative ensemble (Handel’s original idea was 

to have bars 9-23 accompanied only by violins I and II, infrequently supported by basso 

continuo, and for the full ensemble to rejoin at bar 24).
39

 Handel also removed the demi-

semi-quaver figures from bars 16 and 17, replacing them again with sustained block-

chords. He also removed the rising figures from bars 18-23 converting them to sustained 

block-chords but retaining the harmony (these were originally similar to the rising figures 

                                                 
38

 Translations taken from the wordbook: Il Floridante… (London: Thomas Wood, 1721). 
39

 The removal of the descending scale (and arpeggio) in bar 12, and its replacement with a sustained block-

chord on Handel’s autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.2) explains the lack of a vocal part in this bar.  
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in bars 26-27, which were retained). Handel did not alter the vocal line of ‘Parmi 

ascoltare’, but it is quite obvious from his extensive corrections not only in this 

accompanied recitative but also in several other parts of the score that Robinson was no 

match for Durastanti’s talents.
40

 Given that the composer had to simplify this 

accompanied recitative for Robinson it is perhaps significant that the composer never 

wrote another accompanied recitative for her. The two versions of ‘Parmi ascoltare’ 

provide us with an important insight into Handel’s compositional process of accompanied 

recitative with regard to the talents of his singers.
41

 

As mentioned in the introduction, this fusion of arioso and accompanied recitative 

featured in John Walsh’s 1722 publication of selections from Floridante,
42

 making it 

Handel’s earliest accompanied recitative to appear in print. Of course, its inclusion was 

due to it being the B section of the arioso ‘Notte care’. Charles Burney later praised this 

combination when he wrote:  

 

[…] the solemn air, Notte care [sic], with the accompanied recitative after it, is in Handel’s finest 

style of majestic pathos.
43

 

 

 

The remaining two accompanied recitatives are even more unusual as they form 

what is effectively an A section (which is repeated like a da capo), with a portion of 

recitativo semplice acting as a B section (Act II, scene 9: example 3.1).
44

 Once again 

Handel did not alter the vocal line of the accompanied recitative section, but he did lower 

the recitativo semplice section by a tone and a half to cater for Robinson. In the 

accompanied recitative sections (‘Sorte nemica’: A1 and A2) Elmira solemnly addresses 

fate,
45

 and in the recitativo semplice B section complains that “la vita perchè salvarmi per 

ludi brio e gioco d’un tiranno spietato” (“Why did you save my life for the sport and jest 

of a merciless Tyrant”). This particular combination of accompanied recitative and 

                                                 
40

 For a comparison of the two singers abilities see: G. F. Handel, Il Floridante, Hans Dieter Clausen (ed) 

(Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2005), p. XIX.  
41

 Both versions of this accompanied recitative are presented in Clausen’s HHA edition (2005) of the opera 

(Appendix II). 
42

 G. F. Handel, Floridant. An Opera as it was Perform’d at the King’s Theatre for the Royal Academy 

(London: John Walsh and Joseph Hare, 1722). 
43

 Charles Burney, A General History of Music, Vol. 2, p. 719.  
44

 Labelled as ‘Accomp’ on the autograph score.  
45

 “Sorte nemica, hai vinto” (“Adverse fate, thou haste overcome”), this text is repeated twice in both of the 

accompanied recitatives. Previously Elmira had been offered the choice of a throne as Oronte’s queen or 

death.  
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recitativo semplice is rare in Handel’s opere serie, but a further example can be found in 

Scipione (1726). Here, in the accompanied recitative ‘Oh sventurati affetti’ (Act I, scene 

5), we find accompanied recitative being used as a repeating A section and recitativo 

semplice being used as a B section. It is also a scene of lamentation, where the captive 

princess mourns the supposed loss of her fiancé, the prince Lucejo. In the accompanied 

recitative sections the princess solemnly sings “Oh sventurati affetti” (“Oh luckless 

passion”). ‘Sorte nemica’ and ‘Oh sventurati affetti’ are both followed by arias for the 

same singer.  

 

Example 3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/~db/0001/bsb00016908/images/index.html?seite=89&fip=193.174.98.30
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Example 3.1. Continued 

                    G.F. Handel, ‘Sorte nemica’ and ‘Sorte nemica’ (Il Floridante: Act II, scene 9, bars 1-5 and bars 1-5) 

 

 

In Handel’s next opera, Ottone (12 January 1723), another use of an ABA structure 

appears in the accompanied recitative ‘O grati orrori’ (Princess Teofane: Act II, scene 8). This was 

the first accompanied recitative that Handel wrote for his new soprano Francesca Cuzzoni (1696-

1778), a singer for whom the composer would write several accompanied recitatives between 1723 

and 1728.
46

 The accompanied recitative itself begins with an orchestral introduction borrowed 

from Keiser’s opera Octavia (Hamburg: 1705) in G minor,
47

 and takes place in a nocturnal 

scene.
48

 The A1 section is a supernatural invocation to love (“Oh Dio”: bars 4-11),
49

 the B section 

                                                 
46

 Handel wrote fourteen accompanied recitatives for Cuzzoni, five of which feature an additional singer.  
47

 It originally prefixed and intersected the vocal line in Keiser’s cavatina ‘Vaghi lumi’ (Act II, scene 2). In 

Handel’s accompanied recitative it is not repeated.  
48

 ‘A garden and prospect of the Tiber, with fountains and grottos; to one of which leads to a subterranean 

passage, closed up with a stone. Night’. Taken from the wordbook: Ottone Re di Germania… (London: 

Thomas Wood, 1723), p. 38.  
49

 A literal transition of the A section is: “O grateful horrors, O solitary plants give relief, O God [love], 

give relief, O God my loving heart”.  

http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/~db/0001/bsb00016908/images/index.html?seite=90&fip=193.174.98.30
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explains the predicament that Teofane finds herself in (bars 12-28),
50

 and the A section reappears 

(A2) in bar 29 concluding the accompanied recitative at bar 36.
51

 This was Handel’s first opera 

seria accompanied recitative to feature instruments, other than the standard ensemble, to 

accompany the vocal line (two bassoons).
52

 These were added no doubt to provide extra pathos to 

the ambience of this enchanted but tortured scene. The composer had used this form before in one 

of his earlier accompanied recitatives (‘Ich kann nicht mehr verschuriegen brennen’: Almira, Act 

II, scene 9), which also has a structure of A1-B-A2. In this accompanied recitative Queen Almira, 

alone in a courtyard, comes to the decision that she can no longer remain silent about her secret 

love for her secretary, Fernando.  

Handel obliviously valued Cuzzoni as a performer of accompanied recitative as he 

composed at least one accompanied recitative for her in every one of his nine operas between 

Ottone and Riccardo primo (1727). Charles Burney claimed, based on eyewitness accounts, that 

Cuzzoni’s performance in ‘O grati orrori’ greatly moved the opera’s original audience: 

 

The accompanied recitative for Cuzzoni O grati orrori, with the subsequent air, S’ io dir potessi, had a great 

effect in the performance, as I have been assured by persons who heard the opera performed.
53

  

 

 

More experiments with form followed in Handel’s Giulio Cesare (20 February 1724). Here 

the dal segno aria, ‘Aure deh per pieta’ (Act III, scene 4) is divided in three by two accompanied 

recitatives. First Handel inserts the accompanied recitative ‘Dall’ondoso periglio’ between the 

aria’s orchestral introduction and its A1 section. Then instead of allowing the aria to progress to 

A2 he inserts another accompanied recitative, ‘Ma d’ogni intorno io veggio’, between the B 

section and the A2 section (example 3.2).
54

 

 

 

                                                 
50

 Teophane believes (incorrectly) that her beloved Ottone in is love with his cousin Matilda (who is 

promised in marriage to Adelberto).  
51

 The three sections are clearly divided. For example, A1 ends with a perfect cadence in G minor (bar 11: 

acting as the minor dominant of the first chord in the B section, C major first inversion), the B section ends 

with a perfect cadence in B flat major followed by a crotchet rest (bar 28: the B flat major then falls by a 

third back to the G minor of A2, an extremely common harmonic device within all recitatives).  
52

 G. F. Handel, Ottone, Fiona McLauchlan (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2008), p. 108. 
53

 Charles Burney, General History of Music, Vol. 2, p. 722. 
54

 A similar use of form appears in Handel’s Alessandro (Act II, scene 1); here the composer also includes 

an aria (similarly containing imagery of soothing breezes) divided by two accompanied recitatives. 
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Example 3.2
55

 

 

 

   End of 1
st
 accompagnato 

 

 

 

                              Aria: A1 

 

 

                              Aria: B 

 

 

 

 

              2
nd

 accompagnato 

 

 

 

 

                              Aria: A2 

 

 

 The first accompanied recitative shows Cesare praising fate after he has been saved from 

Ptolomey by swimming across Alexandria harbor, the second features Cesare looking around at 

the dead bodies that surround him, viewing such a scene as a bad omen. These are standard 

dramatic instances associated with accompanied recitative. In the aria Cesare invokes cool breezes 

to ease his troubles, and to tell him where he can find his beloved Cleopatra. This combination of 

accompanied recitative and aria appeared in print within John Cluer’s 1724 edition of selections 

from the opera,
56

 along with the pure accompagnato accompanied recitative ‘Alma del gran 

Pompeo’ (Act I, scene 7) which decades later was highly praised by Charles Burney (see quote on 

p. 152 above). All three accompanied recitatives were written for and performed by Senesino 

(Cesare), who was to have at least one accompanied recitative in each of Handel’s nine operas 

between Giulio Cesare and the collapse of the Royal Academy in 1728 (see table 3.1 above). 

                                                 
55

 Giulio Cesare in Egitto… (London: Thomas Wood, 1724), p. 69. The wordbook image was taken from 

ECCO.  
56

 This was only the second published edition to feature accompanied recitatives by Handel (see table 0.6): 

Julius Caesar: An Opera (London: John Cluer, 1724).  
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Giulio Cesare was Handel’s only opera to feature five accompanied recitatives since Teseo some 

eleven years previous, and marked a turning point in the composer’s career with regard to his 

inclusion of accompanied recitatives in his opere serie. Each of Handel’s next six operas feature at 

least five accompanied recitatives: Tamerlano (10 performed), Rodelinda (5), Scipione (5), 

Alessandro (8), Admeto (5), and Riccardo primo (7).  

 For the first of these operas, Tamerlano (31 October 1724), Handel originally intended to 

have a total of eleven accompanied recitatives. This was the highest number of accompanied 

recitatives that he would ever write for any of his opere serie.
57

 Originally six of the eleven 

appeared in Bajazet’s famous ‘death scene’ at the end of Act III (scene 10), but Handel later 

removed what would have been the opera’s last accompanied recitative (Act III, scene 10: Asteria, 

‘Mirami: io quella son’),
58

 along with Asteria’s following aria ‘Padre amato’.
59

 Instead of an 

extended ending focusing on Asteria’s sense of loss Handel included only a brief section (22 bars) 

of recitativo semplice (Asteria, Tamerlano, Andronico: ‘Barbaro! or manca solo’) to depict 

Asteria’s anger (bars 1-3), her exit (bars 2-3) and the generic lieto fine where Tamerlano sees the 

error of his ways and promises to marry Irene, and to give Andronico Asteria’s hand and a throne. 

Handel finally ends the opera with the customary chorus, albeit in a minor key (E minor) to reflect 

the somber scenes that preceded it. The composer did this as Asteria’s accompanied recitative 

(originally composed for Cuzzoni), and his original subsequent music, created an anti-climax after 

the heightened drama of Bajazet’s death scene. In Handel’s performed Act III, scene 10, the 

composer settled on the following structure:
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
57

 The number rises to thirteen if we consider Asteria’s earlier accompanied recitative, ‘Sì, Bajazete è 

morte’, and the original version of ‘Mirami: quella son’. Rarely did Handel include so many accompanied 

recitatives in other genres. Only one further work contains eleven accompanied recitatives, the oratorio 

Belshazzar (27 March 1745). The un-acted drama Semele (10 February 1744) contains twelve. 
58

 This accompanied recitative replaced Handel’s initial accompanied recitative for Asteria during this part 

of the opera (‘Sì, Bajazete è morto’). See: Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 549. It appears in Handel’s 

conducting score (D Hs - MA/1058), but not in the 1724 wordbook.  
59

 See: G. F. Handel, Tamerlano, Terence Best (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1996), p. XX; and C. Steven 

LaRue, Handel and his Singers: The Creation of the Royal Academy Operas, 1720-1728 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1995), pp. 52-54.  
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Recitativo semplice 

 

Accompagnato 

 

Recitativo semplice  

  

Accompagnato  

 

Recitativo semplice  

 

Accompagnato  

 

Aria  

 

Accompagnato  

 

Arioso  

 

Accompagnato  

‘Oh per me lieto’ (Bajazet, Tamerlano: 13 bars) 

 

‘Fremi, minaccia’ (Bajazet: 17 bars) 

 

‘Ah! Genitor, che parli?’ (Asteria: 2 bars). 

 

‘Sì, figlia, io moro’ (Bajazet: 11 bars) 

 

‘No, vo’ seguirti anch’ io’ (Asteria, Bajazet: 14 bars) 

 

‘Dei! dov’ è ferro’ (Bajazet: 7 bars) 

 

‘Figlia mia’ (Bajazet: 18 bars) 

 

‘Tu, spietato, il vedrai’ (Bajazet: 12 bars) 

 

‘Su, via’ (Bajazet: 29 bars) 

 

‘Presto, mà non cesate’ (Bajazet: 16 bars) 

 

 

 Unusually all of the five accompanied recitatives, in the scene as performed, were given to 

just one singer, the Royal Academy’s new tenor Francesco Borosini (c.1680-c.1747) who played 

the defiant emperor Bajazet. Borosini had previously performed the same role in Francesco 

Gasparini’s earlier opera Il Bajazet (Reggio nell’Emilia, 1719), and the singer is commonly cited 

as the person who brought this previous setting to Handel’s attention (both libretto and score), 

who eventually used both as a basis for his revisions running up to the premiere of Tamerlano.
60

 

C. Steven LaRue explains: 

 

The dramatic structure of the July version of [Handel’s] Tamerlano and the alterations made to it after the 

arrival of Borosini make it clear that the last three scenes of the opera were the first to be altered in response 

to the 1719 libretto and score. Adding Bajazet’s death scene to the July version of Tamerlano was 

dramatically problematic primarily because Piovene’s libretto purposely excluded this episode of the drama 

and gave prominence to Asteria’s grief over her father’s death rather than to the death itself.
61

 

 

 

Due to the dramatic importance of Bajazet’s death it is perhaps not surprising that Handel included 

more accompanied recitatives, in Act III, scene 10, than he ever did in any of his other opere serie 

scenes, or oratorio scenes, during his entire career. Moreover, the role of Bajazet contains more 

accompanied recitatives (seven) for one character than any featured in Handel’s other opere 

                                                 
60

 Handel was to write only one further accompanied recitative (Rodelinda: ‘Fatto inferno’, Act III, scene 6) 

for the singer, who left London in 1725.  
61

 LaRue, Handel and his Singers, p. 50. In addition to this LaRue (p. 50) views the descending bass line in 

Gasparini’s setting of the line beginning ‘Sì, figlia, io moro’, as being the inspiration behind Handel’s own 

descending bass line in the accompanied recitative ‘Sì, figlia, io moro’. 
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serie.
62

 The most important drama is contained within the five accompanied recitatives, which are 

intersected by short passages of recitativo semplice, a short written-out ABA aria and what can 

only be described as an arioso (‘Su via’). All are dramatically justified: in ‘Fremi, minacci’ 

Bajazet reveals that he has taken poison; in ‘Sì, figlia, io moro’ Bajazet voices his sorrow at his 

daughter Asteria’s fate; in ‘Dei! Dov’e è ferro, o veleno’ Bajazet invokes the gods to bring him a 

blade or poison to murder his daughter in order to end her suffering;
63

 in ‘Tu, spietata, il vedrai’ 

Bajazet unleashes a furious outburst towards Tamerlano threatening to send furies back from hell 

to torment him;
64

 and finally in ‘Presto, mà non cesate’ Bajazet nearly loses his reason as he raves 

about hell and the furies before limping off stage, gasping for breath. 

  Dean and Knapp view this scene as being particularly innovative, with regard to the work 

of Handel’s contemporaries:  

 

The death scene, a compound of secco and accompanied recitative, arioso, and formal aria acknowledging no 

guide but the dictates of the drama, is justly renowned. It has no contemporary parallel, at least until 

Orlando’s mad scene eight years later. Though composed of many units, it is an indissoluble whole.
65

  

 

 

Dean and Knapp are of course correct, especially so when they state that Act III, scene 10 is ‘an 

indissoluble whole’. Each section of the scene reacts to the movement that precedes it, and Handel 

differentiates between these movements by his use of tempo,
66

 orchestration,
67

 harmony,
68

 and 

dynamics.
69

 Such large through-composed scenes, featuring accompanied recitative, are in 

                                                 
62

 The highest number of accompanied recitatives Senesino performed in one role (Orlando) was six. 
63

 He attempts to draw her away from thoughts of suicide in the succeeding ABA aria ‘Figlia mia’, written 

out to avoid ornamentation in the repeat section. This was obviously done to keep the drama moving 

forward at this important part of the opera.  
64

 The following arioso in triple time (‘Su, via’) with its rushing scales, reminds one of the 3/4 section in 

Handel’s Teseo where the sorceress Medea also invokes the furies in the accompanied recitative ‘Ombre, 

sortite dall’eterna notte’ (Act III, scene 6, bars 10-22). ‘Su, via’, however, is an arioso because of repeating 

similarities in its vocal line, and the rhythmic qualities of its bass line in bars 14-19. 
65

 Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 542. 
66

 For example, the accompanied recitative ‘Tu, spietato, il vedrai’ contains a tempo of furioso, this is 

directly followed by the arioso ‘Su, via’ marked presto, leading to the accompanied recitative ‘Presto ma 

non cessate’ marked largo.  
67

 Handel differentiates between the accompanied recitative ‘Fremi, minaccia’ and the following 

accompanied recitative ‘Sì, figlia, io moro’ by orchestrating the former with the trio texture of violin I, 

violin II and basso continuo, and by orchestrating the later with the standard accompanied recitative 

orchestration (violin I, violin II, viola and basso continuo).  
68

 The accompanied recitative ‘Fremi, minaccia’ is accompanied by a consistent octave unison in the upper 

strings and the basso continuo, the following accompanied recitative ‘Sì, figlia, io moro’ features full 

chords in the strings and basso continuo.  
69

 The accompanied recitative ‘Tu, spietato, il vedrai’ provides a pointed contrast to the preceding aria 

‘Figlia mia’. The later has a dynamic of pp, but the former begins with f and then fluctuates between f and p 

(dynamics taken from the autograph score: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.11).  
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Handel’s opere serie relatively rare, but further examples can be found in Alessandro (Act I, scene 

1), Admeto (Act I, scene 1), and Orlando (Act II, scene 11).  

 Unusual uses of form involving accompanied recitative can also be found in Handel’s next 

opera, Rodelinda. For example, in the opera’s first accompanied recitative, ‘Pompe vane di morte’ 

(Bertarido: Act I, scene 6), a section of recitative is un-orchestrated. This section is dramatically 

important, and Handel isolates it order to better represent Bertarido’s recitation and its contents. 

Here the expelled noble Bertarido (Senesino), after a troubled accompanied recitative (‘Pompe 

vane di morte’), reads aloud the inscription on his supposed tomb: “Bertarido fu re; da Grimoaldo 

vinto fuggì; presso degli Unni giace. Abbia l’alma riposo, e’l cener pace” (“Bertarido was king. 

Defeated by Grimoldo, he fled and now lies near the Huns. May his soul find rest and his ashes 

peace”).
70

 This is then followed by a return to accompanied recitative (‘Pace al cener mio?’) as 

Bertarido reacts angrily to the cynicism of the inscription. Significantly Handel modified the end 

of the accompanied recitative and the beginning of the dal segno aria (Bertardio: ‘Dove sei’) that 

succeeds it several times in order to create a more convincing link between the two. The opera as 

first performed (13 February 1725) features a Phrygian cadence at the end of the accompanied 

recitative (bar 31), followed by a minim rest.
71

 The aria then begins with a seven bar orchestral 

introduction (largo).
72

 Yet, in Handel’s revised version for the December 1725 revival the 

composer removes four bars from the aria’s orchestral introduction and places the first two notes 

of the aria within the last bar of the accompanied recitative, where it now follows on directly after 

the accompanied recitative (example 3.3).  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
70

 Translations taken from the CD booklet in: Handel. Rodelinda. Il Complesso Barocco. Cond. A Curtis. 

Deutsche Grammophon Archiv. 2005. 477 5391.  
71

 In Handel’s first draft of this accompanied recitative (which was not performed) he included three extra 

bars at the end, followed by a section of recitativo semplice. All were cut to accommodate the aria ‘Dove 

sei’. See: G.F. Handel, Rodelinda, Andrew V. Jones (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2002), pp. 263-264. 
72

 For the four different versions of this section see: Dean and Knapp, Operas, pp. 583-584. 
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Example 3.3 

 

 

                     G.F. Handel, ‘Pompe vane di morte’ (bars 28-31), and ‘Dove sei’ (bars 1-11)  

             Rodelinda (December revival 1725: Act I, scene 6) 
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 It is obvious that Handel was experimenting in Rodelinda with linking devices between 

accompanied recitative and other movements, as another example occurs in the opera’s second 

accompanied recitative, ‘Ombra, del mio bel sol’ (Rodelinda: Act I, scene 7). Here Handel ties the 

end chord (B major, bar 112) of the written out ABA aria ‘Ombre, piante’ to the first two bars of 

the accompanied recitative. As with ‘Pompe vane di morte’ Handel made several alterations to 

‘Ombre, piante’, and originally this section of text was set as recitativo semplice, with the 

preceding text set as a cavatina ending on F minor.
73

 Handel later reset this preceding text as a 

written out ABA aria featuring greater musical variety and a part for flute. The aria itself is not 

disrupted by the sustained B major chord, as it features a full repeat of its A section. The reason 

for the sustained B major chord is probably dramatic, as Rodelinda’s succeeding accompanied 

recitative contains the following text: “Ombra del mio bel sol, che qui dintorno all’imagine sua 

forse t’aggiri” (“Shade of my beloved, who perhaps still lingers near the image of him as once 

was”).
74

 Here there is a reference to lingering and this is perhaps what Handel was trying to depict 

by tying the B major chord to the succeeding accompanied recitative.  

 Handel also links the opera’s fourth accompanied recitative (‘Ma non so che dal remoto 

balcon’: Act III, scene 3) to its preceding closed form, the cavatina ‘Chi di voi fu più infedele’. 

This scene is set in a dark prison cell and the linking devices, mentioned below, represent 

Bertarido’s surprise (he is cut of mid-sentence) as his sister Eduige throws a sword on the ground. 

This sudden disruption, which reconnects Bertarido with the real world after his lamentations in 

‘Chi di voi fu più infedele’, is musically depicted by pause marks over a sustained 4/2 chord above 

e flat in the last bar of the cavatina (bar 51), and a short semi-quaver rest in bar 1 of the 

accompanied recitative (example 3.4). After this short rest, Handel then repeats the 4/2 chord three 

times. This is then followed by B flat minor (first inversion), and the dominant seventh chord of F 

minor. The c in the basso continuo (bars 1-3) is the final note in a series of falling notes that had 

started in bar 49 of the preceding cavatina on g, all of which depict the falling of the sword 

(example 3.4). Originally Handel had intended to set this section of text as recitativo semplice 

connected to the preceding cavatina by a tied bass note of e flat. He later scored out this section on 

his autograph (GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.4) and reset it as an accompanied recitative. Burney was later 

enthusiastic about this accompanied recitative when he stated:  

                                                 
73

 Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 594. 
74

 Translations taken from the CD booklet in: Handel. Rodelinda. Il Complesso Barocco. Cond. A Curtis. 

Deutsche Grammophon Archiv. 2005. 477 5391. 
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It [‘Chi di voi’] is followed by a fine soliloquy for the same actor [Senesino], in an accompanied recitative, a 

tempo, or measured, which if not the first, was at least a very early attempt at such a dramatic effect.
75

 

 

 

Yet, it is unclear whether Burney is referring to the adagio tempo marking in bar 4 

(which applies to the remainder of the accompanied recitative. Example 3.4), or to the 

measured accompanied recitative section in bars 30-33.
76

 As we have seen Handel 

certainly used tempo markings in his accompanied recitatives before, and there are also 

many earlier examples of the composer including sections of measured accompanied 

recitative in his works. Burney is, however, correct when he states (with the exception of 

bars 1-3) that ‘Ma non so che dal remote balcon’ should be sung a tempo. 

 

Example 3.4 

 

 

G.F. Handel, ‘Chi di voi fu più infedele’ (bars 45-51), and ‘Ma non so che dal remote balcon’ (bars 1-5)  

             Rodelinda (December revival 1725: Act III, scene 3) 

 

                                                 
75

 Charles Burney, General History of Music, Vol. 2, pp. 732-733. 
76

 The accompanied recitative is in mixed style IV (accompagnato, obbligato, measured).  
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 In Act III, scene 6, Handel wrote an extended accompanied recitative (‘Fatto 

inferno è il mio petto’) for Borosini (Grimoaldo). Originally it was in three sections (A: 

bars 1-29; B: bars 30-36; C: bars 37-46), but for the December 1725 revival Handel 

added a short coda section (B2: bars 46-49). In the original accompanied recitative, as 

performed at the premiere of the opera, Handel depicts the torments of Grimoaldo as he 

imagines a hellish vision denouncing him. What is important about this accompanied 

recitative is Handel’s reuse of figures from the orchestral introduction in the accompanied 

recitative itself, a technique he was to use again in accompanied recitatives such as: 

‘Ossidraca superba’ (Alessandro: Act I, scenes 1/2); ‘Che pensi Constanza?’ (Riccardo 

primo: Act I, scene 1); and ‘Selene, infida’ (Berenice: Act II, scene 4).  

 With regard to accompanied recitative Handel’s Alessandro (5 May 1726) is a 

significant work. The opera was the first of five consecutive operas by the composer to 

feature an accompanied recitative in Act I, scene 1 (‘Ossidraca superba’, see below),
77

 the 

composer’s first opera to feature a total of six accompanied recitative orchestral 

introductions,
78

 and the composer’s first opera for the so called ‘rival queens’ Faustina 

Bordoni and Francesca Cuzzoni. The rival queens made their first appearance together on 

the London stage during Act I, scene 3 of the opera, singing in the duet accompanied 

recitative, ‘Che vidi! Che mirai?’; and the singers appear again in two further 

accompanied recitatives, ‘Spegni, oh supremo’ (Act III, scene 7) and ‘Oh sommo Giove’ 

( Act III, scene 7),
79

 later in the opera. Handel did not attempt to equalise their roles with 

regard to accompanied recitative, on the contrary Faustina appears in a total of six 

accompanied recitatives, three solo and a further three in duet with Cuzzoni.
80

 Cuzzoni 

unusually did not receive any solo accompanied recitatives. Alessandro is unique as it is 

the only opera seria by Handel to feature duet accompanied recitatives for Cuzzoni and 

Faustina, his two principal sopranos from 1726 up until the collapse of the first academy.  

                                                 
77

 The others were Handel’s last four operas for the ‘first academy’: Admeto (1727), Riccardo primo 

(1727), Siroe (1728), and Tolomeo (1728). The Act I, scene 1 accompanied recitatives in Admeto and 

Tolomeo were written for Senesino.  
78

 The orchestral introductions in Alessandro range from two bars up until twenty-six bars. Only the 

composer’s Orlando, with a total of eight, features more accompanied recitative orchestral introductions.  
79

 Both of these accompanied recitatives share similar orchestral introductions (divided only by a five bar 

recitativo semplice for Tassile sung by Antonio Baldi), and both singers sing together mostly a third apart 

in each accompanied recitative.  
80

 Senesino was given two solo accompanied recitatives in the opera.  
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In Act I, scenes 1 and 2, the composer included a substantial section of integrated 

music. Beginning with the orchestral introduction to Senesino’s accompanied recitative 

‘Ossidracca superba’ and ending with his dal segno aria (‘Frà le stragi’) in scene 2, 

Handel uses the key of D major to signify the hero Alessandro’s military might. Figures 

similar to those found in the orchestral introduction are inserted in the orchestral parts of 

the accompanied recitative (bars 2, 4, 6, and 9-13); this is then followed by a short 

recitativo semplice for Clito (scene 2). Succeeding the recitativo semplice there is a large 

sinfonia reprising the music previously found in the accompanied recitative’s orchestral 

introduction, this time enlarged with trumpet and oboes to highlight the militaristic 

overtones of the scene. This is turn is followed by a recitativo semplice between Clito and 

Alessandro which ultimately leads to the hero’s D major dal segno aria (the highlight of 

this integrated section of music); this does not feature material directly borrowed from the 

sinfonia, but is very much in the same vein featuring D major arpeggios and other similar 

figurations. This was the first of a series of operas where accompanied recitatives were 

included within large sections of integrated music at the beginning of Handel’s opere 

serie, and was something not seen before in the composer’s operas.
81

 

 Handel’s next opera Admeto (31 January 1727) opens with a combination of 

overture/ballet, accompanied recitative and cavatina. The curtain rises at the beginning of 

the ballet (marked as ‘Lentemento’ in some sources), and features the sleeping Admeto 

(king of Thessaly) being surrounded by evil spirits who dance around his bedroom 

carrying blood soaked daggers. These ghoulish figures represent the disturbing dream 

that the king is enduring. The following accompanied recitative (‘Orride larve’) depicts 

Admeto awakening from this dream with amazement (‘Con Stupore’).
82

 Handel’s 

autograph score has been lost, but manuscript sources do survive in the Shaftsbury 

collection and in others.
83

  

                                                 
81

 This was Handel’s first ever opera seria accompanied recitative to be included in Act I, scene 1. 
82

 The stage direction from the 1727 wordbook reads: ‘Admetus indisposed in his Bed, where he sleeps. He 

rises up from Bed in a fit of rage, and speaks’. Admeto, re di Tessaglia (London: King’s Theatre, 1727).  
83

 The most important surviving sources for the opera appear in the Malmesbury collection (S2), and the 

manuscript score (E.14) in the Shaftsbury collection (it is bound with Riccardo primo and carries the title 

Additions to Riccardo primo and Admeto), which contains all five of the opera’s accompanied recitatives. 
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‘Orride larve’ is one of Handel’s most expressive accompanied recitatives, 

changing tempo
84

 and dynamic
85

 every few bars in order to represent the ravings of the 

terrified king. Descending figures in the upper strings (bars 3, 4, 11, 12, 14, 15, 21, 22, 

and 23) similar to those found in the overture (bars 1, 2 and 3), and perhaps in the ballet 

(bars 5-6, 7-8 and 28-29), recur time and again and are also echoed in the following 

cavatina ‘Chiudetevi, miei lumi’ (especially bars 1, 5, 6, 9, and 10). Handel was quite 

obviously inspired by the supernatural imagery present in this part of the libretto and duly 

composed appropriate music. Similar blending of contrasts was of course nothing new as 

the composer, as we have seen, had previously included such accompanied recitatives in 

his earlier opere serie, but the subtle use of reoccurring figures over four separate 

sections does strike one as something new, at least with regard to Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives. Perhaps one reason for this connection was Handel’s and his librettist’s 

(Haym) new opening for the opera, which was significantly different from the source 

libretto, Ortensio Mauro’s (c.1632-1725) L’Alceste (Hanover, 1681).
86

 In the 1681 

libretto the cavatina ‘Chiudetevi, miei lumi’ opened the opera, and perhaps Handel 

wished to maintain some sort of connection between it and the overture. Another reason 

is that since all of the above mentioned movements are connected with Admeto’s horrible 

nightmare, it would seem natural to connect them in some way, considering that no 

recitativo semplice is present to disrupt the action until the end of the scene. The first 

section of the overture, with its falling figures in D minor, sets the scene for what is to 

come; this is then followed by the expected faster section (Allegro) common to most of 

Handel’s opera seria overtures. According to Winton Dean, Handel’s succeeding ballet 

section departs from a typical Handelian overture:  

 

The raising of the curtain in the middle of the overture, whose conventional dance movement is 

replaced by the magnificent Lentemento sinfonia during which the spectres hover round the dying 

King – a dance indeed, but how different from the usual Minuet or Gavotte! – launches the opera 

on a stroke of transcendent genius.
87

 

 

                                                 
84

 Bar 1, Con stupore; bar 4, Adagio, e piano; bar 9, Agitato; bar 11, Adagio; bar 16, furioso; bar 20, 

Adagio, e piano; bar 27, Furioso; bar 33, Adagio, e piano.  
85

 Bar 9, f; bar 11, pp; bar 16, f; bar 24 f. 
86

 Dean discusses the source libretto in: Dean, Operas, p. 40.  
87

 Ibid., p. 41.  
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The ballet of spirits is of course the physical embodiment of Admeto’s nightmare, and 

features several changes from tutti to strings and basso continuo.
88

 After a long pause on 

D minor, Admeto’s reaction to the dream begins in ‘Orride larve’, and as we have seen it 

is an accompanied recitative full of variety. The following cavatina ‘Chiudetevi, miei 

lumi’ is the first movement in the opera in a major key (E flat major), and it represents 

Admeto’s acceptance of death. 

 In later scenes Handel also made good use of the supernatural characters and 

situations in the opera, setting such instances as accompanied recitatives. For example, 

‘Risanarti non puoi’ (Act I, scene 3) is Handel’s first attempt since Teseo to represent an 

actual god through accompanied recitative.
89

 In the preceding recitativo semplice Queen 

Alceste prays to a statue of Apollo to cure her husband, Admeto. Apollo, in a short 

accompanied recitative (probably sung by Boschi), replies indirectly to this prayer by 

addressing the queen through a statue of himself. In this fateful response Apollo informs 

Alceste of the terrible price that must be paid (one of Admeto’s close relatives must die) 

in order for the king to regain his health. Usually such a divine statement would be 

surrounded by accompagnato accompanied recitative, but in this instance Handel sets the 

text as obbligato accompanied recitative, perhaps reflecting the violence of the god’s 

demand.  

In Ercole’s accompanied recitative ‘In vanti scuoti’ (Act II, scene 1: sung 

originally by Boschi)
90

 the demi-god has travelled to hell (represented by a preceding 

overture and a succeeding sinfonia all in G minor)
91

 in an attempt to save the doomed 

Alceste. Ercole seems isolated, as his accompanied recitative (without viola) is placed 

between two substantial orchestral movements (the first featuring dancing furies that 

harass Alceste). During the accompanied recitative Ercole struggles with Cerberus (multi-

headed guard dog of Hades) in order to subdue him; the rising and falling figures in the 

violins and basso continuo could be interrupted as the growls of the beast as he resists. 

                                                 
88

 Both sections of the overture features oboes and are in the key of D minor (the minor dominant of 

‘Orride larve’), this is also true of the ballet section in scene 1.  
89

 Alessandro can only be considered a supposed or a false god.  
90

 It is labelled as ‘accompg’ on the Shaftsbury manuscript copy.  
91

 In the 1727 wordbook the beginning of Act II (the overture) carries the following stage direction: ‘Hell in 

which is seen Alceste chain’d to a Rock, and tormented by two Furies. This scene opens to the Sound of a 

Symphony, which strikes Terror. Hercules, with his Club, who leads about Cerberus in a Chain’. Taken 

from: Admeto… (London: King’s Theatre, 1727), p. 26.  
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With Cerberus eventually subdued (bars 8-10) the music changes to recitativo semplice 

as the hero finds the queen. The following sinfonia
92

 represents Ercole fighting off the 

furies that are tormenting Alceste, and the pair return to the land of the living, finally 

celebrated by Acleste in her B flat major dal segno aria ‘Quanto godrà’, which brings the 

scene to an end.  

Handel’s next opera Riccardo primo (11 November 1727) features three 

accompanied recitatives that contain additional instruments as well as the standard strings 

and basso continuo orchestration common to most of the composer’s accompanied 

recitatives. This is important because Riccardo primo contains more accompanied 

recitatives with additional instruments than any of Handel’s other opere serie.
93

 All three 

instances are of course dramatically justified. The most important of the three, the duet 

accompanied recitative ‘Lascia, Berardo, lasciami!’ (Act I, scene 1), is the composer’s 

only opera seria accompanied recitative to feature a part for timpani (it also features two 

oboes). Similar to the accompanied recitatives that open Alessandro and Admeto ‘Lascia, 

Berardo, lasciami!’ features music from a preceding movement.
94

 Much of the music 

within the preceding twenty-one bar orchestral introduction is used as the basis for the 

orchestral accompaniment in the succeeding accompanied recitative.
95

 The scene itself is 

one of turmoil and torment as the princess Constanza (originally sung by Cuzzoni) looks 

out to sea and witnesses a terrible storm off the coast of Cyprus. She attempts to see the 

ships of her betrothed (King Richard I of England), which are being battered by the storm 

and sinking as they crash against rocks. The scene is one of violence and attempted 

suicide as the princess wishes herself dead due to the unknown fate of her future husband. 

Constanza’s cousin and tutor Berardo tries to persuade her against committing such an 

act. The inclusion of timpani (A, d) and oboes is thus justified, as they are used to 

represent both the violent weather and the emotional turmoil of the princess.  

                                                 
92

 This sinfonia features parts for oboes I and II, violins I and II, viola, bassoons and basso continuo. The 

Act II overture features oboes I and II, violin I and II, viola and basso continuo.  
93

 See table 0.9.  
94

 The orchestral introduction to ‘Lascia, Berardo, lasciami!’ ends in a similar way to the orchestral 

introduction that precedes ‘Ossidraca superba’ (Alessandro, Act I, scene 1). Both conclude with four 

crotchet block-chords of A major, and five quaver block-chords of A major respectively.  
95

 For example the orchestral accompaniment in bars 2, 4, 5, 6, 9, 11, 12 and 13 of the accompanied 

recitative (the orchestral introduction is excluded from these bar numbers) originated in the orchestral 

introduction.  
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The other two accompanied recitatives in Riccardo primo feature standard 

accompanied recitative orchestration with additional parts for oboe I and II. Placed at the 

beginning of Act III ‘Perfido Isacio!’ and ‘All’assalto’,
96

 act almost like two A sections 

with a passage of recitativo semplice (‘Dall’avanzate guardie’) for Riccardo and his ally 

Oronte acting as a B section. This is quite obvious as both accompanied recitatives are 

linked by harmony,
97

 bar duration,
98

 text
99

 and sentiment. Handel probably added oboes 

to these two accompanied recitatives because they open Act III, and because the scene 

they accompany is one of warfare where Riccardo curses his enemy, the tyrant of Cyprus 

Isacio, as his soldiers storm the walls of the city Limissus in order to rescue the king’s 

beloved Constanza.  

Between Riccardo primo and Orlando (1733) none of Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives in his original operas demonstrate the fluidity of his experiments of the 1720s. 

With the fall of the ‘first academy’ in 1728, due to a lack of singers and certain financial 

difficulties,
100

 Senesino who had continued to sing accompanied recitatives in Siroe and 

Tolomeo left London for Italy, not to return until 1730. Faustina and Cuzzoni also 

departed the capital. In Handel’s two operas composed during the castrato’s absence 

(Lotario, 1729 and Partenope, 1730) the composer only wrote accompanied recitatives 

for tenors, sopranos and contraltos. His new primo uomo, the castrato Antonio Maria 

Bernacchi (1686-1756) who appeared in Lotario and Partenope, did not receive any 

accompanied recitatives.
101

 In the period after Riccardo primo up until the premiere of 

Orlando none of Handel’s operas contained more than four accompanied recitatives, 

showing a marked contrast to the composer’s operas premiered between 1724 and 

1727.
102

 Perhaps this was a result of the various talents of Handel’s new singers (from 

                                                 
96

 Only two other accompanied recitatives appear at the beginning Act III, in Handel’s opere seria: ‘Madre, 

pagasti al fine’ (Tolomeo), and ‘Fier teatro di morte!’ (Arminio). ‘Madre, pagasti al fine’, from the 

following year, was also sung by Senesino, and includes parts for oboe I and oboe II in its orchestral 

introduction.  
97

 ‘Perfido Isacio!’ begins in G minor, ‘All’assalto’ ends on G minor. 
98

 Both accompanied recitatives (minus orchestral introductions) are five bars in duration.  
99

 Riccardo repeats the opening line of the first accompanied recitative (“Perfido Isacio! Traditor! 

Tiranno!”) at the end of the second accompanied recitative.  
100

 Carole Taylor, ‘Opera companies: Royal Academy of Music (1719-1728)’, CHE, p. 250. 
101

 In 1729 Handel travelled to Italy to contract new singers for London. These included Bernacchi, Anna 

Maria Strada del Pò and the tenor Annibale Pio Fabri (1697-1760). The composer was unsuccessful in his 

attempts to persuade Farinelli to come to London.  
102

 Lotario (4), Partenope (2), Poro (1), Ezio (4), Sosarme (2).  
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1729), or because the composer may have simply lost interest in experimenting with 

accompanied recitative during this time. Another reason could of course be that the 

libretti set by the composer during these years (1728-1732) did not inspire him to write as 

many accompanied recitatives as had previously been the case from Giulio Cesare.
103

 

 As we have seen, Senesino was given the overall majority of Handel’s opera seria 

accompanied recitatives during the 1720s, a total amounting to over a third (36.06%) in 

the operas in which he actually appeared (twenty-two accompanied recitatives out of a 

total of sixty-one: see table 3.1). Moreover, in the operas by other composers whose 

accompanied recitatives have survived in some form or another, he also received 

accompanied recitatives. We have already discussed Bononcini’s accompanied recitative 

for the singer in Muzio Scevola (see above), but apart from Handel’s operas the most 

important surviving accompanied recitative for the singer written by another composer 

during the 1720s, is perhaps Ariosti’s famous ‘Spirate, o iniqui marmi’ (Il Coriolano: Act 

III, scene 8, 1724). As mentioned in chapter II, the accompanied recitative only survives 

because it was included within the printed edition of the opera by Richard Meares in 

1723. ‘Spirate, o iniqui marmi’ contains a total of forty-one bars (including a nine bar 

orchestral introduction), is accompanied by the standard accompanied recitative 

orchestration with additional bassoons throughout, frequently switches between dynamics 

(f, p, f, p, f, p, f, f, p, f, p, f),
104

 and features Coriolano (Senesino) in a prison scene where 

the hero makes a supernatural invocation to the gods pleading with them to show 

compassion on his suffering. Similar to many of Handel’s accompanied recitatives from 

the late 1720s, Ariosti uses the material found in the orchestral introduction to form the 

orchestral accompaniment of the first half of the accompanied recitative (bars 10-23). 

Significantly, Ariosti’s accompanied recitative was so well remembered that it received 

praise from Rameau in his theoretical work Gènèration harmonique in 1737.
105

  

 To put Handel’s operas from the 1720s in context is interesting and indeed 

confirms the view that the composer included more accompanied recitatives within his 

                                                 
103

 Senesino was not given any accompanied recitatives in Ezio or Sosarme, but was given the only 

accompanied recitative in Poro (‘Fermatevi, compagni’: Act I, scene 1). 
104

 Dynamics taken from the 1723 published edition: A. Ariosti, Il Coriolano (London: Richard Meares, 

1723). 
105

 Jean-Philippe Rameau, Gènèration harmonique, ou Traitè de Musique Theorique et Partique (Paris, 

1737), p. 154.  



 177 

operas than his contemporaries.
106

 For example, if we consider two of Handel’s most 

illustrious peers, Leonardo Vinci (c.1696-1730) and Antonio Vivaldi (1678-1741), we 

can explore some interesting comparisons. For instance, we find that Vinci’s sixteen 

surviving operas composed between 1720 and 1730 contain a total of fifty-three 

accompanied recitatives,
107

 Handel on the other hand wrote sixteen original operas 

between the first version of Radamisto (1720) and Partenope (1730) which feature a total 

of sixty-five accompanied recitatives.
108

 Vinci never included more than seven 

accompanied recitatives within his individual operas,
109

 and most do not feature more 

than three (a total of nine operas out of sixteen). This is also true of Vivaldi’s opere serie, 

and it would appear that he never included more than seven accompanied recitatives 

within individual operas.
110

 Indeed Eric Cross views this amount of accompanied 

recitative as unusually high for Vivaldi, as the composer generally only included one or 

two:  

 

[…] ‘recitativo accompagnato’ (also known as recitativo obbligato’) forms a small percentage of 

the total amount of recitative [in Vivaldi’s operas], and appears in varying degrees, with only one 

instance in Griselda [1735] and La fida ninfa [1732], but seven (an unusually high proportion) in 

Orlando [1728], where the magic elements of the plot provide ample opportunities for it.
111

 

 

 

 Perhaps the relatively small number of accompanied recitative in the operas of 

Vinci and Vivaldi reflects the fact that neither composer had the professional stability that 

Handel enjoyed in London during the 1720s, nor did either composer have a long-

standing primo uomo of the calibre of Senesino. Both Vivaldi and Vinci moved between 

several cities, premiering a significant number of operas at various opera houses around 

the Italian peninsula, featuring an array of singers.  

                                                 
106

 See especially: John Walter Hill, Baroque Music: Music in Western Europe, 1580-1750 (New York: 

W.W. Norton, 2005), p. 389. 
107

 This figure excludes preceding intermezzos, and would no doubt be slightly higher if eleven of the 

composer’s operas (mostly early commedia per musica from the early 1720s) had not been lost. For a full 

listing of accompanied recitative in each of Vinci’s operas see: Kurt Sven Markstrom, The Operas of 

Leonardo Vinci, ‘Napoletano’ (New York: Pendragon Press, 2007), pp. 33, 53, 70, 88, 108, 128, 147, 161, 

179, 194, 205, 221, 246, 266, 294 and 312. 
108

 This figure does not include accompanied recitatives that were composed for revivals.  
109

 Only two of his operas feature this amount of accompanied recitative: Didone Abbandonata (Rome: 

Teatro delle Dame, 14 January 1726), and Catone in Utica (Rome: Teatro delle Dame, 19 January 1728). 
110

 Only one of Vivialdi’s opere serie contains seven accompanied recitatives: Orlando (furioso: RV728, 

Venice: S Angelo, Carnival 1728). 
111

 Eric Cross, The Late Operas of Antonio Vivaldi 1727-1728, Vol. 1 (Ann Abor: UMI Research Press, 

1981), p. 90. 
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What can then be said of Handel’s accompanied recitative during the 1720s? 

Certainly performers such as Borosini, Cuzzoni, Faustina, and Senesino were important 

catalysts for the inclusion of accompanied recitative in Handel’s opere serie, and in some 

cases the very structure of the accompanied recitatives depended on their particular 

talents, as an analysis of the altered death scene in Tamerlano or the resetting of the 

accompanied recitatives in Il Floridante for Robinson suggests. Also the relative decline 

of accompanied recitative in Handel’s opere serie after the departure of these singers, 

especially Senesino, cannot be ignored. Other factors include the tradition of reducing 

large sections of recitativo semplice into just a few lines in order to accommodate the 

London audience; this process may have allowed greater space for the inclusion of 

accompanied recitative, more so than contemporary Italian operas composed elsewhere. 

Or perhaps Handel’s audience developed an appreciation for accompanied recitative. 

Many of Burney’s eyewitnesses as we have seen enthusiastically recall several of the 

composer’s accompanied recitatives, and several of his accompanied recitatives certainly 

appeared in published editions during the 1720s, a time when both accompanied 

recitative and recitativo semplice were generally excluded from such publications (see 

table 0.6).  

Yet, it is also important to take into account the dramatic qualities of Handel’s 

libretti, because as we have seen all of the accompanied recitatives in his opere serie are 

dramatically justified. Such instances in the libretti must have inspired the composer to 

include accompanied recitatives and at times experiment with certain forms in relation to 

accompanied recitative within a given scene structure. It would seem that Handel was the 

most important composer of opera seria accompanied recitative in London during the 

1720s. 
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‘Orlando’, Porpora, and the decline of accompanied recitative in Handel’s later operas 

 

At the beginning of the 1730s Senesino continued as the Royal Academy’s primo uomo, 

receiving staring roles in Poro (2 February 1731), Ezio (15 January 1732), Sosarme (15 

February 1732), and the leading role in the revival of Handel’s Rinaldo (HWV 7b: 6 

April 1731) where he was given an extensive accompanied recitative (51 bars) specially 

composed by Handel, ‘Orrori menzogneri’ (Act III, scene 7).
112

 The castrato was also 

given parts in revivals of the English oratorio Esther (HWV 50b: 2 May 1732),
113

 and the 

masque Acis and Galatea (HWV 49b: 10 June 1732), significantly altered to produce a 

bi-lingual version.
114

 Yet, Senesino’s most important role during the early 1730s, with 

regard to accompanied recitative, was his portrayal of the crazed knight Orlando in 

Handel’s penultimate opera for the ‘second academy’, Orlando (27 January 1733). For 

this role Senesino received more accompanied recitatives (six) then he had in any of 

Handel’s previous operas, and some of the six are among the most accomplished the 

composer ever set. Overall Orlando contains a total of ten accompanied recitatives, with 

three for the sorcerer Zoroastro,
115

 and one for the downtrodden shepherdess Dorinda 

(sung by Handel’s new soprano Gismondi). 

 To highlight the supernatural qualities of Orlando Handel sets the first 

(‘Gieroglifici eterni’: Act I, scene 1) and the last (‘Vinse incanti’: Act III, scene 10) solo 

vocal sections of the opera as accompanied recitatives. As expected all ten of the 

accompanied recitatives fit more or less into the generic dramatic uses of accompanied 

recitative of the day, such as: a supernatural prediction (‘Gieroglifici eterni’), a fateful 

decision made during a supernatural scene in the temple of Love (‘Imagini funeste’: Act 

I, scene 3); a lamentation on lost love set in an Arcadian landscape (‘Quanto diletto avea 

tra questi boschi’: Act I, scene 4); a fateful statement showing the heroic qualities of a 

                                                 
112

 Dean and Knapp, Operas, p. 189. The accompanied recitative itself features two ritornello sections in 

triple time, and various stage directions. It was the only new music composed for the 1731 performance of 

the opera. 
113

 He played the role of Assuerus, but did not receive any accompanied recitatives.  
114

 Senesino sang as Acis, who appears in the duet accompanied recitative ‘Ma qual orrido suono mi ferisce 

l’undito?’ (Part II) with Galatea (sung by Strada). The text was borrowed from Handel’s Italian serenata 

Aci, Galatea e Polifemo (HWV 72), where it was also set as an accompanied recitative for Aci and Galatea, 

but the 1732 version is vastly different.  
115

 Zoroastro (originally sung by the bass Antontio Montagnana: 1700-1755) was a character specifically 

created for this opera. See Strohm, Essays, pp. 65-66.  
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knight before his descent into madness (‘Itene pur fremendo’: Act I, scene 4); a 

supernatural mad scene (‘Ah Stigie larve’ and ‘Mà la furia’: Act II, scene 11); a magic 

spell (‘O voi, del mio poter ministri eletti’: Act III, scene 6); a supernatural mad scene set 

in the temple of Mars leading to a sleep scene (‘Già per la man d’Orlando d’ogni mostro 

più rio’: Act III, scene 8); a supernatural invocation scene resulting in a magical response 

(‘Tu che del gran Tonante’: Act iii ); and finally a supernatural scene in the temple of 

Mars where the hero proclaims his triumph over adversity (‘Vinse incanti’: Act III, scene 

10).  

 Handel obviously put a lot of effort into these ten accompanied recitatives and 

most feature sections of orchestral accompaniment that represent the physical 

environment. For example: in Zoroastro’s ‘Gieroglifici eterni’ the stars are suggested by 

staccatos in the upper (and later lower) strings; in Dorinda’s ‘Quanto diletto avea tra 

questi boschi’ Handel uses the orchestra to depict rolling streams (bars 20-21) and the 

triplet figures add to the atmosphere of an Arcadian scene;
116

 the fast moving (allegro) 

arpeggios at the beginning of ‘Itene pur tremendo’ depicts the rushing of Orlando after 

his triumphs over the Moors; and Zoroastro’s ‘Tu, che del gran Tonante’ features falling 

figures that represent the descend from heaven of magical cures.  

Yet there is something deeper hidden within several of the accompanied 

recitatives. For instance, three of Orlando’s accompanied recitatives feature particularly 

interesting orchestral figures. The first occur in Orlando’s ‘Imagini funeste’: here the 

rising figures in the bars of 1 and 4 prefigure the use of the quintuple figures found in the 

knight’s mad scene at the end of Act II (example 3.5a). This could be important because 

in ‘Imagini funeste’ the hero, who has been brought to Cupid’s palace by Zoroastro in 

order to convince him that Mars is preferable to Cupid, forsakes glory through battle for 

glory through love, a decision that will ultimately lead to his madness later in the opera. 

Later in Orlando’s second mad scene (‘Già per la man d’Orlando d’ogni mostro 

più rio’: Act III, scene 8) the deranged hero, in the preceding recitativo semplice, is about 

to attack his former lover Angelica who exclaims “Numi, pietà!”. Suddenly the scene 

changes to the temple of Mars (a four bar furioso orchestral introduction covers the scene 

change) where the insane knight imagines his supposed enemies dead. After this outburst 

                                                 
116

 Handel rarely used triplets in his accompanied recitatives, and never in such quantity.  
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there is a sudden switch of tempo from furioso to lento as the knight mentions the god 

Morpheus and begins to fall asleep. In the lento section there are two descending figures 

in the bass (bars 12-13 and bars 16-17) that could be seen as an antithesis to the rising 

quintuple figures previously featured in the main mad scene at the end of Act II (example 

3.5b), and perhaps is an attempt by Handel to reflect Orlando’s return to sanity.  

The opera’s final accompanied recitative, Orlando’s ‘Vinse incanti’ (Act III, 

scene 10) might also be related to the rising figures in ‘Imagni funste’ and ‘Ah! Stigie 

larve’. In the preceding recitativo semplice Orlando calls Angelica, Dorinda, Medoro and 

Zoroastro to witness his “bella gloria” (“brightest glory”),
117

 as the knight mentions glory 

‘the Statue of Mars rises in the Middle of the Temple, with a fire kindled on the Altar’. 

He calls the other characters together to tell them of his triumph over love and over 

himself. When the triumphant knight recalls his victories over enchantments and 

monsters the rising figures in the orchestral accompaniment (bars 3-4 and 4-5) are 

reminiscent of the quintuple figures in ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ (example 3.5c).  

As we shall see the first section of accompanied recitative (‘Ah! Stigie larve’, 

example 3.6), in Orlando’s main mad scene (Act II, scene 10), is dominated by rising and 

falling bass lines (bars 1-8, 10-16, 22-24, and bar 27), and similar figures appear in 

separate accompanied recitatives linked with the knight’s madness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
117

 All stage directions and translations for this opera are taken from the wordbook: Orlando… (London: 

Thomas Wood, 1732). 
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Example 3.5a 

 
                                                 G.F. Handel, ‘Imagni funeste’ (bars 1-4), Orlando (Act I, scene 3)  

                                            

Example 3.5b

 
G.F. Handel, ‘Già per la man d’Orlando d’ogni mostro più rio’ (bars 12-19), Orlando (Act III, scene 8) 
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Example 3.5c 

 

                         G.F. Handel, ‘Vinse incanti’ (bars 1-8), Orlando (Act III, scene 10)  

 

 

Of course the most important part of the opera, both dramatically and with regard 

to accompanied recitative, is the main mad scene at the end of Act II. Similar to many of 

Handel’s experiments in previous operas (see above) the scene is made up of several 

integrated forms: bass motif, accompagnato (‘Ah! Stigie larve’), arioso (‘Già latra 

Cerbero’: andante), accompagnato (‘Mà la furia’), arioso (‘Vaghe pupille’, A1 section: 

tempo di Gavotta), lament (‘Che del pianto’, B section: larghetto), arioso (‘Vaghe 

pupille’, A2, C and A3 sections: tempo di Gavotta), and an orchestral coda based on the 

music from ‘Vaghe pupille’ (A2 and C). The libretto contains only three stage directions 

during the entire scene, one during the introductory bass motif (‘Angelica flies towards 

the sea and Orlando pursues her, on which a large Cloud descending, covers Angelica, 
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and bears her away into the Air, accompanied by four Genij that surround her’), one just 

before the appearance of the quintuple time signature (‘makes as if to enter [Caronte’s 

boat]’), and one during the orchestral coda (‘[Orlando] rushes furiously into the Grotto, 

which bursts open, and discovers the Magician [Zoroastro] seated in his Car, who clasps 

Orlando in his Arms, and flies thro’ the Air’). The bass motif itself is a borrowing from 

Handel’s Teseo (Act V, scene 7) where it also succeeded a passage of recitativo semplice 

and led to a supernatural accompanied recitative also beginning in G major (priest of the 

goddess Minerva: ‘Il ciel già si compiace’). In the composer’s earlier setting the motif 

performed more or less the same dramatic function, where it accompanied the descent of 

the goddess Minerva from the sky in a machine; in Orlando it is used to accompany the 

descent of a cloud to cloak the terrified princess Angelica and to take her to safety (it 

could also represent Orlando’s descent into madness).  

After Angelica has been whisked to safety her deranged pursuer, Orlando, 

imagines himself in the underworld being tormented by spirits on the banks of the river 

Styx. Handel appropriately sets this section of the libretto as obbligato accompanied 

recitative, which climaxes with a bar of measured accompanied recitative that ends on a 

Phrygian cadence (bars 8-9). As Orlando calms down the scene changes from one of 

trauma into one of self-pity (andante) as the knight imagines himself as a shade, a section 

of text set by the composer as measured/accompagnato accompanied recitative (bars 10-

21). At bar 19 Orlando imagines that he has boarded Caronte’s boat, without the god’s 

permission, and is navigating “the dark and dreary waves” of the river Styx. At the 

mention of waves the music shifts to three bars of quintuple time, one of which is in the 

measured accompanied recitative style (andante: bars 22-24), as Orlando states “Già 

solco l’onde” accompanied by strings and basso continuo in octave unison.  He then 

repeats himself (“Già solco l’onde nere”) as the music reverts to common time (bars 25-

26). A final bar of quintuple time then appears in bar 27, this time without a vocal part 

(example 3.6).
118

 ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ finally comes to an end as Orlando imagines that he 

suddenly sees the god Pluto (bars 28-30).  

 

                                                 
118

 This section of music, in quintuple time, beginning on A completes the descent previously begun in bar 

22 (d-c-B flat-A).  
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Example 3.6 

 

 

                              G.F. Handel, ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ (bars 1-14), Orlando (Act II, scene 11) 
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Example 3.6. Continued 

 

 

                             G.F. Handel, ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ (bars 15-30), Orlando (Act II, scene 11) 
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The music then changes to a section of arioso (‘Già latra Cerbero’) in duple-time, 

where Orlando hears the howls of Cerberus and views horrid furies hovering around him. 

In the arioso the insistence of the repeated figures, played by all the instruments in octave 

unison (the voice generally copies these figures), produces striking effects (bars 1-4, 5-6, 

8-9, 13-14, 15-16). This is then followed by the scene’s second accompanied recitative 

‘Mà la furia’. Here Orlando turns his attention back to his rival Medoro, who he imagines 

is being protected by the goddess Proserpina, queen of the underworld. As he goes to 

grapple his enemy from the arms of the goddess he imagines her beginning to weep. At 

this Handel moves the accompanied recitative from the obbligato style (bars 1-7) to the 

accompagnato style (8-14) and changes the tempo to adagio. Orlando’s rage then 

subsides as he sees that even in Erebus a goddess can show empathy towards his sense of 

loss.   

The goddess’ supposed empathy inspires Orlando to sing of her weeping eyes in 

the following Gavotte (A1), a brief movement (12 bars) that features sections of 

orchestral accompaniment in octave unison, as we have seen several times before this 

was a technique that Handel often employed to depict confusion or distress.
119

 This 

section of music is commonly referred to as the first instance of a rondo theme (A1, B, 

A2, C, A3), as the same music recurs several times after the succeeding lament, ‘Che del 

pianto’ (B). The lament, with a repeating chromatic basso continuo line, shows Orlando’s 

continued sympathy at the sight of the goddess weeping. This is then followed by a repeat 

of the rondo theme (A2), where Orlando repeats his plea to Proserpina, but suddenly he 

changes his mind in a C section (‘Ma sì, pupille piangete’), and tells the goddess to 

continue her weeping as his fury has returned and knows no bounds, this is accompanied 

by frantic triplets, rushing scales and arpeggios in the orchestra, and prolonged 

coloraturas in the voice and repeated uses of the word “nò” which taken with their 

accompaniment (a rising bass line) could be seen as mimicking the quintuple time in ‘Ah! 

Stigie larve’. Surprisingly this section of text (“Ma sì, pupille piangete’) then appears in 

                                                 
119

 The quintuple passages are also in octave unison, as is the orchestral accompaniment in the arioso ‘Già 

latra Cerbero’. 
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the repeat of the A section (A3), a highly unusual feature.
120

 The scene then comes to an 

end with the previously mentioned orchestral coda.  

The scene, which is a breed of ombra scene, is one of Handel’s most unusual 

particularly as it is imaginary, meaning that Senesino would have delivered the whole 

scene through gesture alone up until the arrival of Zoroastro during the orchestral coda. 

Musicologists have found ‘Ah! Stigie Larve’ particularly worthy of note, and today it 

could quite easily be referred to Handel’s most renowned opera seria accompanied 

recitative. Its fame however, despite the composer’s masterful use of all three 

accompanied recitative styles, is due to the composer’s use of quintuple time, a rare time 

signature at the time.
121

 It has inspired various assessments over the centuries, for 

instance, Charles Burney in 1789 states:  

 

The whole last scene of this act [II], which paints the madness of Orlando, in accompanied 

recitatives and airs in various measures, is admirable. Handel has endeavoured to describe the 

hero’s perturbation of intellect by fragments of symphony in 5/8, a division of time which can 

only be borne out in such a situation.
122

 

 

 

More recently, Reinhard Strohm dismisses Burney’s viewpoint, and instead connects 

Handel’s use of quintuple time in ‘Ah! Stigie Larve’ with comedy rather than profundity:  

 

[Orlando] enters Charon’s boat and ‘ploughs’ the black waves. It is here that the notorious 5/8 bars 

occur—they depict the shaking of the boat. Senesino must act this out; Handel ‘helps’ him by 

twice interrupting his phrase ‘già solco l’onde nere’ with rhythmic irregularities. The whole 

passage is so clearly a comedian’s joke that modern interpretations which treat this as serious and 

‘expressive’ music are in themselves worthy of laughter.
123
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 For a further discussion of Handel’s use of text and music in this scene see: Ellen Rosand, ‘Operatic 

madness, a challenge to convention’, Music and Text: Critical Inquires, Steven Paul Scher (ed) 

(Cambridge: CUP, 1992), pp. 265-286. 
121

 It is also interesting to point out that time signatures also have a dramatic role to play in the duet ‘Unisca 

amor’ (Orlando and Dorinda: Act III, scene 3). Here a deranged Orlando attempts to seduce Dorinda, both 

of their parts are out of kilter. Orlando’s part is in triple time and marked largo (accompanied only by basso 

continuo), and Dorinda’s part is in common time marked andante (accompanied by violins in octave 

unison). A startling moment occurs in bars 21-29 as both time signatures appear rapidly one after the other 

(3/4, 4/4, 3/4, 4/4, 3/4, 4/4), no doubt to differentiate between madness and sanity.  
122

 Charles Burney, A General History, Vol. 2, p. 778.  
123

 Strohm, Essays, p. 261. 
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Winton Dean sees the use of quintuple time in this accompanied recitative as particularly 

noteworthy when he states ‘among its [Act II, scene 11] peculiarities is the earliest 

recorded use of quintuple time’.
124

 

How can we come to terms with these various views of quintuple time, when one 

commentator cites it as dramatic, the other cites it as comic, and yet another views it as 

historically significant? Certainly this is Handel’s only use of quintuple time within any 

of his accompanied recitatives in any genre, and obviously it is used here as one of 

several techniques that the composer employed to musically describe what was going on 

in the libretto.
125

 With regard to a comedy element it is impossible to say how Senesino 

acted out these sequences as no contemporary reports survive, but it is hard not to 

imagine something rather odd about these measures given that Handel’s main primo 

uomo, then aged forty six and so renowned for his heroic roles, could have in a dignified 

manner depicted the deranged knight in such an extended scene of madness. Historically 

important or not, in performance the instances of quintuple time in ‘Ah! Stigie larve’, as 

written by Handel (i.e. p, andante and without accents) are less obvious than on the 

page,
126

 and Anthony Hicks has pointed out that ‘their impact on the ear is slight’,
127

 but 

if emphasis is placed on these passages they can be quite effective and unusual.
128

 

This was not the first music, however, that Handel set to quintuple time, as the 

time signature had previously featured in at least two passages of recitativo semplice 

from 1707, but in both instances the time signatures were not actually notated on their 

respective autograph scores.
129

 The first appears in the recitativo semplice ‘Si del querero 

es causa’ (bar 17), within Handel’s only Spanish language cantata No se emendarà jamàs 

(HWV 140: Rome, 1707), and the second occurs in the recitativo semplice ‘Fra’ romori 

di Marte’ (Act I, scene 7: bar 53) from Handel’s first Italian opera premiered in the same 

year, Rodrigo (HWV 5: Florence, 1707). Both instances of quintuple time (5/4) within 
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 Winton Dean, Handel and the Opera Seria: The Ernest Bloch Lectures (Berkley: University of 

California Press, 1969), p. 96.  
125

 Dean and Strohm agree that the music in quintuple time represents Charon’s boat rocking as Orlando 

ploughs through the black waves: Strohm, Essays, p. 261; Dean, Operas, p. 245.  
126

 When originally presented with the score the inclusion of quintuple time in ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ must have 

made an impression on Handel’s original performers. 
127

 Anthony Hicks, ‘Orlando’, NG Opera [accessed 30/07/2010] (para. 9 of 9). 
128

 Winton Dean states that ‘[…] in context they [the instances of quintuple time] suggest that something 

has gone askew in the natural world’. Dean, Operas, p. 245. 
129

 GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.5 and GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.2. 
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these simple recitatives carry a time signature in their respective HHA editions, in each 

case the time signature does not have any dramatic function and is only used to allow 

appropriate space for the vocal line.
130

  

Interestingly, from a dramatic point of view, a similar five note figure, also in 

octave unison but in common time, appears in a later Stygian themed accompanied 

recitative from 1740, ‘Hence loathed Melancholy Cerberus and blackest midnight born’ 

(Example 3.7). Given the similarity of the dramatic instances it could be argued that 

Handel must have remembered the music from ‘Ah! Stigie larve’ and took ideas from it 

for his later accompanied recitative. 

 

Example 3.7 

 

 

        G.F. Handel, ‘Hence, loathed melancholy’ (bars 11-16), l’Allegro, il Penseroso ed il Moderato (Part I) 
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 G.F. Handel, Kantaten mit Instrumenten II, Hans Joachim Marx (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1995), p. 206; 

G.F. Handel, Rodrigo, Rainer Heyink (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2007), p. 58. 
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 The deranged knight was Handel’s last opera seria role to be specifically written 

for Senesino and it is perhaps fitting that the castrato’s last solo number in the opera was 

a triumphant accompanied recitative ‘Vinse incanti’, but the singer’s time with Handel 

was not yet over and he was given parts in yet another revival of Esther (2 May 1733) 

and in Handel’s new English oratorio Deborah (17 May 1733), neither of which featured 

accompanied recitatives for him. His last performance for the ‘second academy’ was in a 

revival of Bononcini’s opera Griselda (22 May 1733), where he recreated the role of 

Gualtiero. In June (The Bee, 2
 
June 1733) the news broke in the press that Handel and 

Senesino were to go their separate ways and that Senesino had resigned from the 

composer’s opera company. There were several possible reasons for this rift, among 

them: the singer had sung in English in the oratorios Esther and Deborah, performances 

which resulted in at least one highly critical published review;
 131

 perhaps his seemingly 

unflattering role as the mad knight Orlando,
132

 with its lack of da capo arias and gruelling 

scenes of madness, hastened the split;
133

 undoubtedly the setting up of the ‘Opera of the 

Nobility’ ultimately drew Senesino away, but Deutsch claims that the singer had been in 

negotiations with the new company from at least January 1733;
134

 or perhaps it was 

simply an irreconcilable clash of personalities between Handel and Senesino, both men 

were known to be partial to angry outbursts.
135

 Yet, it was not just Senesino who left and 

moved to the ‘Opera of the Nobility’, but all of Handel’s singers with the exception of 

Strada.  

Handel’s replacement for Senesino was the alto-castrato Giovanni Maria 

Bernardino Carestini (1700-1760), who arrived in London in the autumn of 1733 and 

made his debut in the King’s Theatre on 30 October 1733 in the pasticcio Semiramide. 

                                                 
131

 With regard to Handel’s Italian singers performing in English, a particularly hurtful review (most likely 

penned by Aaron Hill) appeared in an anonymous pamphlet in June 1732: ‘Senesino and Bertolli made rare 

work with the English Tongue you would have sworn it had been Welch [sic]; I would have wish’d it 

Italian, that they might have sung with more ease to themselves, since, but for the Name English, it might 

as well have been Hebrew […]. Taken from: See and Seem Blind: Or a Critical Dissertation on the Publick 

Dversions… (London: H. Whitridge, 1732).  
132

 Anthony Hicks, ‘Handel: the Second Academy’, NG [accessed 20/10/2007] (para. 3).  
133

 Senesino received only one out of twenty da capo arias in the opera, and only one out of twenty-four dal 

segno arias. 
134

 Deutsch, Handel: a Documentary Biography, p. 316. 
135

 For information concerning Senesino’s temperament, see: Elisabetta Avanzati, ‘The unpublished 

Senesino’, Handel and the Castrati [exhibition catalogue], (London: Handel House Museum, 2006), pp. 5-

9. 
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The ‘Opera of the Nobility’ opened in the Theatre Royal, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, on 29 

December 1733 with Porpora’s Arianna in Nasso. Arianna in Nasso is an important opera 

as it is one of the few surviving operas written for London were we can compare 

Senesino’s roles for Handel with those of another composer. What is particularly telling 

about the singer’s debut for the ‘Opera of the Nobility’ is that his first fully orchestrated 

solo passage (Teseo: Act I, scene 2) was an accompanied recitative.  

Handel’s final opera for the ‘second academy’, Arianna in Creta (26 January 

1734), was his first to be premiered after Senesino’s departure. It was written when his 

new primo uomo Carestini was not yet in the country, and when the castrato eventually 

arrived the score of the opera was significantly altered (end of 1733/beginning of 1734) 

to suit his voice. The accompanied recitatives in Act II remained as they were but Teseo’s 

Act III accompanied recitative, ‘Ove son’, was lowered a semitone from G sharp minor to 

G minor.
136

  In sharp contrast to Orlando the opera features only three accompanied 

recitatives, two for the hero Teseo (Carestini),
137

 and one for the god of sleep Somnus 

(Gustavus Waltz).
138

 The sleep scene at the beginning of Act II was one of the last of 

Handel’s great integrated opera seria scenes to feature accompanied recitative.
139

 The 

scene, set in ‘a wood, at the bottom of which is seen the temple of Hercules, on one side a 

dark cave, opposite to it a tower’,
140

 finds Teseo calling on the gods for help as he is 

conflicted by his love for Arianna and his duty towards Athens. At bar 19 the beginning 

of Teseo’s sleep scene begins with a change in style to accompagnato accompanied 

recitative and a falling figure in the basso continuo. In the following arioso (‘Sol ristoro 

di mortali’) the hero invokes the god of sleep to ease his troubles. At the beginning of 

scene 2 Teseo is asleep, and the god of sleep ‘in the form of a venerable old man on a 

cloud’ appears and through accompanied recitative invokes dreams to show the hero his 

future victories and his ultimate fate. This is followed by a return to the soothing 
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 Dean, Operas, p. 268. 
137

 ‘Oh patria!’ (Act II, scene 1); and ‘Ove son, qual orrore?’ (Act III, scene 3). John Walsh did not include 

any of the accompanied recitatives in his 1734 edition of the opera, but ‘Oh patria!’ does appear in his 1737 

edition of the opera (see table 0.6). 
138

 ‘Disseratevi, o porte’ (Act II, scene 12). 
139

 Orchestral introduction (andante), accompagnato, arioso (larghetto), accompagnato, arioso (larghetto-

allegro). The section of music that accompanies ‘Io ti tengo’ resembles a passage of accompanied recitative 

in the measured style, but given that much of the material is derived from the vocal line of the first arioso 

this can instead be viewed as part of an arioso.  
140

 Stage direction taken from: Ariadne in Crete… (London: Thomas Wood, 1733). 
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larghetto heard earlier in scene 1, suddenly in an allegro section Teseo violently awakes 

thinking that he is fighting the Minotaur.  

Handel may have realised that Carestini’s singing skills, with regard to 

accompanied recitative, were not as strong as those of Senesino, for after Arianna the 

castrato appeared as Apollo in Parnasso in Festa (13 March 1734), the shepherd Mirtillo 

in the revival of Il Pastor fido (18 May 1734), the title role in Ariodante (8 January 

1735), and the hero Ruggiero in Alcina (16 April 1735), but none of these roles contained 

any accompanied recitatives for the singer.
141

 Carestini also appeared in the bi-lingual 

revivals of Deborah (1734), Esther (1735) and Athalia (1735); he did not receive any 

accompanied recitatives in the first two but, according to the 1735 wordbook, the castrato 

did sing the three English language accompanied recitatives in Athalia associated with 

the role of Joad (originally written for the countertenor Walter Powell. See chapter IV).
142

 

Arianna was Handel’s last vocal work to be performed in the King’s Theatre, 

under the composer’s direction, until Faramondo in 1737, and during the intervening 

years the theatre was leased to the ‘Opera of the Nobility’. Unfortunately, most of the 

original operas produced by the ‘Opera of the Nobility’ do not survive, and all of Pietro 

Giuseppe Sandoni’s (1685-1748) opere serie for London, Carlo Arrigoni’s (1697-1744) 

sole opera seria for London, and all but one (Adriano in Siria: King’s Theatre, 26 

November 1735) of Francesco Maria Veracini’s (1690-1768) opere serie have been lost. 

This means that the five opere serie composed for London by Nicola Porpora (1686-

1768) provide the best representation of original operas given by the ‘Opera of the 

Nobility’ between 1733 and 1736.
143

 Two of the five are particularly interesting as they 

contain a wealth of accompanied recitatives, in amounts not seen before on the London 

stage. Michael Robinson explains that:  
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 The singer, however, did receive two accompanied recitatives (‘Ohimè, ch’io sento?’, Act I, scene 1; 

and ‘Sì, venite’, Act II, scene 4) in Handel’s pasticcio Oreste (Covent Garden: 18 December 1734), but 

both are short and unimpressive.  
142

 None of the accompanied recitatives were cut for the 1735 revival: Athalia An Oratorio… (London: 

John Watts, 1733/35), pp. 5, 6, and 15.  
143

 Porpora left London in the summer of 1736. 
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Anyone starting his investigation into Porpora’s music by looking at the recitative may be 

surprised to find how many accompanied recitatives each [London] opera contains. The number is 

high compared with the number within Handel’s new operas of the 1733-6 seasons.
144

 

 

Robinson also provides the following table to illustrate this: 

 

The number of accompanied recitatives 

in Porpora’s operas 

The number of accompanied recitatives 

in Handel’s operas 

 

Arianna in Nasso (1733) 10 Arianna e Teseo (1734)  3 

Enea nel Lazio (1734) 11 Ariodante (1735)  1 

Polifemo (1735) 13 Alcina (1735)  1 

Ifigenia (1735)  4 Atalanta (1736)  1 

Mitridate (1736)  6   

 

 

Yet, it seems that Robinson counted several separate instances of accompanied 

recitatives as one, based on their appearance in a free-form scene, and a detailed analysis 

of Porpora’s manuscript and autograph scores and a literal dissection of the composer’s 

scene structure brings back even higher numbers of accompanied recitatives in three of 

the London operas and a lower number in one (table 3.2).  

 

Table 3.2 

The number of accompanied recitatives in Porpora’s operas 

 

Arianna in Nasso (1733) 14 

Enea nel Lazio (1734)   9 

Polifemo (1735) 16 

Ifigenia (1735)   5 

Mitridate (1736)   6
145
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 Michael F. Robinson, ‘Porpora’s Operas for London’, 1733-1736’, Soundings, Vol. 2 (1971-2), p. 71. 
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 Act I of this opera has been lost, acts II and III are preserved in the British Library (Add. MS 14115). 
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Significantly, Robinson in a later article, states that the composer did not use as many 

accompanied recitatives in his opere serie prior to or after his time in London:  

 

[Porpora’s] understanding of the art of singing had its drawbacks, for there are signs in his operas 

of the 1720s and 30s that he sometimes came to rely too heavily on the ability of singers to sustain 

the musical interest through virtuoso display. He made little attempt at this stage of his career to 

strive for variety in his arias (the da capo structure was the norm), and he rarely applied unusual 

procedures for the sake of dramatic impact. To some extend this attitude changed when he arrived 

in London in 1733. Faced with competition from Handel, who had an uncommon flair for making 

opera theatrically effective, Porpora sharpened his powers of characterization: he aimed for more 

attractive melody, became more willing to vary da capo formula of the arias, and made much more 

use of accompanied recitative than hitherto. This stimulant to his ingenuity was no longer present, 

however, once he returned to Italy in 1736, and his last operas show somewhat a slow decline in 

his compositional powers and a return to conventionality, as he turned his attention more to church 

music.
146

 

 

How can Porpora’s use of such a substantial number of accompanied recitatives in 

his opere serie for London be explained? We know that the composer had included 

several accompanied recitatives within some of his vocal works before his move to the 

English capital in 1733. For example, the serenata Gli orti esperidi (Naples: 28 August 

1721) contains a total of six, but this seems to be an exception to Porpora’s normal 

practices before his move to London.
147

 One possible explanation for the increase could 

of course be that Porpora viewed his main competitor, Handel, as a composer who had 

hitherto been particularly associated with substantial numbers of accompanied recitatives 

in his opere serie, and the medium was therefore fashionable in London immediately 

before the composer’s arrival. As we have seen Orlando, premiered earlier in the same 

year as Arianna in Nasso, contained ten. Another explanation may be related specifically 

to Porpora’s two star castratos, Senesino and Farinelli. For example, Senesino was given 

four accompanied recitatives out of fourteen in Porpora’s Arianna, and a further six out 

of nine in the composer’s Enea (Lincoln Inn Fields: 11 May 1734). Moreover, Farinelli, 

like Senesino two years earlier, made his debut (in an orchestrally accompanied section) 

in one of Porpora’s London operas (Polifemo: King’s Theatre, 1 February 1735) through 

                                                 
146

 Michael F. Robinson, ‘Nicola Porpora: Works’, NG Opera [accessed 25/08/2010] (para. 2 of 3). 

Robinson also expresses this view in his article ‘Arianna in Nasso’, NG Opera [accessed 25/08/2010] (para. 

3 of 3).  
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 The two preserved acts (Act I and Act II) of Porpora’s Siface (Venice: Teatro S Giovanni Grisostomo, 

26 December 1725) held in the British Library (Add. MS 14116) only contain two accompanied recitatives 

(Act III, scenes 1 and 3). The preserved Act II (GB Lbl - Add. MS 14114) of Arianna e Teseo (Venice: 

Teatro S Giovanni Grisostomo, autumn 1727) contains no accompanied recitatives.  
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the medium of accompanied recitative (Aci: ‘Oh volesser gli Dei’, Act I, scene 3),
148

 but 

the star never received the same number of accompanied recitatives as Senesino. 

Significantly, as had previously been the case in Handel’s opere serie (over all), Senesino 

was given by far the majority of the accompanied recitatives in Porpora’s London 

operas.
149

 

Yet, Porpora did not just write accompanied recitatives for his star castrati, on the 

contrary he also wrote for several other singers who had previously performed numerous 

accompanied recitatives in Handel’s opere serie, and two in particular were veteran 

accompanied recitative performers, Cuzzoni and the bass Montagnana. For instance, 

Cuzzoni received five accompanied recitatives in Arianna in Nasso, three in Enea nel 

Lazio,
150

 five in Polifemo,
151

 and two in the surviving acts of Mitridate. After Senesino, 

Cuzzoni received more accompanied recitatives than any of Porpora’s other singers 

(fifteen solo and two shared accompanied recitatives). The bass Montagnana received 

one(?) accompanied recitative as the oracle in Arianna, two as the giant Polifemo,
152

 and 

three as Calchas in Ifigenia. Perhaps Porpora, like Handel and Ariosti before him, found 

that the reduction of recitativo semplice, necessary for the London audience, provided 

him with more space for accompanied recitatives.  

Porpora obviously worked extensively on his accompanied recitatives, as several 

feature cancellations and significant alterations, such as Act III, scenes 3 (f. 27 onwards) 

and 5 (ff. 120r - 122v) of Polifemo (GB Lbl - Add. MS 14115), and Act II, scene 4 of 

Ifigenia (GB Lbl - Add. MS 14114), but despite the large quantities of accompanied 

recitatives in the composer’s London operas, and the use of special orchestral effects 

(such as tremolos in ‘Liquor divino’: Polifemo, Act III, scene 3), they are usually not as 

dramatically convincing as Handel’s and most are in the pure accompagnato style.  

                                                 
148

 This was Farinelli’s debut role for London; overall the singer was given a total of four accompanied 

recitatives within the three Porpora operas that he appeared in. He also appeared in a trio accompanied 

recitative with Cuzzoni and Montagnana. 
149

 He was given eighteen solo accompanied recitatives out of a total of forty-eight, and sang in one duet 

accompanied recitative in Porpora’s five London operas.  
150

 Cuzzoni also appeared in a duet accompanied recitative (‘Tergi le belle lagrime’: Act III, scene 2) with 

Senesino  
151

 The singer also appeared in a trio accompanied recitative (‘Ah Nuin traditor’: Act III, scene 6) with 

Senesino and Montagnana. 
152

 The bass also appeared in a trio accompanied recitative (‘Ah Nuin traditor’: Act III, scene 6) with 

Senesino and Cuzzoni. 
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During the years of direct competition with the ‘Opera of the Nobility’ Handel 

staged a total of five original operas (Arianna, Ariodante, Alcina, Atalanta, and Arminio); 

most premiered at Covent Garden Theatre between April 1735 and January 1737. Of the 

four premiered at Covent Garden during this time none feature more than a single 

accompanied recitative. How can this be explained? Perhaps the lack of a permanent 

primo uomo (table 3.3) capable of equalling Senesino may have contributed to the lack of 

accompanied recitatives in these four operas, and certainly of the four accompanied 

recitatives featured in these operas only one was written for a castrato, Domenico 

Annibali (c.1705-1779?). 

 

Table 3.3. Handel’s leading castrati 1734-1736 

Opera Primo uomo Role Accompanied 

recitatives 

Other 

accompanied 

recitatives  

Total 

accompanied 

recitatives 

Ariodante 

(1734) 

Giovanni 

Carestini 

Ariodante 0 1 (soprano/soprano) 1 

Alcina (1735) Giovanni 

Carestini 

Ruggiero 0 1 (soprano) 1 

Atalanta 

(1736) 

Gioachino 

Conti 

Meleagro 0 1 (bass) 1 

Arminio 

(1736) 

Domenico 

Annibali 

Arminio 1 0 1 

 

 

Handel appears to have focused all of his talents with regard to accompanied 

recitative towards his English language works at this time (1734-1736), and indeed we 

find that ten accompanied recitatives overall appear in four of his English language works 

composed during these years (This is the day, Alexander’s Feast, Look down Harmonious 

Saint, Sing onto God). Most of these were sung by John Beard (c.1717-1791), a singer 

soon to become identified with the performance of accompanied recitative in Handel’s 

English language works (see chapter IV).  

An additional explanation could be Handel’s actual move to Covent Garden, a 

theatre well equipped for elaborate scenic effects, dancers and a chorus. Arguably the 

inclusion of dances for the Covent Garden dancers, headed by the French dancer Marie 

Sallè (1709-1756), in Ariodante and Alcina may have led to the reduction of 

accompanied recitative as dances occur during supernatural sections commonly 
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associated with accompanied recitatives. Indeed Handel’s alterations to the end of Act II 

of Ariodante, including the removal of the dance music that originally accompanied the 

princess Ginevra’s dream scene resulted also in the removal of the opera’s second 

accompanied recitative ‘Che Vidi? Oh Dei’, which would have ended Act II but was 

never performed.
153

  

Also the use of choruses and an increased use of instrumental music to depict 

supernatural occurrences could be viewed as influential factors with regard to Handel’s 

minimal usage of accompanied recitative in the four operas mentioned above. For 

example, at the end of Act I of Ariodante a dance for nymphs, shepherds and 

shepherdesses is preceded and succeeded by an observational chorus. At the beginning of 

Act II, the moonlight is represented by a sinfonia. In Handel’s next opera, Alcina, the 

supernatural transformation (Act I, scene 2) from an outdoor scene to one inside the 

sorceress’ palace is accompanied by a section comprising of a chorus and four 

movements of dance music, as opposed to accompanied recitative.
154

 The magical 

transformation in Act II, scene 1, from a splendid hall in an enchanted palace to a ‘desert 

place’, is represented by the orchestral introduction that precedes the arioso ‘Qual 

portento’. At the end of Act II, after the sorceress’ accompanied recitative ‘Ah! Ruggiero 

crudel’ and her impassioned dal segno aria ‘Ombre pallide’, magical spirits appear and 

begin to dance. Of course Handel had included dances in his operas before, and some, 

such as Amadigi and Admeto, also featured several accompanied recitatives (occasionally 

included along with the dance music), moreover operas such as Orlando also contain 

numerous examples of scene transformation music but still feature large numbers of 

accompanied recitative.   

It remains that numerous instances in Handel’s librettos for these four operas 

could have been set as accompanied recitative but were not, and that the composer’s use 

of accompanied recitative was reserved only for the most obvious dramatic situations 

associated with the medium. These include: Ginevra’s mad scene in Ariodante;
155

 

Alcina’s extended accompanied recitative in Act II, scene 13, where the sorceress 

                                                 
153

 The dance music that preceded ‘Che vidi?’ was later used at the end of Act II of Alcina but the 

accompanied recitative did not make the transition.  
154

 Winton Dean notes that: ‘The chorus [in Alcina], more than in Handel’s other operas of the 1734/1735 

or any later season, plays an integral part in the action’. Dean, Operas, p. 325. 
155

 ‘A me impudica?’ (Act II, scene 10), originally sung by Strada.  
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experiences conflicting emotions about her lover Ruggiero and doubts about the strength 

of her magical powers;
156

 the god Mercury’s decent on a machine (attended by loves and 

graces) from the skies to communicate Jove’s joy at the marriage of the Prince and 

Princess of Wales;
157

 and Arminio’s scaffold scene where the hero refuses to be daunted 

by a spectacle of such horror.
158

 

The numbers of accompanied recitatives increased with Handel’s next opera 

Giustino (Covent Garden: 16 February 1736), his first since Orlando to be produced 

without competition from the ‘Opera of the Nobility’. This increase was no doubt due to 

the inclusion of two supernatural characters, the goddess Fortuna and the ghost of Vitlian 

the elder.
159

 The opera was Handel’s last to feature an integrated scene featuring 

accompanied recitative (Act I, scene 5). Here ‘Giustin, lascia i riposi’ is placed between a 

cavatina and a chorus; both contain similar material. The bass line in bars 1-3 of ‘Corri, 

vola’ is identical to the initial bass line in the chorus ‘Corri, vola’, and both share the 

same text. The preceding cavatina features the goddess Fortuna (originally sung by the 

boy treble(?) William Savage) descending from the heavens in a machine (attended by 

genii), to address the slumbering farmer and future hero Giustino (sung by Annibali). In 

her following accompanied recitative the goddess bids Giustino to awake from his sleep 

and forsake his plough and cottage for a crown and a throne, pledging her support in the 

process.
160

 Fortune’s attendant genii then reiterate the sentiments that she previously 

expressed in her cavatina. As the chorus comes to an end the goddess disappears into the 

sky during a ritornello. Suddenly Giustino awakes during an accompanied recitative ‘Chi 

mi chiama alla gloria’ (Act I, scene 5), and asks who has called him to glory. During the 

accompanied recitative the farmer decides to leave his agrarian existence behind and 

instead follow the path of a warrior. While making this fateful decision he imagines the 

                                                 
156

 ‘Ah! Ruggiero crudel’ (Alcina: Act II, scene 13), originally sung by Strada. Alcina is the only character 

in the opera that possesses supernatural powers, her sister Morgana has none.  
157

 ‘Del supremo Tonante messaggiero’ (Atalanta: Act III, scene 7), originally sung by Handel’s new bass 

Henry Reinhold in his debut role for the composer. 
158

 ‘Fier teatro di morte’ (Arminio: Act III, scene 1), originally sung by Domenico Annibali, Handel’s new 

castrato in his debut role for the composer. 
159

 ‘Giustin, lascia I riposi’ and ‘Chi mi chiama alla gloira’ were both published along with selections from 

the opera: Justin, an Opera… (London: Thomas Wood, 1737). See also table 0.6. 
160

 Vivaldi also composed an accompanied recitative at this point in the drama within his setting of Giustino 

(Rome: Carnival, 1724). Reinhard Strohm, ‘Vivaldi’s and Handel’s setting of ‘Giustino’’, Music and 

Theatre: Essays in Honour of Winton Dean, Nigel Fortune (ed) (Cambridge: CUP, 1987), p. 136.  
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warlike sounds of drums and trumpets. As he mentions trumpets (bar 15), Handel mimics 

the sound of a trumpet (“tromba”) using an arpeggio in the strings based around D minor 

(bar 16), this is followed by Giustino’s mention of drums (“timpano”: bar 17), here the 

composer includes two short octave unison sections in the strings and basso continuo 

(bars 18 and 19) that are rhythmically similar to timpani passages. Charles Burney later 

praised this integrated scene when he wrote:  

 

Corri, vola, preceded by a long symphony, and terminated by a chorus, has great spirit, and is in 

Handel’s most nervous style. The accompanied recitative: Chi mi chiama, and the following air: 

Se parla, for the contralto Annibali, are dramatic and full of fire.
161

  

 

 

Handel must have seen the castrato Annibali as a good performer of accompanied 

recitative, as he was given the only accompanied recitative in Arminio,
162

 two in 

Giustino, and one in Berenice. He also performed accompanied recitatives in the 1737 

revivals of Poro and Alexander’s Feast, but departed Handel’s company in the summer 

of 1737, replaced as primo uomo by the soprano-castrato Gioacchino Conti (1714-1761).  

The operas that succeed Giustino (Berenice, Faramondo, Serse, and Imeneo) 

certainly contain some excellent accompanied recitatives. Such as: ‘Selene, infida’ 

(Berenice: Demetrio, Act II, scene 4) with its unusual descending figures in the orchestra 

and its variation in accompanied recitative styles; and the repeating figures in ‘Sento che 

l’onde fremono’ (Serse: Elviro, Act II, scene 5) to depict the insistent wind. Yet, Handel 

was never to repeat the glories of his earlier opere serie and most of the accompanied 

recitatives in these operas are in the pure accompagnato style, and none are integrated 

into their scenes like many of the composer’s earlier opera seria accompanied recitatives.  

The composer’s final opera seria accompanied recitative appeared in his 

penultimate opera, Imeneo (Lincoln’s Inn Fields: 22 November 1740).
163

 The opera, like 

the majority of Handel’s 1730 opere serie, contains only one accompanied recitative, 

‘Miratela che arriva’ (Act III, scene). ‘Miratela che arriva’ features the composer’s most 

extensive borrowing from another accompanied recitative, in this case ‘Sì, figlia, io 

                                                 
161

 General History of Music, Vol. 2, p. 808. 
162

 This was Handel’s first accompanied recitative for a castrato since Carestini had performed as Teseo in 

Arianna three years earlier. 
163

 This accompanied recitative was completed in September-October 1738, but was not performed until 

November 1740. See: G. F. Handel, Imeneo, Donald Burrows (ed) (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2002), pp. XIX-

XXI. 
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moro’ (Tamerlano: Act III, scene 10), and fittingly both feature themes of despair 

(examples 3.8a and 3.8b).
164

  

Here Handel uses the orchestral accompaniment from the earlier accompanied 

recitative during the last ten bars (bars 26-35) of ‘Miratela che arriva’ (examples 3.8a and 

3.8b). The accompanied recitative itself is very expressive and switches between 

dynamics (p, f, p, f, p, f, p, f, p, f, p) and accompanied recitative styles frequently. It even 

features vocal melismas (bars 5, 12, 13, 14, and 15), something that is extremely rare in 

Handel’s opere serie accompanied recitatives. In the accompanied recitative Imeneo’s 

beloved Rosmene has invoked Rhadamanthus (the judge of the dead), to resolve which of 

her suitors should be her spouse. Rosmene pretends to see the ghostly apparition 

approach holding the scales of judgment. In an unusual sequence (bars 12-15) Rosmene 

addresses her suitors four times, and each time her vocal-line rises ending with a vocal 

ornament on the words “brow”, “thy look”, “distrustful” and “fear’st”.
165

 Handel also 

uses the orchestral accompaniment to depict Rosmene’s feigned vision, for instance at 

bars 20-21 after she has pretended to see the shade raise his sword and then lower it the 

composer places two descending E major arpeggios in the orchestral accompaniment.  

Such an extensive borrowing in Handel’s opere serie accompanied recitatives is 

remarkable, but can perhaps be explained by Rosmene’s deception as she fakes a mad 

scene. The outcome of the “mad scene” (and the opera) is, with regard to the dramatic 

conventions of opera seria, unusual because Rosmene chooses Imeneo as her husband 

(because of duty) over her beloved Tirinto (the opera’s primo uomo). Handel’s use of pre-

composed music to cloak such a scene is important, as it may allude to Rosmene’s 

deception and insincerity.  

‘Miratela che arriva’ was originally written for the French soprano Elisabeth 

Duparc (1698?-1773 or 1778), better known as Francesina, who was obviously a quality 

singer of accompanied recitative as Handel was to provide a total of fifteen accompanied 

recitatives for her in several works between 1738 and 1746: Serse (‘L’amerò’: Romilda, 

Act II, scene 5);
166

 Ode for St. Cecilia’s day (‘But bright Cecilia rais’d the wonder 

                                                 
164

 Handel even retains the original key (F sharp major) and the change of key signature to three flats. 
165

 All translations were taken from the wordbook: Imeneo… (London: Thomas Wood, 1740). 
166

 Published by John Walsh in his selections from the opera: Xerxes, an Opera… (London: John Walsh, 

1738). See also table 0.6, introduction chapter.  



 202 

high’r’); L’Allegro (‘Hence, vain deluding joys’; ‘Come, pensive nun’; ‘There held in 

holy passion still’; ‘First, and chief, on golden wings’; ‘Hence, in vain deluding joys’; 

and ‘Me when the sun begins to fling’); Semele (‘Ah me, ah me!’; ‘Then cast off this 

human shape’), Belshazzar (‘Anon it strives’; ‘Never to rise again’), and Occasional 

Oratorio (‘May balmy peace, and wreath’d renown’).  
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Example 3.8a 

 

                                      G.F. Handel, ‘Miratela che arriva’ (bars 22-35), Imeneo (Act III, scene 8) 
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Example 3.8b 

 

                            G.F. Handel, ‘Sì, figlia, io moro’ (bars 22-35), Tamerlano (Act III, scene 10) 
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Conclusion: the 1730s 

 

For his operas as a whole Handel had composed more accompanied recitatives than he 

had for any other genre, and a total of 121 made it to performance in the original runs of 

his operas. Handel’s final opera, Deidamia (Lincoln’s Inn Fields: 10 January 1741),
167

 

did not feature any accompanied recitatives.
168

 This is unusual as the opera features 

supernatural themes, such as the mention of Jove’s decree at the end of Act II, 

Deidamia’s invocation of Love (Act I, scene 5), her plea for assistance from the heavens 

(Act III, scene 2), the fateful discovery of Achilles by Ulisse (Act III, scene 2), and the 

theme of prophecy that provides important dramatic instances throughout the opera, such 

as Ulisse’s repetition of the seer Calcante’s fateful prediction (Act I, scene 1).
169

 All of 

these were simply set as recitativo semplice,
170

 with the exception of Jove’s decree, 

which was sung by a SATB chorus of nymphs and huntsmen accompanied by a large 

orchestra. Perhaps Handel did not include any accompanied recitatives in the opera 

because of the distrust surrounding Calcante’s supposed supernatural prediction.
171

  

 The 1730s had undoubtedly been a troublesome decade for Handel, especially 

when the majority of his Italian singers defected to the ‘Opera of the ‘Nobility’ in 1733, 

and the subsequent competition that followed. The composer’s operas overall show a 

marked decline in accompanied recitative numbers after this date, probably due to several 

reasons ranging from the departure of several of his top singers, to a renewed enthusiasm 

for composing accompanied recitatives for English language works, to the increased use 

of choruses and orchestral ritornelli/dances in the composer’s operas after his move to 

Covent Garden in 1734.  

Handel included thirty-six accompanied recitatives in his operas as first 

performed between Partenope in 1730 and Deidamia in 1741. In the 1720s the figure was 

                                                 
167

 Deidamia was the last opera to be performed under Handel’s direction. Terence Best, ‘Deidamia’, CHE, 

p. 186. 
168

 Handel’s only other opera not to feature accompanied recitatives was the first version of Radamisto. 
169

 Achilles reveals in Act III, scene 5 that he is convinced that Calcante prediction cannot be substantiated 

because no-one can claim to know such things. This view may explain why none of the sections of 

recitative that feature passages referencing the prophecy where set as accompanied recitative.  
170

 Some of these instances of simple recitative are intersected by ritornelli featuring brass instruments. For 

instance, after Achille’s fateful discovery by Ulisse (Act III, scene 2), trumpets and timpani instantly sound 

to highlight the importance of Achille’s future status as a warrior.  
171

 The prediction, quoted by Ulisse in Act I, scene 1, is that Troy will never fall without Achilles.  
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sixty-five even though the composer had premiered one less opera during that time.
172

 

Yet, in his new English language works (odes, oratorios, anthems, and a cantata) between 

1730 and 1740 the composer included a total of forty-one accompanied recitatives. After 

Deidamia Handel focused his compositional skills almost exclusively on English 

language works, and given that the composer had composed the vast majority of his 

accompanied recitatives up to this point for his opere serie one would assume that his 

output of accompanied recitatives would diminish during the 1740s. Yet, between 1740 

and the early 1750s Handel composed more accompanied recitatives than he had at any 

other time during his entire career, and the main vehicle for this expansion was very 

much of the composer’s own making, the English oratorio.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
172

 Handel premiered fifteen original opere serie between April 1720 and December 1729. Between 

February 1730 and January 1741 he premiered sixteen original opere serie. An additional Italian 

accompanied recitative, for Orfeo, appears in the serenata Parnasso in festa (King’s Theatre: 13 March 

1734). 
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Chapter IV 

 

Accompanied recitative in Handel’s English oratorios and 

other English language works (1732-1757) 
 

 

Introduction: English language works 1732-1739 

 

 

During the 1710s Handel composed several English language works for London and for the 

Earl of Carnarvon, nine of which contained accompanied recitatives (see table 2.1, chapter 

II), yet during the 1720s the number of accompanied recitatives in his English language 

works fell dramatically, mainly due to the composer focusing his attentions towards opera 

seria. Indeed only one of his English language vocal works from the 1720s features an 

accompanied recitative, the resetting of the anthem As pants the hart, (HWV 251c: ‘Now 

when I think upon’, c.1720). This situation changed, however, from 1732 onwards as Handel 

began to set English texts with renewed enthusiasm, and accompanied recitatives appeared in 

nine of his English language works between 1730 and 1739 (table 4.1).  

Handel’s newfound interest in English language works can be explained by the 

successful staging in 1732 of Esther (staged by Bernard Gates: Crown and Anchor Tavern, 

23 February 1732. It was later staged by an unknown impresario: Great Room, York 

Buildings, 20 April 1732), and Acis and Galatea (staged by Thomas Arne senior: Little 

Haymarket Theatre, 17 May 1732). All three productions were staged without Handel’s 

involvement, and in the case of Arne’s production, and the anonymous production of Esther, 

the composer’s music was used without permission. This no doubt prompted Handel to adapt 

both works for the King’s Theatre.  
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Table 4.1. Handel’s English language works that feature accompagnati, 1730-1739
1
 

 

Work and year Genre Accompanied recitative(s) 

Deborah (HWV 51: King’s 

Theatre, 17 March 1733) 

English oratorio  ‘By that adorable decree’ 

 ‘O great Jehovah! May thy foes thus 

perish’ 

Athalia  (HWV 52: Sheldonian 

Theatre, Oxford, 10 July 1733) 

English oratorio  ‘Oh Judah, Judah’ 

 ‘What scenes of horror round me 

rise’ 

 ‘Oh Athalia, tremble at thy fate’ 

 ‘What sacred horrors shake my 

breast’ 

 ‘Let harmony breathe soft around’ 

This is the day which the Lord hath 

made (HWV 262: St. James’ 

Palace, 14 March 1734) 

Chapel Royal anthem  ‘As the sun when it arises’ 

Look down, harmonious Saint 

(HWV 124: 1736, never 

performed?) 

Cantata  ‘Look down, harmonious Saint’ 

Alexander’s feast (HWV 75: 

Covent Garden, 17 January 1736) 

Ode  ‘The song began with Jove’ 

 ‘He chose a mournful muse’ 

 ‘With down-cast looks’ 

 ‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’ 

 ‘Hark, hark!’ 

 ‘Give the vengeance due to the 

valiant crew’ 

 ‘Thus, long ago’ 

Sing unto God, ye kingdoms of the 

Earth (HWV 263: St. James’ 

Palace, 27 April 1736) 

Chapel Royal anthem  ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel’ 

As pants the hart (HWV 251e: 

King’s Theatre, 28 March 1738) 

Anthem  ‘Now when I think there upon’ 

Saul (HWV 53: King’s Theatre, 16 

January 1739) 

English oratorio  ‘What do I hear?’ 

 ‘To him ten Thousands’ 

  ‘O filial piety!’ 

 ‘The time at length is come’ 

 ‘Wretch that I am’ 

 ‘Yet, o hard fate’ 

 ‘Why hast thou forc’d me from the 

realms of peace’ 

 ‘O holy Prophet’ 

 ‘Thou and thy sons shall be with me 

tomorrow’ 

Song for St Cecilia’s day  (HWV 

76: Lincoln’s Inn Fields, 22 

November 1739) 

Ode  ‘When nature underneath a heap of 

jarring atoms lay’ 

 ‘But bright Cecilia rais’d the wonder 

high’r’ 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 This table only includes accompanied recitatives that appeared in premiere performances, ‘Now when I think 

there upon’ (As pants the hart: HWV 251e) has been included as it featured a resetting of the anthem.  
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In Handel’s revivals of Esther (King’s Theatre: 2 May 1732) and Acis and Galatea 

(King’s Theatre: 10 June 1732), the composer inserted borrowed music and altered the 

original music for his Italian opera singers, but neither featured any newly composed 

accompanied recitatives.
2
 Both revivals were very successful and proved to Handel that this 

type of un-staged English language work could be profitable in London, and from 1732 

onwards the composer included English works along with his opera seria productions up 

until 1741. 

The success of Esther in 1732 inspired Handel to compose a new English oratorio, 

also featuring his Italian singers, for his 1732-1733 season, Deborah (King’s Theatre: 17 

March 1733). Deborah contains two rather bland accompanied recitatives for the prophetess,
3
 

and the work itself is predominantly based on a large amount of borrowed material. Yet, three 

of Handel’s English language works from the 1730s feature accompanied recitatives on a par 

with the finest examples contained within the opere serie from the 1720s, Athalia, 

Alexander’s Feast, and Saul. 

 Athalia, composed and performed in the same year as Deborah, was something quite 

different,
4
 and unlike its predecessor contained few instances of borrowing and featured a 

total of five accompanied recitatives, three of which are quite remarkable. The oratorio was 

premiered in Oxford (10 July 1733), but it has been argued that Handel originally intended it 

for the King’s Theatre.
5
 This may have been impossible, however, as the majority of 

Handel’s opera seria singers defected to the ‘Opera of the Nobility’ during the same period. 

In the Oxford premiere production the five accompanied recitatives were divided out between 

                                                 
2
 The alto Francesca Bertolli (Mordecai) sang the accompanied recitative ‘Me thinks I hear the Mothers’ groans’ 

(moved to Act I, scene 5), and Montagnana (Haman) sang ‘Turn not, O Queen’ (moved to Act III, scene 2). In 

Thomas Woods’ 1732 wordbook (the second to be published in 1732, see table 0.5), the arioso ‘Breathe soft, ye 

gales’ is labelled as ‘Recit. Accompanied’. This mistake was then repeated in the 1733 wordbook and in the 

1757 wordbook.  
3
 ‘By that adorable decree’ (Act I, scene 1), and ‘O great Jehovah’ (Act III, scene 3), both sung by Strada 

(Deborah). 
4
 Donald Burrows refers to it as ‘arguably Handel’s first masterpiece of English theatre oratorio’. Burrows, 

‘Handel’s 1735 (London) version of ‘Athalia’’, Music in Eighteenth-Century Britain, David Wyn Jones (ed) 

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), p. 193. 
5
 Ruth Smith and David Vickers, ‘Athalia’, CHE, p. 72. 
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the English soprano Mrs. Wright (Athalia: c.1705/10-1756),
6
 and the English countertenor 

Walter Powell (Joad: 1697-1744).
7
  

The oratorio’s second accompanied recitative ‘What scenes of horror around me rise!’ 

(Athalia: Act I, scene 3) is particularly fine. It is preceded by a largo solo (Joad) and chorus 

(prefixed by Joad’s accompanied recitative ‘O Judah’: Act I, scene 2), in which the high 

priest Joad and the faithful people of God pray for an end to their woes and beg him to put an 

end to Athalia’s profanities. This large section ends with a sombre largo ritornello in C 

minor played pp on the strings and basso continuo, which after a brief rest is suddenly 

interrupted by a F minor chord played f at the beginning of Athalia’s accompanied recitative.  

‘What scenes of horror’ (Act I, scene 3), is in essence an ombra scene and features the 

queen Athalia awaking in a fit of panic from a terrible dream, which could be seen as God’s 

response to the prayers expressed by the faithful in the previous scene. In the nightmare 

Athalia has seen the ghost of her dead mother, the despised queen Jezebel. The five bar 

orchestral introduction (andante larghetto) in F minor that represents the queen’s rising from 

her slumber, is dramatically used almost verbatim to accompany the sung section of the 

accompanied recitative (example 4.1). With the use of an oboe obbligato part, and both 

quaver chords and semi-quaver chords in the basso continuo, this accompanied recitative is 

quite different from Handel’s usual practice and would perhaps have been referred to as an 

arioso if it were not labelled as ‘accomp’ on the autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.h.1).  

After a short section of recitativo semplice Athalia tells her attendants and priests the 

terrible prediction that the spectre has imparted to her in the oratorio’s third accompanied 

recitative ‘O Athalia! Tremble at thy fate!’. This is musically and dramatically connected to 

the earlier dream accompanied recitative as both feature oboe obbligato parts, the orchestral 

introduction from ‘What scenes of horror’ is used once again as the basis of the orchestral 

accompaniment, and both are concerned with the horrifying vision of Jezebel. In the dream, 

so Athalia tells us, the deceased queen warned her that Judah’s god was seeking vengeance 

against her and before the day was out she would experience “all his horrors”.  

 

                                                 
6
 For the oratorio’s London premiere, two years later (1 April 1735), the part of Athalia was sung by the English 

soprano Cecilia Young. 
7
 For the London premiere the part of Joad was given to the castrato Giovanni Maria Bernardino Carestini. None 

of the accompanied recitatives were given in Italian.  



 211 

Example 4.1 

 

 

 

                               G.F. Handel, ‘What scenes of horror’ (bars 1-8), Athalia (Act I, scene 3) 
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Musical and dramatic connections between separate movements can also be found 

with regard to the oratorio’s fourth accompanied recitative, ‘What sacred horrors’ (Act III, 

scene 1).
8
 Here the high priest Joad has been infused with divine powers sent by God, as he 

prepares to tell those gathered of a prediction relating to the future of Jerusalem, which takes 

place shortly after in the solo and chorus ‘Jerusalem thou shalt no more a tyrant’s guilty reign 

deplore’ (Act III, scene 1). In both sections arpeggios (usually prefixed by a semiquaver rest) 

represent the presence of God (examples 4.2a and 4.2b). In the accompanied recitative they 

occur as Joad exclaims, “He comes, he comes” (bars 9-10), and in the solo they accompany 

the supernatural prediction as expressed through Joad (bars 1-18).  

 

Example 4.2a 

 

                         G.F. Handel, ‘What sacred horrors’ (bars 8-10), Athalia (Act III scene 1) 

 

                                                 
8
 This accompanied recitative bears a marked resemblance to Athalia’s earlier accompanied recitative ‘What 

scenes of horrors’, both feature similar bass lines, orchestral introductions, and dramatic themes. 
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Example 4.2b

                        G.F. Handel, ‘Jerusalem, thou shalt no more’ (bars 4-7), Athalia (Act III scene 1) 

 

In Handel’s next substantial English language work, the ode Alexander’s feast, there 

are four accompanied recitatives of particular note, ‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’, 

‘Hark, hark’, ‘Give vengeance due to the valiant crew’, and ‘Thus, long ago’. All are 

integrated into the surrounding music, but the first, the second, and the third (‘Now strike the 

golden Lyre again’, ‘Hark, hark’, and ‘Give vengeance’), which appear at the beginning of 

the second part, are all integrated into a larger section of music comprising the following 

movements: accompagnato (‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’), chorus (‘Break his bands of 

sleep’), accompagnato (‘Hark, hark’), da capo aria (‘Behold, a ghastly band’), and 

accompagnato (‘Give vengeance’).  

‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’ opens with a five bar orchestral introduction that 

Handel borrowed from an earlier keyboard work dating from the early 1720s (HWV 283: 

Capriccio in G minor, London c.1720-1721), music that permeates the entire accompanied 

recitative.
9
 ‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’ has an uncharacteristically large orchestra 

(trumpets, oboes, bassoons, timpani, strings and basso continuo), reflecting its position as the 

opening movement of Part II and connecting it to the following chorus (which shares a 

similar orchestration). In the accompanied recitative the Greek bard Timotheus attempts to 

                                                 
9
 ‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’ was incorrectly labelled as an ‘air’ in the 1736 wordbook, Alexander’s 

Feast… (London: [no imprint] 1736?); it was later labelled as ‘Recitative, accomp’ in the 1739 wordbook, 

Alexander’s Feast or the Power of Musick… (London: J and R Tonson, 1739), p. 20.  
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wake the slumbering conqueror Alexander the Great in order for him to exact revenge on the 

Persians for the killing of Greek warriors in previous wars; this prompts the militaristic 

overtones of the orchestral accompaniment. The bard attempts to wake Alexander by striking 

his lyre repeatedly, represented by rising arpeggios and falling scales in the orchestral 

accompaniment. To add extra drama to these attempts Handel increases the dynamics (mf, f) 

and orchestration (violin I and basso continuo, bars 1-5; strings and basso continuo, bars 7-

11; oboes, bassoons, strings and basso continuo, bars 12-14; trumpets, oboes, strings and 

basso continuo, bars 15-18; and timpani, trumpets, oboes, strings and basso continuo, 19-22) 

each time Timotheus attempts to rouse Alexander.  

The elaborate orchestration of ‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’ represents a general 

shift towards the inclusion of additional instruments by Handel in his English language works 

during the 1730s. Indeed during this decade the composer included more additional 

instruments (as opposed to strings and basso continuo) within his accompanied recitatives 

than any other (table 4.2), perhaps reflecting an attempt by Handel to heighten the drama 

within his un-acted works. 
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Table 4.2. Additional instruments in Handel’s accompagnati (1704-1752)
10

 

Decade Accompanied recitatives featuring additional instruments 

 

Total  

1704-1709 ‘Notte, notte funesta’ (La Resurrezione, 1708: flutes and viola da gamba) 

‘Che vidi, che mirai’ (La terra è liberata (Apollo e Dafne), 1709/1710: oboe) 

 

2 

1710-1719 ‘Eternal source of light divine’ (Eternal source of light divine: 1713/1714: trumpet) 

‘Praised be the Lord’ (Let God arise: c.1717: oboes and bassoons) 

 

2 

1720-1729 ‘O grati orrori’ (Ottone, 1722: two bassoons) 

‘Lascia, Berardo, lasciami’ (Riccardo, 1727: two oboes and timpani) 

‘Perfido Isacio! Traditor’ (Riccardo, 1727: two oboes) 

‘All’assalto’(Riccardo, 1727: two oboes) 

‘Silete venti’ (Silete venti, c.1724: oboe) 

‘Silete venti’ (Silete venti, c.1724: oboe) 

 

6 

1730-1739 ‘What scenes of horror’ (Athalia, 1733: oboe solo) 

‘Oh Athalia’ (Athalia, 1733: oboe solo) 

‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’ (Alexander’s feast, 1736: trumpets, two oboes, two 

bassoons, timpani) 

‘Give the vengeance due to the valiant crew’ (Alexander’s feast, 1736: two oboes) 

‘Thus, long ago, ere heaving Bellows learn’d to blow’ (Alexander’s feast, 1736: two 

recorders) 

‘What do I hear?’ (Saul, 1739: bassoon) 

‘Why hast thou forc’d me’ (Saul, 1739: two bassoons) 

‘When nature underneath’ (Song for St. Cecilia, 1739: two oboes, cello solo, bassoon) 

 

8 

1740-1749 ‘Hence, loathed melancholy’ (L’Allegro, 1740: bassoons) 

‘Me, when the sun begins to fling’ (L’Allegro, 1740: bassoons) 

‘Sweet temp’rance in thy right hand bear’ (L’Allegro, 1740: two oboes) 

‘Why do the gentiles tumult’ (Occasional Oratorio, 1746: two oboes and bassoon) 

‘Almighty pow’r!’ (Solomon, 1749: two bassoons) 

 

5 

1750-1759 ‘See, Hercules!’ (The Choice of Hercules, 1751: two flutes and bassoon) 

 

1 

Total accompanied recitatives 1704-1759: 297 

Total accompanied recitatives featuring additional instruments: 24 

 

After a dramatic tutti ending, ‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’ seamlessly morphs 

into the chorus ‘Break his bands of sleep asunder’, which features repeated sections of text 

taken from the accompanied recitative. The chorus ends with a four bar ritornello, as 

Timotheus suddenly announces (in the succeeding accompanied recitative ‘Hark, hark’) that 

the noise of his lyre has finally woken Alexander. The orchestral introduction from ‘Now 

strike the golden Lyre again’ is then heard again (once more in B minor).  

Militaristic themes continue in the succeeding bass da capo aria, ‘Revenge, 

Timotheus cries’. This aria is accompanied by trumpets, oboes and bassoons (in the basso 

continuo) and is in D major, musical features that link it to the preceding chorus, ‘Break his 

                                                 
10

 Only accompanied recitatives that appeared in original works as performed are considered in this table. 

Accompanied recitatives that appeared in revivals are excluded.  
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bands of sleep asunder’. One of the most interesting parts of this aria is the largo B section; 

this is because the demi-semiquavers figures that feature throughout are related to the 

following tenor accompanied recitative, ‘Give vengeance due to the valiant crew’ (which 

only appears after a full repeat of the aria’s militaristic A section). ‘Give vengeance due to 

the valiant crew’ also features numerous demi-semiquaver figures, and is also concerned with 

themes of vengeance. This large integrated section comes to an end with ‘Give vengeance’, 

as the D minor (allegro) aria that follows (‘The princes applaud’) is quite removed from the 

ghostly visions that precede it. 

Based on the autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.4) it seems that Handel took 

particular trouble over the ode’s final accompanied recitative, ‘Thus long ago’. On the 

autograph score Handel tried out various combinations of instruments for this accompanied 

recitative ranging from the standard strings and basso continuo, to recorders—even 

considering adding a part for harp. Donald Burrows explains:  

 
Handel had originally composed [‘Thus, long ago’] as an accompanied recitative for tenor and strings 

[…]. He then reset the movement in the more familiar version with accompaniment for recorders and 

strings. The new version incorporated a stave for a harp part: this was never filled in […]. Handel 

restored his original, recorderless version of [‘Thus, long ago’] by writing ‘stat’ to cancel the previous 

deletion. This revision was probably contemporary with a major extension to the final section of the 

work […]. The final revisions can be identified from Handel’s pencil markings: all of the previous 

revisions had been in ink […]. [The recorderless version of ‘Thus, long ago’ was] rejected in favour of 

[the] version with recorders.
11 

 

Handel’s inclusion of two recorders is a musical reference to Timotheus’ flute, and the 

various rests within the ritornelli are a contrast to the sustained music of the following chorus 

that proclaims that “[St. Cecilia] enlarg’d the former narrow bounds [of music] and added 

length to solemn sounds”. The unfilled stave for the harp would have reflected Timotheus’ 

lyre. Yet, the sung parts of the accompanied recitative are set as normal, accompanied by 

strings and basso continuo. In the accompanied recitative itself a tenor narrator tells of the 

time before the coming of St. Cecilia “while organs yet were mute”, and Timotheus could 

“swell the soul to rage, or kindle soft desire” by his mastery of the flute and the lyre. The 

recorders, with their viola bass line, end on the first beat of the chorus, joining each section 

                                                 
11

 Donald Burrows, ‘The composition and first performance of Handel’s ‘Alexander’s Feast’’, ML, Vol. 64, No. 

3/4 (July-October, 1983), pp. 207-208. 
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seamlessly together, in a fashion similar to techniques found in some of Handel’s opere serie 

accompanied recitatives during the 1720s.  

 Handel’s next English oratorio, Saul (King’s Theatre: 16 January 1739), was the first 

of the composer’s English language works to feature nine accompanied recitatives, and with 

the exception of the experimental Israel in Egypt (King’s Theatre: 4 April 1739) set a pattern 

for subsequent works in the genre up until 1745, the majority of which featured at least eight 

accompanied recitatives: Messiah (9), Samson (8), Joseph (9), and Belshazzar (11). The nine 

accompanied recitatives in Saul were written around the same time (autumn 1738) as 

Handel’s last opera seria accompanied recitative ‘Miratela, che arriva’ (Imeneo: Act III, 

scene 8), and show just how much attention the composer was then focusing on his English 

language works, as the majority of ‘Miratela, che arriva’ was borrowed from an earlier 

accompanied recitative (see chapter III).  

 Saul is a complex work involving madness, prophecy, jealousy, and supernatural 

characters such as a witch and a ghost, most duly represented by accompanied recitative. Yet, 

some of Handel’s accompanied recitatives in the oratorio are used to represent deeper truths. 

For instance, the piece’s first accompanied recitative ‘What do I hear’ (Act I, scene 3) is 

particularly remarkable with regards to characterisation. Here king Saul experiences his first 

bout of jealousy. Handel places it between two celebratory choruses (‘Welcome mighty 

king’, and ‘David his ten thousands slew’). Saul’s jealousy will have terrible consequences 

for both himself and the other characters later in the oratorio. The accompanied recitative 

itself represents the inwardness of jealousy, and the king’s isolation from reality, musically 

depicted by the sudden change from the bombastic instrumentation of the previous jovial 

chorus (two oboes, carillons, SSATB, strings and basso continuo) to the relatively reduced 

instrumentation of bassoon, strings and basso continuo for Saul’s accompanied recitative. 

This contrast is made all the more obvious by the succeeding chorus, ‘David his ten 

thousands’, which features even greater numbers of instruments (two oboes, two trumpets, 

three trombones, timpani, carillons, SATB, strings and basso continuo) as the daughters of 

Israel celebrate the return of the hero.  

The use of the bassoon in this accompanied recitative could be seen as a prediction of 

Saul’s later encounter with the ghost of the prophet Samuel, a scene that is also set to 

accompanied recitative, featuring two bassoons and basso continuo. The bassoon in ‘What do 
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I hear’ could also represent the depths to which Saul has sunk emotionally, or could be seen 

as an echo of the celebrations going on around the emotionally faltering king as both the 

choruses feature bassoons in their basso continuo.  

 This use of contrasting instrumentation and other musical devices reoccur throughout 

Saul and are used as a means of depicting the downfall of the king and the dramatic dilemmas 

of the other participants. Donald Burrows views this use of instrumentation as a fundamental 

change in Handel’s compositional technique:  

 

In Saul, more than in any previous work, Handel used the instrumentation for dramatic ends […] Saul 

has the clearest tonal organization of all Handel’s oratorios […] Jennens’s libretto afforded Handel 

many […] opportunities to exercise his musico-pictorial genius. In context, these devices are not 

gimmicks but enhancements of the plot and of the characterisation. Saul’s jealousy is established early 

on, and thereafter Handel and Jennens together created a vivid picture of his apparently uncontrollable 

decline.
12

 

 

 Handel’s final English language work of the 1730s to feature accompanied recitative 

was the ode Song for St. Cecilia’s day (HWV 76: Lincoln’s Inn Fields, 22 November 1739), 

which premiered during the composer’s first all English language season. It contains two 

accompanied recitative recitatives, ‘When nature underneath’,
13

 and ‘But bright Cecilia rais’d 

the wonder high’r’. The first features unusual instrumentation: two oboes, a bassoon and an 

independent part for cello, in addition to the standard strings and basso continuo. The 

accompanied recitative’s orchestral accompaniment—semiquaver figures in the strings 

played against block-chords in the upper woodwind and basso continuo—is also rather 

unconventional, and is used to reflect the “jarring atoms” mentioned in the libretto.  

 This impressive accompanied recitative was originally composed for and performed 

by the tenor John Beard (c.1717-1791), a singer for whom Handel composed a total of eight 

accompanied recitatives within his English language works between 1736 and 1739. During 

the remainder of Handel’s career Beard was as important to the composition and performance 

of the composer’s English language accompanied recitatives as Senesino had been to his 

Italian language ones, and between 1736 and 1752 the composer composed at least twenty-

three accompanied recitatives for him (table 4.3).  

                                                 
12

 Burrows, Handel, p. 244. 
13

 It is labelled as ‘Recitative, accompany’d’ (from the recitativo semplice ‘From harmony’) in the 1743 

wordbook, L’Allegro, ed il penseroso […] And a song for St. Cecilia’s day… (London: J and R Tonson, 1743), 

p. 17.  
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Table 4.3. Handel’s accompanied recitatives for John Beard (1736-1752)
14

 

Title of work Title of accompanied recitative(s) 

 

Year of performance 

Look down, harmonious Saint ‘Look down, harmonious Saint’ 

 

1736? 

Alexander’s feast 1. ‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’ 

2. ‘Hark, hark!’ 

3. ‘Give vengeance due to valiant crew’ 

4. ‘Thus, long ago’ 

 

1736 

Sing unto God ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel’ 

 

1736 

Saul 5. ‘O filial piety’ 

 

1739 

Song for St. Cecilia’s day 6. ‘When nature underneath a heap of jarring 

atoms lay’ 

 

1739 

L’Allegro 7. ‘Hence, loathed melancholy’ 

 

1740 

Samson 8. ‘My griefs for this forbid mine eyes to close’ 

9. ‘My genial spirits droop’ 

10. ‘Shall I make Jehovah’s glory known’ 

 

1743 

Messiah ‘Comfort ye, my people’ 

‘All they that see him’ 

‘Thy rebuke hath broken his heart’ 

‘He was cut off out of the land of the living’ 

 

1743  

(London premiere) 

Semele 11. ‘By that tremendous flood, I swear’ 

12. ‘Ah, wither is she gone’ 

13. ‘Apollo comes, to relieve your care’ 

 

1744 

Joseph 14. ‘Where are these Brethren’ 

15. ‘Our reverend Sire’ 

16. ‘Oh gracious God’ 

17. ‘Lay all on me, imprisonment, chains’ 

 

1744 

Hercules  18. ‘I feel, I feel the god’ 1745 

 

Belshazzar 19. ‘Ah!’ 

 

1745 

Judas Maccabaeus 20. ‘We come, we come’ 

 

1747 

Jephtha 21. ‘If Lord, sustain’d by thy almighty pow’r’ 

22. ‘Deeper and deeper still’ 

23. ‘A father, offering up his child’ 

1752 

 

 

                                                 
14

 Only accompanied recitatives that were composed for premiere performances are numbered in this table. 

Certain accompanied recitatives that cannot be assigned to Beard definitively have been included (unnumbered) 

because they were more than likely composed for him based on their vocal lines or the singer’s involvement 

with Handel at the time. 
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The first accompanied recitatives that Handel certainly composed for Beard were the 

four that he sang in Alexander’s feast; the composer may also have composed the cantata 

accompanied recitative ‘Look down, harmonious Saint’ for the singer but it does not appear 

to have been performed.
15

 ‘Look down, harmonious Saint’ is closely related to the wedding 

anthem accompanied recitative ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel’ (HWV 263: Sing unto 

God, St. James’ Palace, April 1736), as both feature similar vocal melismas written for a 

tenor voice (also presumably sung by Beard).
16

  

Beard first appeared in a work directed by Handel on 9 November 1734 (Handel’s 

debut production at Covent Garden), where he was cast as Silvio in a revival of Il Pastor fido. 

After Arianna in 1733, Beard appeared in every one of Handel’s original operas up until 

Faramondo (1738), but he never received any Italian language accompanied recitatives. The 

picture is quite different, however, in Handel’s English language works, as we can see in 

table 4.3 the composer composed many accompanied recitatives for the singer and a further 

six were more than likely composed with him in mind or were actually performed by him. 

Beard was also given one newly composed accompanied recitative in Handel’s 1751 revival 

of Esther (Israelite priest: ‘Me thinks I see each stately tow’r of Salem rise’, Act I, scene 4), 

and an additional one appears in the repeat performance of Occasional Oratorio on 19 

February 1746 (‘O Lord, how many are my foes’: Part I). Furthermore, Handel inserted two 

borrowed accompanied recitatives for the singer into the 1756 revival of Israel in Egypt 

(High priest: ‘Almighty pow’r’, Part I),
17

 and the 1751 revival of Alexander Balus (Jonathan: 

‘Ye happy people’).
18

 Beard also performed borrowed accompanied recitatives in the 

pasticcio oratorio An Oratorio (King’s Theatre, 28 March 1738). From the numbers of 

accompanied recitatives mentioned above, it is obvious that Handel considered Beard an 

excellent performer of accompanied recitative, but this view was not limited to Handel as 

                                                 
15

 Burrows, Handel, p. 237. The accompanied recitative’s succeeding aria ‘Sweet accents’ was later absorbed 

into the Italian cantata Cecilia, volgi un sguardo (HWV 89: Covent Garden, 19 February 1736), where it 

became ‘Sei cara’ (sung by the tenor Carlo Arrigoni); the accompanied recitative did not make the transition.  
16

 Beard undoubtedly performed ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel’ in the pasticcio wedding anthem for 

Princess Mary’s wedding, performed in St. James’ Palace on 8 May 1740.  
17

 This inserted accompanied recitative for Beard (borrowed from Solomon, Act I, scene 1, and originally sung 

by the mezzo-soprano Caterina Galli) was the only accompanied recitative ever to feature in Israel in Egypt, an 

oratorio that originally did not feature any.  
18

 This borrowed accompanied recitative was originally composed for the unperformed incidental music to 

Tobias Smollett’s play Alceste (1750, Act I). 
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during the tenor’s own lifetime at least one article appeared in the press (just a week after the 

premiere of Jephtha) praising his delivery of accompanied recitative: 

 

The accompanied Recitative, if there be not too much of it, I think one of the greatest Beauties in 

varied Composition; but it is in Vain the Master employs his utmost Talents in the adapting every Note 

to the Word that is to accompany it, if the Performer does not add his Conception and throw that into 

Expression in the Delivery […] of all whom I have heard, of whatever Nation or whatever Rank in 

their Profession I must give the Palm in this interesting Part of Music to Mr Beard. No Man is so 

perfectly articulate in the Pronunciation of the Words; none feels so strongly the Passion they meant to 

Express; nor does any that I ever heard convey that Sensation so powerfully to an Audience. I have 

seen this Performer so strongly moved by the Part he was to sing in some of the musical Pieces, which 

approach to the dramatic Manner, as the best of our Actors in the most interesting Scene of Tragedy; 

and while he has surprised every body by going beyond not only what an Audience is used to, but it 

even expects in Performances of that Kind, the Judges have been charmed with that which those of 

more limited Capacity have not known what to make of.
19

 

 

 

Between 1740 and 1752 Beard was to receive even more accompanied recitatives than he had 

in the 1730s, as he sang sixteen in the premiere performances of seven of Handel’s English 

language works, and the tenor part in Messiah may have been written with him in mind.
20

 His 

greatest roles, with regard to accompanied recitative, were Jephtha (Jephtha), Joseph (Joseph 

and his Brethren), Jupiter (Semele), and especially the emasculated hero Samson (Samson).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
19

 London Daily Advertiser, Wednesday 4 March 1752. This edition of the London Daily Advertiser is not 

featured in any of the following sources: Deutsch (Handel: A Documentary Biography), ECCO, Burney 

Newspapers or elsewhere. Many thanks are due to Berta Joncus, who kindly provided this quote.  
20

 Beard sang all four tenor accompanied recitatives in Messiah at the London premiere (Covent Garden, 23 

March 1743). 
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Characterisation in Handel’s oratorios: ‘Samson’ as a case study 

 

John Beard’s first leading role in one of Handel’s English oratorios was in the composer’s 

tenth oratorio, Samson (Covent Garden, 18 February 1743). Using Samson as a case study 

offers some interesting insights into the composer’s use of accompanied recitative. Some of 

these observations relate to the role of accompanied recitative within integrated pieces of 

music, and others relate to the harmonic devices and dramatic functions that the composer 

associated with the medium. For Samson, Handel brought eight accompanied recitatives to 

performance, and based on evidence gained from the autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.6) 

it is obvious that he worked extensively on these accompanied recitatives as many feature 

several corrections.
21

 For example, the section of text beginning with ‘Since light so 

necessary is to life’ (Act I, scene 2) was originally laid out on the autograph score as 

recitativo semplice, but Handel later changed his mind and reset it as an accompanied 

recitative for Micah. 

 The first act of the oratorio features five accompanied recitatives, all tormented 

reflections on the state of the defeated hero Samson. These range from Micah’s thoughts on 

the tragedy of blindness in ‘Since light so necessary is to life’, to Manoa’s anguished 

reminiscences of his son’s previous heroics (‘Oh miserable change’, and ‘The good we wish 

for’). Within the Act I accompanied recitatives Handel includes important information 

relating to Samson’s past and present condition. For example, in Manoa’s first accompanied 

recitative, ‘Oh miserable change’ (Act I, scene 3), we witness the hero’s father solemnly 

grieving at his present state, but as he recalls his son’s former glories (“the dread of Israel’s 

foes”), heralded by a C major arpeggio, the music moves from slow moving minor harmonies 

(bars 1-4) to fast moving major harmonies. This remembered sense of pride however is short 

lived and Manoa’s pensive mood returns in bar 11 (“now unequal match to guard his breast 

against the coward’s spear”).  

A similar technique is used for Manoa’s second accompanied recitative, ‘The good 

we wish for’ (Act I, scene 3). Here Handel once again uses minor harmonies to represent the 

sombre present and major harmonies to represent the glorious past. The accompanied 

                                                 
21

 The oratorio had a long gestation period as Handel finished the first draft in the autumn of 1741, expanded it 

in 1742, and premiered the finished version of Samson in 1743. 
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recitative begins with Manoa solemnly reflecting on having children, but as he sings of 

Samson a shift to C major (bars 4-6) represents his former pride, moving to G minor when he 

thinks of the present. At bars 13-17 Samson’s father displays his anger at the events that led 

to his son’s humiliation; during this episode Handel shifts the accompaniment from 

accompagnato to obbligato to highlight Manoa’s fury.   

 Samson’s own thoughts are depicted in two anguished accompanied recitatives. His 

first, ‘My griefs for this forbid mine eyes to close’ (Act I, scene 3) shows the captive hero 

ashamed at having brought disgrace to the god of Israel and his father. Yet, he remains 

defiant as he predicts that God will yet rain down fury on the Philistines because of their 

blasphemy and worship of the false god Dagon. Samson’s shame is accompanied by minor 

harmonies and accompagnato accompanied recitative (bars 1-3), and his defiance by major 

harmonies and obbligato accompanied recitative (bars 4-13).  

 Samson’s second accompanied recitative, ‘My genial spirits droop’ (Act I, scene 3), 

depicts the hero invoking death. It is characterized by several instances of diminished and 

minor harmonies that reflect the defeatist tone of the text. This tortured accompanied 

recitative is Samson’s last appearance in Act I and aptly reflects the suicidal thoughts and 

world-weariness of the hero before he encounters the treacherous Dalila in Act II, scene 2.  

 Up until Act II, Handel associated accompanied recitative with self-pity and past 

glories, but in the second act there are no accompanied recitatives, reflecting a preference for 

the Israelites to appear defiant in the face of Dalila and the boastful Philistine giant Harapha. 

This changes in Act III as Samson, after showing unwavering devotion to the god of Israel, 

begins to regain his strength in scene 1 (“[…] this consecrated gift of strength, again 

returning with my hair”). Samson then seems to be divinely inspired to attend the feast of the 

pagan god Dagon (“I begin to feel some inward motions which do bid me go”), a decision 

that will have terrible consequences for the enemies of Israel later in the oratorio. Further 

comments on his returning strength and his lust for seeking revenge against his captors occur 

in the hero’s penultimate solo piece, the tumultuous accompanied recitative ‘Then shall I 

make Jehovah’s glory known’ (Act III, scene 1). Prior to this a chorus of Israelites (‘With 

thunder arm’d, great God arise’) prayed to God for help and for him to save Samson from 

death. In the succeeding recitativo semplice (‘Be of good courage’) a glimmer of hope is seen 

in bar 19 after Samson has stated “In nothing I’ll comply that’s scandalous or sinful by our 
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law”; this is succeeded by four semi-quavers in the basso continuo, similar to obbligato 

accompanied recitative (the only occurrence of such a device in the oratorio’s recitativo 

semplice). At the end of the recitativo semplice Samson prays “Let but that spirit (which 

rush’d on me in the camp of Dan) inspire me at my need”. Suddenly a furious accompanied 

recitative appears as Samson’s strength is about to be fully restored; the hero is adamant that 

he will show the Philistines the full fury of God. This is Samson’s final accompanied 

recitative and shows him gaining in confidence and defiance as he is about to be led away by 

the Philistines for their amusement.  

 Defiance is also the theme of Micah’s accompanied recitative ‘With might endued 

above the sons of men’ (Act III, scene 1), which follows soon after Samson’s final 

accompanied recitative. It is quite similar to ‘Then shall I make Jehovah’s glory known’ as it 

also features demi-semiquaver scales,
22

 major tonalities and is in the pure obbligato style. In 

this accompanied recitative Micah advises Samson to strike out at the enemies of God and to 

spread his name amongst the Philistines. This is followed by Micah’s final farewell to 

Samson in the aria ‘The Holy One of Israel be thy guide’. Due to eighteenth-century English 

theatrical etiquette and the fact that the oratorio was un-acted Samson’s death is 

communicated to the audience in Act III, scene 2, via a symphony of ‘horror and 

confusion’,
23

 the groans of the Philistines, and an Israelite officer who informs the other 

Israelite characters of Samson’s death, and of the terrible vengeance that he has wrought on 

their enemies.  

 Handel’s final accompanied recitative in Samson, ‘The virgins too shall on their 

feastful days visit his tomb’ (Act III, scene 2), was originally part of an interlinked musical 

unit that was intended to close the oratorio. This was subsequently succeeded by a section of 

recitativo semplice (‘Come, no time for lamentation now’), an aria (‘Let the bright 

Seraphim’) and the large chorus ‘Let their celestial concerts all unite’. Similar to several of 

Handel’s opera seria accompanied recitatives from the 1720s this accompanied recitative is 

integrated into a continuous piece of music. For instance, the music from Manoa’s opening 

air (‘Glorious hero’) is heard again directly after the accompanied recitative in ‘Bring the 

                                                 
22

 The one bar orchestral introduction was borrowed from Giovanni Porta’s Numitore (London: 1720).  
23

 This is how the symphony is described in the 1743 wordbook: Samson (London: J and R Tonson, 1743), p. 

24. 
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laurels’ sung by a semi-chorus of virgins, and in the full chorus ‘Bring the laurels’.
24

 The 

whole section is a requiem for the fallen hero, and the accompanied recitative is sung by an 

‘Israelite woman’ who tells of how Samson will be remembered for his ill-fated choice of 

wife.  

 In this oratorio Handel associates accompanied recitative with self-pity but also with 

regained strength. Samson’s god-given strength is consistently associated with major 

harmonies, whether his strength is mentioned as parts of memories or in the present as his 

strength begins to be divinely restored. The first seven accompanied recitatives follow 

Samson as he emerges from a state of hopelessness to a defiant defender of God’s law, and 

the last is a reflection on trusting earthly delights over one’s divine duty. Yet, there is 

something deeper at work in Handel’s biblical oratorios with regard to the composer’s use of 

accompanied recitatives to depict the supernatural, which in the case of Samson can only 

radiate from the god of the Israelites. Indeed only believers in this god receive accompanied 

recitatives in the oratorio, and the faithful readily defend his honour and invoke him for 

support. The medium of English oratorio itself poses a particular compositional challenge, as 

it is necessary to musically distinguish between the supernatural figures associated with the 

Christian-Judaeo god (who exists) and those associated with the pagan gods (who do not 

exist). As we shall see it would be theologically unsound to set the prayers of a pagan people 

to accompanied recitative, as this would undermine the existence of the one true god.  
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 For a full description of this integrated piece of music see: Dean, Oratorios, pp. 343-344.  
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Divinity and supernatural themes in Handel’s oratorio ‘accompagnati’ 

 

Between Handel’s original version of Esther (1718) and his last oratorio Jephtha (1752), the 

composer included a total of eighty-five accompanied recitatives within the premiere 

performances of his English oratorios. Similar to the composer’s opere serie, the oratorios 

feature supernatural themes in the majority of their accompanied recitatives. These range 

from the prophetess Deborah’s invocation of the Lord in ‘By that adorable decree’ (Deborah: 

Act I, scene 1) to the warrior Jephtha’s sacred vow in ‘If, Lord, sustained by thy almighty 

power’ (Jephtha: Act I, scene 4). Due to censorship, there is no mention of the Christian-

Judaeo god in Handel’s operatic accompanied recitatives, even though such operas as 

Rodrigo, Rinaldo, and Orlando all feature Christian characters.
25

 Rather if a Christian 

character does invoke a deity it is always a Greek or Roman god. In Handel’s oratorios, due 

to moral decency and theatrical censorship, God, the saints, religious martyrs and other 

supernatural beings do not appear. The three exceptions to this rule, the angel in Joshua,
26

 the 

ghost of the prophet Samuel in Saul,
27

 and the angel in Jephtha,
28

 are only included because 

they are essential to the plot of those oratorios. Of Handel’s seventeen publicly performed 

English oratorios only two feature Christian themes, Messiah and Theodora; the other fifteen 

are derived from the Old Testament or the Apocrypha. With the exception of the 

experimental Israel in Egypt, all of Handel’s English oratorios feature at least two 

accompanied recitatives. Typically these accompanied recitatives are concerned with 

supernatural invocations, descriptions of miracles or fateful moments. Significantly only 

seven out of seventy-three accompanied recitatives (that feature a character) are sung by a 

non-Christian or by a character that is not a believer in the Israelite god (table 4.4). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
25

 For example, Rodrigo’s invocation of Jupiter or Orlando’s vision of the mythological underworld.  
26

 The angel sings the accompanied recitative ‘Leader of Israel, ‘tis the Lord’s decree’ (Act I, scene 2). 
27

 The prophet sings the accompanied recitatives ‘Why hast thou forc’d me from the realms of peace’ (Act III, 

scene 3), and ‘Thou and thy sons shall be with me tomorrow’ (Act III, scene 3).  
28

 The angel does not receive an accompanied recitative because Jephtha misunderstands his sacred vow (see 

below). 
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Table 4.4. Accompanied recitatives given to non-believers 
 

Oratorio Character Accompanied recitative(s) 

Esther (1718) Haman 

 

‘Turn not, o Queen’ 

Athalia (1733) Athalia 

Athalia 

 

‘What scenes of horror’ 

‘O Athalia! Tremble at thy fate’ 

Belshazzar (1745) Gobrias 

Belshazzar 

 

‘Oh memory, still bitter to my soul’ 

‘Ah!’ 

Alexander Balus (1748) Ptolemy 

Cleopatra 

Cleopatra 

‘Ungrateful child, by ev’ry sacred pow’r’ 

‘Shall Cleopatra ever smile again’ 

‘Calm thou my soul, kind Isis’ 

 

 In other words of the fifteen English oratorios that feature characters only four feature 

accompanied recitatives for non-believers. What of the other eleven oratorios, that only 

feature accompanied recitatives for Christians and faithful believers in the one true god? In 

Handel’s operas accompanied recitatives could be assigned to any character, no matter if they 

were a sorceress, a wizard, a knight, a shepherdess, a foreign enemy, a god/goddess or a king. 

The composer’s practice in the English oratorios is quite different, as none of the 

accompanied recitatives were assigned to a witch, a soothsayer, a magician, or a sorceress, a 

common trait in Handel’s operas.  

An interesting example of this occurs in Saul. Here the king has convinced the witch 

of Endor to summon from the dead the recently deceased prophet Samuel; this she duly does 

in the aria ‘Infernal spirits’ (Act III, scene 2). That the witch is given no accompanied 

recitatives in the oratorio is perhaps owing to the fact that she is seen as unfaithful to the one 

true god, and has been banished from society. Previously, Saul refers to her as the “enemy of 

mankind”. Handel emphasizes the witch’s lack of accompanied recitatives by framing her 

appearance with accompanied recitatives sung by Saul, and later by Saul and the prophet 

Samuel. Directly after her supernatural invocation the prophet appears and both he and Saul 

have a dialogue set to accompanied recitative (‘Why hast thou forc’d me from the realms of 

peace’: Act III, scene 3). Perhaps Handel’s choice to not write any accompanied recitatives 

for the witch is a reflection of her dark sacrilegious magic, which is against the Israelite god. 

This viewpoint is further reflected by Handel’s use of F minor for the witch’s aria, which as 

we have seen is a key that the composer frequently uses to accompany horror and outrage in 

his opera seria accompanied recitatives.  
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In Handel’s Samson there is a further application of this principle, as none of the 

Philistines is given an accompanied recitative. For instance, during a discussion between 

Samson’s friend Micah and the Philistine giant Harapha, the giant is goaded into invoking the 

Philistine god Dagon (“if Dagon be thy God, with high devotion invocate his aid”). Harapha 

duly obliges but significantly the invocation is delivered through simple recitative (‘Dagon, 

arise!’: Act II, scene 4). Later in the oratorio (Act III, scene 2), in the wake of Samson’s 

destruction of the Philistine temple, the Philistine’s invoke Dagon, but this is done through a 

chorus (‘Hear us, our God! Oh hear our cry’, Act III, scene 2), rather than through 

accompanied recitative. As in Saul any reference to a supernatural being or act that is alien to 

the Israelite god is sung through forms other than accompanied recitative.  

One possible reason for Handel’s exclusion of pagan characters from his accompanied 

recitatives was the moral climate in London during this time. Handel’s use of sacred texts, 

although popular in some quarters, had caused alarm amongst certain members of his 

audience and the Anglican clergy. Indeed, over a decade after his first oratorio had been 

performed in a public theatre, an anonymous letter to the editor of the periodical The 

Universal Spectator (1743) expressed distaste towards certain aspects of the composer’s 

oratorios:  

 

An Oratorio either is an Act of Religion, or it is not; if it is, I ask if the Playhouse is a fit Temple to 

perform it in, or a Company of Players fit Ministers of God’s Word, for in that Case such they are 

made.
29

 

 

Later in the same piece the anonymous author states:  

 

How must it offend the devout Jew, to hear the great Jehovah, the proper and most sacred Name of 

God (a Name a Jew, if not a Priest, hardly dare pronounce) sung, I won’t say to a light Air (for as Mr. 

Handel compos’d it I dare say it is not) but by a Set of People very unfit to perform so solemn a 

Service. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
29

 Universal Spectator, 19 March 1743. Taken from Deutsch, Handel: A Documentary Biography, pp. 563-564.                      

There were several other contemporary discussions of the connection between English oratorios and the sacred 

during the 1740s and 1750s. See especially: Dean, Oratorios, pp. 133-140. 
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In other words, if Handel gave the witch of Endor an accompanied recitative or 

allowed Harapha to invoke Dagon through accompanied recitative his public could have 

viewed this as a legitimisation of the witch’s powers or of Dagon’s divinity. A similar picture 

appears in Handel’s Deborah, where the Israelites are at war with the Canaanites. As in 

Samson, an arrogant pagan opponent is defeated by the power of the Israelite god, and 

Deborah (a prophetess and a Judge of Israel) is the only character to receive any accompanied 

recitatives. Her first, ‘By that adorable decree’ (Act I, scene 1) is an invocation to “The 

Lord”. Here she is invoking the one true god to hear the prayers of the Israelites. When the 

Canaanites invoke their god Baal, it is only through choruses and simple recitatives. 

Moreover, the clash of choruses in Act II, scene 2, may have been designed by Handel to add 

further weight to this differentiation between pagan deity and one true god. Anthony Hicks 

observes: 

 
A new feature (developed more extensively in later oratorios) is the use of the chorus to portray 

different peoples, here the Israelites and the Priests of Baal; the former represented by the standard 

forms of church style—rich harmony and well-crafted counterpoint—while the music for the heathens 

is generally based on dance forms, with catchy rhythms and simpler harmonies. The Priests’ chorus ‘O 

Baal! Monarch of the skies’, dominated by unrelenting triplet figures on the strings, is barbaric in 

effect.
30

 

 

 

The connection between accompanied recitative and the divine is further proved by 

the appearance of an angel in Joshua (Act I, scene 2). Here the angel appears from heaven to 

tell Joshua of God’s will. The angel, through the medium of accompanied recitative, tells the 

hero that “Jericho must fall”, and that “the Tyrant king and all his heathen train, at their own 

idol altars shall be slain”; the angel also predicts a victory for the Israelites. Soon after the 

accompanied recitative the angel disappears and the Israelites prepare to lay siege to Jericho, 

which is held by the Canaanites.  

Later in the oratorio, Joshua, who is divinely inspired, halts the progress of the sun 

and the moon. Prior to the miracle, the Israelites had been pushed out of Jericho by the 

Canaanites as a direct result of Israelite pomposity and complacency, but Joshua soon rallies 

his troops for a fresh assault against the enemy. As both armies engage in battle Joshua 

exclaims, “Oh! Thou bright orb, great ruler of the day! Stop thy swift course”. As he utters 

these words the sun and later the moon stop their orbits and stay fixed, the extra light helps 

                                                 
30

 Anthony Hicks, ‘Handel and the Idea of an Oratorio’, CCH, p. 154. 
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the Israelites achieve victory. In the wake of such an apparition the Canaanites flee in terror 

and surrender. The use of accompanied recitative in the execution of this miracle could, 

therefore, be seen as a way of legitimising Joshua’s divinely inspired deed; the witch of 

Endor’s invocation was not afforded this authority. After Joshua’s miracle there are no more 

accompanied recitatives in the oratorio, perhaps reflecting the fact that the Israelites have 

won the battle, and are thus no longer in need of God’s help.  

In Handel’s Belshazzar (Act II, scene 2) a display of God’s power takes place for the 

benefit of a non-believer. Here the king of Babylon, Belshazzar, goads the god of the 

Israelites, and mockingly invites him to “assert his rights” and “vindicate his injur’d honour”. 

Immediately after these blasphemous statements a hand appears and writes a terrible 

prophesy on the wall; as Belshazzar views this miraculous apparition he reclines in horror 

and exclaims “Ah!” in a short accompanied recitative (example 4.3). This is Belshazzar’s 

only accompanied recitative in the oratorio, and as is usual for moments of surprise or shock 

Handel orchestrates it with strings in octave unison. The king then calls out for his 

soothsayers and wise men to decipher the divine inscription (“Call all my Wise Men, 

Sorcerers, Chaldeans, Astrologers, Magicians, Soothsayers: they can perhaps unfold the 

mystic words”), none of whom can interpret it, and none of whom is given an accompanied 

recitative. Belshazzar then summons the righteous prophet Daniel to translate the inscription, 

a process that is set as accompanied recitative (‘Mene: The God, whom thou hast thus 

dishonour’d’). 

‘Ah!’, although brief, is without doubt an accompanied recitative,
31

 as Handel later 

used the same orchestral figures to recall the apparition in certain sections of Daniel’s 

recitativo semplice that precede his accompanied recitative ‘Mene: The God, whom thou hast 

thus dishonour’d’ (Act II, scene 2).
32

 Handel later scored out this orchestral accompaniment 

on his autograph score (GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.10), and realigned the recitative to form a 

continuous section of recitativo semplice on a separate folio. David Ross Hurley explains:  

 

 

                                                 
31

 It is unlabelled as such in Handel’s autograph score and in the 1752 wordbook.  
32

 This section of accompanied recitative was originally much larger, ranging from ‘Yet, to obey’ until the end 

of the accompanied recitative ‘Mene: The God, whom thou hast thus dishonour’d’. 
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[…] the actual appearance of the hand is so convincing in its first occurrence [‘Ah!’] that Handel was 

forced to revise a later number within this scene, when Daniel emerges to interpret the handwriting 

[…]. In the original setting of the interpretation—of which much music and text were cut—Handel 

attempted to evoke the memory of the hand by recalling the instrumental recitative [‘Ah!’] when 

Daniel says ‘From Him the hand was sent’. Yet the portrayal of the hand as an actual presence was so 

strong that Handel apparently could not evoke its mere memory without suggesting that it has appeared 

again. More than likely the composer abandoned the attempt to evoke the memory of the hand and 

removed the instrumental recitative in this scene because of the difficulty of distinguishing between 

presence and remembrance in musical terms.
33

 

 

 

Example 4.3 

 

                                G.F. Handel, ‘Where is the God of Judah’s boasted pow’r?’ (recitativo semplice: bars 4-6), 

                        leading to ‘Ah!’ (bars 1-3), Belshazzar (Act II, scene 2) 

 

 

 

Handel’s audience also had access to printed editions and to oratorio wordbooks, 

both of which gave them greater insights into the musical works being performed in front of 

them. The composer’s oratorio audience would only very rarely have had access to printed 

versions of his music prior to the premiere performances (in later revivals this was not the 

case), and even if a printed version was available accompanied recitatives were generally 

absent. Indeed, it was not until John Walsh’s 1745 edition of Belshazzar that accompanied 

recitatives began to appear in the printed editions (see table 0.7). One way that Handel’s 

audience could get an idea of the overall design of his oratorios was through the oratorio 

wordbooks. Forty-five of Handel’s oratorio accompanied recitatives, featured in his initial 

performances for London are labelled in the wordbooks (generally as ‘Recitative 

accompany’d’), which range from Thomas Wood’s 1732 wordbook for Esther to John Watt’s 

1752 wordbook for Jephtha (see table 0.5). As Handel’s oratorios were un-acted, that is to 
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 David Ross Hurley, Handel’s Muse: Patterns of Creation in his Oratorios and Musical Dramas, 1743-1751 

(Oxford: OUP, 2001), pp. 228-229. See also: Dean, Oratorios, p. 459. 
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say that there were no costumes, no scenery and no real visual character differentiation, it 

could be argued that the composer and his wordbook publishers were attempting to enhance 

the experience of the oratorio audiences by bringing to their attention certain aspects of the 

biblical stories by adding scene directions. Further insights into the structure of the oratorios 

was gained by the wordbook publishers highlighting which movements of the oratorios 

consisted of arias, choruses, simple or accompanied recitative (example 4.4).  

 

 

Example 4.4 

 

 
 

G.F. Handel, Jephtha (London: John Watts, 1752?), p. 5 
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By the time of Handel’s first public performance of an English oratorio in 1733 

(Esther), his London audience would have been accustomed to the nuances of Italian opera 

for over twenty years. It seems reasonable, therefore, to suggest that any informed member of 

the opera-going public would have realised the dramatic significance of an accompanied 

recitative. As we can see in example 4.4 instances of accompanied recitatives would normally 

have been labelled as such in the oratorio wordbooks, and as mentioned earlier stage 

directions would be included in order to enhance the viewer’s overall experience, providing 

them with a kind of virtual staging. Ruth Smith explains the advantages of such inclusions:  

 

The printed libretto—the wordbook—was an indispensable part of attendance at the oratorio. Members 

of Handel’s audience bought copies of the text in the theatre in order to read the words during the 

performance […] They contained information essential to full understanding and enjoyment of the 

performance […] Printed ‘stage directions’ often compensated for the lack of visible action. Frequently 

the apportioning of text to characters had to be clarified by reference to the libretto.
34

 

 

 

If Handel’s audience did appreciate the fundamental functions of the various forms of 

Italian opera then they most certainly would have known of the connection between the 

supernatural and accompanied recitative. Naturally the London audience would have had 

different expectations regarding the musical and dramatic characteristics of English oratorios 

and Italian operas, and as a result of the religious themes, contained within the oratorios, 

would have expected supernatural themes to be treated differently. For instance, if Baal, 

Dagon, or any of their followers had received an accompanied recitative, the medium’s 

relation to the supernatural would have legitimised their existence, something that is not 

appropriate when composing music for biblical characters, as the one true god is the only 

supernatural force. Instead Handel consistently assigns accompanied recitative to characters 

and instances associated with the one true god, thus legitimising his existence and divinity.  
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 Ruth Smith, Handel’s Oratorios and Eighteenth-Century Thought (Cambridge: CUP, 1995), p. 23. 
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‘Jephtha’ and Handel’s final accompanied recitatives (1750-1759) 

 

Handel composed his last oratorio, Jephtha, between January and August 1751,
35

 and 

debuted it in Covent Garden on 26 February 1752. It was his last premiere to feature 

accompanied recitatives specifically written for John Beard, and it may also have been his 

final work to contain original accompanied recitatives (see discussion below). Jephtha 

features a total of seven accompanied recitatives and all are concerned with the consequences 

of the hero Jephtha’s vow to God. The vow itself was made before the Israelites won a 

victory over the dreaded Ammonites, and Jephtha promised God that “what, or whoever shall 

first salute mine eyes, shall be ever thine, or fall a sacrifice”. Jephtha, however, 

misunderstands his own sacred vow, perhaps explaining why the angel in Act III is not given 

an accompanied recitative, because the heavenly figure descends to earth to save Jephtha’s 

daughter Iphis from death. The angel informs Jephtha and the other characters that the vow 

with regard to human sacrifice is forfeit, but that an additional vow relating to chastity 

remains in place.
36

 There are no accompanied recitatives after this intervention.  

 The first sung part of the oratorio is itself an accompanied recitative (‘It must be so’: 

Act I, scene 1) for the soldier Zebel, as he considers recalling his half-brother Jephtha from 

exile in order to lead the Israelite forces against the Ammonites. The accompanied recitative 

is just three bars in duration, and contains only four words (“It must be so”), but Zebel’s 

decision leads to the victory of the Israelites and to Jephtha’s fateful vow.  

 The second accompanied recitative is Jephtha’s vow ‘If, Lord, sustain’d by thy 

almighty pow’r’ (Act I, scene 4), appropriately set as accompagnato accompanied recitative 

as the hero addresses God. A victory for the Israelites follows at the beginning of Act II, but 

in Iphis’ recitativo semplice ‘Hail, glorious conqueror! Much lov’d father hail! Behold your 

daughter’ (Act II, scene 3) the girl rushes forward to greet her father not knowing of his 

sacred vow; she is the first being that he has encountered since his victory over the 

Ammonites. After Jephtha has seen her, Iphis and a semi-chorus of young virgin maidens 

(sung by a chorus of boys) continue to sing joyous music. In the following recitativo 

                                                 
35

 Due to problems with his eyesight Handel ceased composition between February and June.  
36

 For a further discussion of Jephtha’s vow see: Ruth Smith, ‘Why does Jephtha Misunderstand his Own 

Vow?’, Handel Studies: A Gedenkschrift for Howard Serwer, Richard G. King (ed) (Hillsdale: Pendragon Press, 

2009), pp. 59-85. 
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semplice ‘Horror! Confusion!’ we witness Jephtha’s reaction as he lashes out at the confused 

Iphis, who does not know that she must die. Jephtha then expresses his feelings in the aria 

‘Open thy marble jaws’, which draws comments from Zebel in the succeeding recitativo 

semplice (‘Why is my brother thus afflicted?’). Jephtha’s wife Storgè, who is also present 

when he tells Zebel of the terrible consequences of his meeting with Iphis, sings the 

oratorio’s third accompanied recitative ‘First perish thou and perish all the world’ (Act II, 

scene 3). Here Storgè is furious at her husband’s carelessness.  

 Later in the oratorio, Iphis has come to terms with her grim fate and expresses this 

view in the accompanied recitative ‘For joys so vast too little is the price of one poor life’ 

(Act III, scene 4). Here the virgin prays to heaven and offers herself up as a willing victim, 

and prays for God to bless her country and her father. Yet it is Jephtha’s Act II, scene 4, 

accompanied recitative, ‘Deeper and deeper still’, that is the work’s most startling example. 

In this extensive accompanied recitative (forty-four bars) the commander muses over the 

terrible consequences of his sacred vow, inspiring Handel to change tempo frequently (largo, 

concitato, largo, largo piano), dynamic (p, f, pp, p), and accompanied recitative style. 

Interestingly certain musical ideas and words from previous accompanied recitatives are also 

featured in this tormented accompanied recitative. For example, Jephtha (bars 23-24) repeats 

the fateful words at the beginning of the oratorio “it must be so”, and as he recalls his dreaded 

vow the harmony switches to F major (bar 15), the main harmony of the accompanied 

recitative ‘If, Lord, sustain’d by thy almighty pow’r’ (Act I, scene 4). The accompanied 

recitative also begins in F sharp minor, a key that is linked to the horror of the vow; we find it 

earlier in Storgè’s ‘First perish; and perish all the world’ (Act II, scene 10) and at the end of 

Iphis’ ‘For joys so vast’ (bar 9). Indeed after the vow all of the oratorio’s accompanied 

recitatives feature F sharp major/F sharp minor chords. When Winton Dean discussed this 

accompanied recitative, he referred to it as ‘astonishing’:  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 236 

The accompanied recitative ‘Deeper and deeper still’ has no rival as dramatization of a great spirit 

struggling against the inevitable. The range of expressed as the wretched man, torn between love and 

honour, gives way in turn to awe, tenderness, violence, panic bordering on insanity, temporary calm, 

desperate resolution, and complete incoherence is astonishing. Handel’s means are rhythmic, dynamic, 

and above all harmonic. The tonality is remarkably fluid. The music passes through fifteen different 

keys, some of them more than once, and seems ever on the point of losing its bearings; yet though it 

strains at the bounds of the medium, it never transgresses them. Such daring of course is inseparable 

from the context that inspired it […] Towards the end the strain becomes too great; the vocal phrases 

fall shorter and shorter; the string chords suggest sobs punctuating Jephtha’s words.
37

 

 

 

The sophistication and boldness of the accompanied recitatives in Jephtha are a fitting 

end to Handel’s accomplished career as a composer of oratorio accompanied recitative, 

unfortunately cut short by the onset of the composer’s blindness in 1752. After or around the 

composition of Jephtha the most likely accompanied recitatives to have been composed were 

included within the un-acted drama The Choice of Hercules (see table 4.5). The work’s first 

accompanied recitative (Pleasure: ‘Mount, mount the steep ascent’) appears to be original, 

but its second (Virtue: ‘See, Hercules!’) mostly consists of music borrowed from a sinfonia 

from the incidental music to Alceste, completed the year before.  

 The duet accompanied recitative (‘The people will tell of their wisdom’) in the 

‘Foundling Hospital anthem’, Blessed are they that considereth the poor, does not seem to 

have been performed at the work’s premiere (17 May 1749: Foundling Hospital chapel) as it 

does not appear in the printed wordbook. Donald Burrows argues that only the choral version 

was performed in 1749 with the passages for solo singers added two years later.
38

 So ‘The 

people will tell of their wisdom’ was composed in July or August 1751.
39

 It is for two treble 

voices (which sing mostly a third apart) and standard accompanied recitative orchestration; 

the vocal performers are unknown. This may well have been Handel’s final accompanied 

recitative, because Blessed are they that considereth the poor is most certainly the 

composer’s final work to feature an accompanied recitative in autograph. There are no 

accompanied recitatives in Handel’s own hand after 1752, Anthony Hicks explains: 

 

                                                 
37

 Dean, Oratorios, p. 610. 
38

 Burrows, Handel, p. 327. 
39

 Donald Burrows, ‘Handel and the Foundling Hospital’, ML, Vol. 58, No. 3 (July 1977), p. 277. 
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Apart from shaky signatures on a letter and on the codicils to his will, no document of any kind after 

1752 survives in Handel’s own hand.
40

 

 

 

Table 4.5. Works featuring accompanied recitatives 1750-1759
41

 

Work Date of 

composition 

Date of performance Accompanied recitatives 

Alceste (HWV 45) December 1749-

January 1750 

Not performed 1. ‘Ye happy people’
42

 

2. ‘He comes, he rises from 

below’ 

Esther (HWV 50b) Altered in Spring 

1751 

Revival: 15 March 1751, 

Covent Garden 

‘Me thinks I see the stately 

tow’r’ 

Jephtha (HWV 70) January-August 

1751 

26 February 1752, Covent 

Garden 

1. ‘It must be so’ 

2. ‘If, Lord, sustain’d by thy 

almighty pow’r’ 

3. ‘First perish thou’ 

4. ‘For joys so vast’ 

5. ‘Deeper and deeper still’ 

6. ‘A father off’ing up his   

only child’ 

7. ‘Ye sacred priests’ 

The Choice of Hercules 

(HWV 68) 

June-July 1751 1 March 1751, Covent 

Garden 

1. ‘See Hercules!’
43

 

2. ‘Mount, mount the steep 

asccent’ 

Blessed are they that 

considereth the poor 

(HWV 268: Foundling 

Hospital anthem) 

July/August? 

1751
44

 

Revised version: 16 April 

1753, Foundling Hospital 

Chapel 

‘The people will tell of their 

wisdom’ 

The Triumph of Time and 

Truth (HWV 71) 

1756/early 1757 11 March 1757, Covent 

Garden 

1. ‘Adieu, vain world’ 

2. ‘Oh, thither let me cast my 

longing eye’
45

 

Solomon (HWV 67) Altered in Spring 

1759 

Revival: 9 March 1759, 

Covent Garden 

‘But when the Temple I 

behold’ 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
40

 Anthony Hicks, ‘The late additions to Handel’s oratorios and the role of the younger Smith’, Music in 

Eighteenth-Century England: Essays in memory of Charles Cudworth, Christopher Hogwood and Richard 

Luckett (eds) (Cambridge: CUP, 1983), p. 147. 
41

 Only newly composed accompanied recitatives appear in this table. Unless otherwise stated, compositional 

dates are taken from: Donald Burrows and Martha Ronish, A Catalogue of Handel’s Musical Autographs 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994). It is unclear who composed the accompanied recitatives after 1751.  
42

 This accompanied recitative was inserted into a revival of Alexander Balus in 1751, but the revival was 

cancelled due to a death in the royal family. The accompanied recitative subsequently appeared in a revival in 

1754 (Covent Garden, 1 March). 
43

 This accompanied recitative features orchestral music borrowed from Alceste. 
44

 Date taken from: Burrows, Handel, pp. 404-405. The performance of the revised anthem was delayed until 

1753 due to the unfinished state of the Foundling Hospital chapel. 
45

 This accompanied recitative shares certain musical characteristics with ‘The people will tell of their wisdom’ 

(Blessed are they that considereth the poor). See below.  
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After the revised ‘Foundling Hospital anthem’ accompanied recitatives only appear in 

oratorio revivals or resetting of old works.
46

 Yet, the two accompanied recitatives in Handel’s 

The Triumph of Time and Truth do pose a particularly complex problem, as it is unclear who 

composed or adapted them. The work itself is perplexing, and even its genre is unclear, most 

scholars refer to it as an oratorio, and this is indeed its description on the title page of the 

1757 wordbook, but Ruth Smith refers to it as a ‘moral allegory’, which is perhaps more 

helpful: 

 

[After Semele and Hercules Handel] wrote only oratorios and two near-oratorios, the moral allegories 

The Choice of Hercules (1750) and The Triumph of Time and Truth (1757, a revision of an earlier 

work).
47

 

 

 

The work’s two accompanied recitatives (‘Adieu, vain world’, and ‘Oh, thither let me cast 

my longing eye’), like their predecessors in Il Trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno (HWV 

46a: Rome, 1707) and Il Trionfo del Tempo e della Verità (HWV 46b: London, 1737), are 

both for the character of Beauty. Neither of the 1757 setting’s accompanied recitatives are 

directly borrowed from previous sources, unlike a great deal of the music featured elsewhere 

in the work. Indeed all of the work’s recitatives were newly composed, but by whom remains 

a mystery, as Anthony Hicks explains: 

 

The new English recitatives were not adapted from the earlier ones, and there is no way of determining 

who composed them.
48

 

 

Hicks goes on to say:  

 

In short, none of the really ‘new’ music in The Triumph of Time and Truth is sufficiently original or 

remarkable to rule out the possibility that the compilation of the oratorio was entirely the work of a 

collaborator.
49

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
46

 For example, the accompanied recitative ‘Almighty power’, originally composed for Solomon, was inserted 

into revivals of Saul (1756) and Israel in Egypt (1756).  
47

 Ruth Smith, Handel’s Oratorios and Eighteenth-Century Thought, p. 18. 
48

 Hicks, ‘The late additions to Handel’s oratorios and the role of the younger Smith’, pp. 152-153. 
49

 Ibid., p. 154. 



 239 

It is true that neither accompanied recitative features borrowed material from 

Handel’s previous settings, but models for their location (part III), and their assigned 

character (Beauty or Bellezza), can be found in the earlier versions. For example, the two 

accompanied recitatives in Il Trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno appear in the following 

structure: accompagnato, duet (da capo), ritornello, recitativo semplice, aria (da capo), 

recitativo semplice, accompagnato. This is very similar to the structure found in the later The 

Triumph of Time and Truth: accompagnato, aria (dal segno), recitativo semplice, cavatina, 

recitativo semplice, accompagnato. Indeed Graydon Beeks finds two direct borrowings 

between these sections (table 4.6).
50

 

 

Table 4.6. Structural analysis between HWV 71 and HWV 46a 

Structure between 

the two 

accompanied 

recitatives in The 

Triumph of Time 

and Truth  

 

Type Borrowings 

according to 

Beeks 

Structure between 

the two 

accompanied 

recitatives in Il 

Trionfo del Tempo 

e del Disinganno  

Type 

‘Adieu, vain world’ Accompagnato (E 

major-F sharp 

minor) 

 ‘Si Belta Penitenza’ Accompagnato (E 

major-B minor) 

‘From the heart’ Aria (dal segno: B 

minor) 
Borrowed from  ‘Il bel pianto 

dell’aurora’ 

Duet (G major) 

‘Pleasure, too long 

associates we have 

been’ 

Recitativo semplice 

(E major-B minor) 

 ‘Piacer, che meco 

già vivesti’ 

Ritornello (A 

minor), recitativo 

semplice (D minor-

C major) 

‘Like clouds’ Cavatina (G major-

G minor) 
Borrowed from ‘Come nembo che 

fugge col vento’ 

Aria (da capo: G 

major) 

‘She’s gone’ Recitativo semplice 

(C major-D major)  

 --------------------------------------------------- 

‘Oh, thither let me 

cast my longing 

eye’
51

 

Accompagnato (G 

major-G major) 

 ‘Pure del cielo 

intelligenze eterne’ 

Accompagnato (E 

major-G sharp 

minor) 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
50

 Graydon Beeks, ‘The 1757 ‘Triumph of Time and Truth’ as a Career Retrospective’, HJb, Vol. 54 (2000), pp. 

242, 247. Beeks does not discuss the recitatives.  
51

 The accompanied recitative’s succeeding dal segno aria, ‘Guardian angel’s’, is based on the da capo aria, ‘Tu 

del ciel ministro eletto’ that succeeds the accompanied recitative ‘Pure del cielo intelligenze eterne’ in Il Trionfo 

del Tempo e del Disinganno. 
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As the two arias from this section of The Triumph of Time and Truth are borrowed 

from the arias in the same position in Il Trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno, it should be no 

surprise that it is also possible to relate at least one of the accompanied recitatives to its 

predecessor. Certainly ‘Adieu, vain world’ could have been modelled on ‘Si Belta Penitenza’. 

Both are in E major, both are in the pure accompagnato style, and both contain similar 

harmonies. Given these similarities it seems likely that ‘Adieu, vain world’ was modelled on 

its predecessor, but by whom remains a mystery. Beeks and Hicks suggest that inclusion of 

new or altered music in this work can more than likely be attributed to Handel’s assistant 

John Christopher Smith Junior (1712-1795): 

 

Anthony Hicks has argued that much of the “new” material found in The Triumph of Time and Truth, 

both in 1757 and 1758, seems to have been cobbled together from bits of genuine Handel by someone 

other than the composer, and John Christopher Smith Jr. would seem to be the likeliest suspect.
52

 

 

The second accompanied recitative (‘Oh, thither let me cast my longing eye’) in The 

Triumph of Time and Truth does not seem to have been based on its predecessor ‘Pure del 

cielo intelligenze eterne’, as neither share common musical features. A model for ‘Oh, thither 

let me cast my longing eye’, however, can be found within the accompanied recitative ‘The 

people will tell of their wisdom’ (Blessed are they that considereth the poor), an 

accompanied recitative that bears a resemblance to it. From examples 4.5a and 4.5b we can 

see the following similarities: both share a near identical orchestral introduction; both are in 

the pure accompagnato style; both are in the key of G major. Indeed the entire section that 

leads to ‘The people will tell of their wisdom’ (the chorus ‘Comfort them, oh Lord’) was 

borrowed and inserted into part III of The Triumph of Time and Truth shortly before the 

beginning of the structure outlined in table 4.6. Thus whoever adapted the accompanied 

recitative would most certainly have had Blessed are they that considereth the poor in front 

of him. It was not unusual for Handel to borrow models and ideas from his previous 

accompanied recitatives in order to create new compositions, but it remains unknown 

whether he, his assistant John Christopher Smith Junior, or an unknown person made the 

adaptation. Given the uncertain nature of who adapted the two accompanied recitatives in 

                                                 
52

 Graydon Beeks, ‘The 1757 ‘Triumph of Time and Truth’ as a Career Retrospective’, p. 239. See also: 

Anthony Hicks, ‘The late additions to Handel’s oratorios and the role of the younger Smith’, pp. 147-169. 
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The Triumph of Time and Truth, the accompanied recitative ‘The people will tell of their 

wisdom’ is most probably the last accompanied recitative that Handel composed.  

 

Example 4.5a 

 

        G.F. Handel, ‘The people will tell of their wisdom’ (bars 1-5), Blessed are they that considereth the poor. 

 

Example 4.5b 

 

        G.F. Handel, ‘Oh, thither let me cast my longing eye’ (bars 1-5), The Triumph of Time and Truth. 
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Conclusion: Handel’s accompanied recitatives 1740-1752 

 

During the 1740s Handel composed more accompanied recitatives for his premiere 

productions than at any other time during his entire career (see table 4.7). With the sole 

exception of ‘Miratela che arriva’ (Imeneo, Act III, scene 8: Lincoln’s Inn Fields, 22 

November 1740),
53

 all of these accompanied recitatives were in the English language, 

highlighting Handel’s abandonment of Italian language works at this time. The few other 

exceptions to this rule were all inserted into revivals in order to cater for Italian singers who 

were not able to sing comfortably in English, such as Handel’s new accompanied recitatives 

for the mezzo-soprano castrato Andreoni (‘Alte montagne nel cui steril grembo’, Part I; 

‘L’insaziabil, fantasia’, Part III) composed for the 1741 revival of L’Allegro. During the 

twelve years between 1740 and 1752 Handel included accompanied recitatives in twelve 

oratorios, four un-acted dramas, one ode, one anthem, one Te Deum, one opera, and one 

instance of incidental music for a play (see appendices II and III). As we have seen the 

composer continued to experiment with structure in relation to accompanied recitatives, with 

notable examples occurring in Hercules (Dejanira’s ‘mad scene’: Act III, scene 3), Semele 

(Semele’s ‘death scene’: Act III, scene 7), L’Allegro (especially the extensive section 

beginning with Il Penseroso’s aria ‘Come, and trip it as you go’, and ending with the chorus 

‘Join with thee’), and within several oratorio scenes, such as Act I, scene 1, from Belshazzar.  

In comparison to his operas, it seems that Handel had more freedom to include 

accompanied recitatives within his English language works. This was due to several reasons, 

ranging from the composer’s increased use of accompanied recitatives in conjunction with 

choruses and descriptive orchestral music, the lack of staging and acting which made the exit 

aria redundant and the need to include representative music more likely, or as previously 

mentioned the supernatural nature of many of the oratorio (and other English language) 

librettos. Indeed from 1740 up until 1745 Handel composed a variety of vocal works that 

included significantly large numbers of accompanied recitatives: L’Allegro (10), Messiah (9), 

Samson (8), Semele (12), Joseph (9), Hercules (9), and Belshazzar (11). 

 

                                                 
53

 This accompanied recitative was composed two years earlier in 1738.  
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Table 4.7. Handel’s accompanied recitatives decade by decade
54

 

 

Decades              Number of accompanied recitatives in Handel’s works during these years 

 

1704-1709 25 

1710-1719 32 

1720-1729 69 

1730-1739 65 

1740-1749 92 

1750-1759 14 

 

Total number of accompanied recitatives:                          297 

 

 

 

 As with earlier un-acted works, such as the Italian orchestra-accompanied cantatas, 

the English language accompanied recitatives tend to feature vocal ornaments and a 

descriptive orchestral accompaniment generally less restrained than that of the opera 

accompanied recitatives. Take for example the descriptive music that accompanies the 

miracle in ‘Oh! Thou bright orb’ (Joshua: Act II, scene 7),
55

 the representation of rising 

flames in ‘Behold! Auspicious flashes rise’ (Semele: Act I, scene 1), the detailed orchestral 

accompaniment to Simeon’s prison accompanied recitative (‘Where are these brethren’, 

Joseph: Act II, scene 2), or Solomon’s prayer to God (‘Almighty pow’r’, Solomon: Act I, 

scene 1). Examples of vocal ornaments occur in such accompanied recitatives as ‘Why do the 

gentiles tumult’ (Occasional Oratorio: Part I), ‘Thus saith the Lord’ (Messiah: Part I), ‘I feel, 

I feel the god’ (Hercules: Act I, scene 1), and ‘Thus saith the Lord to Cyrus’ (Belshazzar: Act 

I, scene 3).  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
54

 Only accompanied recitatives that appeared in premiere performances are included in this table.  
55

 For a detailed description of this accompanied recitative see: Dean, Oratorios, pp. 501-504. 
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A significant number of Handel’s English language accompanied recitatives (in his 

oratorios and larger works) are perhaps the most profound, dramatic, and well-crafted 

accompanied recitatives that he ever wrote, and importantly it was these accompanied 

recitatives that went on to become his best known examples during the second half of the 

eighteenth century following his death, and during the whole of the nineteenth century. 

Indeed Handel’s English language works (especially the oratorios) continued to be performed 

regularly throughout the remainder of the century in London and in continental Europe, 

something that cannot be said of the composer’s operas (see conclusion chapter).  
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Conclusion 
 

 

What can then be said of Handel and his accompanied recitatives? Certainly the medium 

had existed for almost a century when he premiered his first opera in 1705, and his 

dramatic associations with accompanied recitative, as this dissertation has proven, are 

consistent with those of his predecessors and contemporaries. Yet, the composer’s use of 

accompanied recitative over the decades did not remain static, and, as the previous 

chapters have shown, Handel used the medium more and more in his operas and oratorios 

as the years went by, even more so than his continental contemporaries. This evolution 

was not merely evident by an increase in the number and length of accompanied 

recitatives within his larger works, but by the composer’s manipulation of form in 

relation to other closed forms, primarily the da capo aria. Some of these increases, 

however, were at least partly as a result of certain singers who excelled at performing 

accompanied recitatives, many of whom went on to be given many accompanied 

recitatives within the works of other composers. Indeed, Handel wrote the vast majority 

of his accompanied recitatives for his leading men and ladies (rather than for specific 

voice types), and certainly this dissertation has proven that Senesino and Beard were the 

two singers that he composed the most accompanied recitatives for during his career, 

something that has not been documented before.  

 The previous chapters have also detailed important findings with regard to 

Handel’s usual working practices when it came to the placement of accompanied 

recitative within his vocal works. Accompanied recitatives within scenes, for instance, 

were usually preceded by or succeeded (and in many cases preceded and succeeded) by 

recitativo semplice, and therefore it was not typical for accompanied recitatives to form a 

transition from recitativo semplice to aria. Importantly, almost half of Handel’s opera 

seria accompanied recitatives are placed at the very beginning of a scene (usually one 

that featured violence or emotional turmoil), and based on the evidence one can argue 

that the composer did this in order to provide a dramatic and musical contrast to the 

preceding scene. Furthermore, in Handel’s opere serie a significant number of 

accompanied recitatives appear in Act I, scene 1, but in the composer’s English oratorios 

this changes to Act I, scene 3. These findings point towards an important difference 



 246 

between the construction of Handel’s opera seria and oratorio libretti.  

 This dissertation has also attempted to unravel the inconsistent terminology 

associated with accompanied recitative in modern musicology, and the seven categories 

devised for this project (pure accompagnato, pure obbligato, pure measured, mixed style 

I, mixed style II, mixed style III, and mixed style IV) provide an accurate and consistent 

description of what is musically happening within any given accompanied recitative, 

something that has not been attempted before. We have seen how Handel associates 

certain accompanied recitative styles with certain dramatic occurrences, but it is 

interesting to see how he occasionally provides the opposite style to what is expected in 

order to highlight the dramatic contents of a libretto (such as in Teseo’s accompanied 

recitative ‘Giuro, per quest’ acciaro’: Teseo, Act V, scene 4; or Apollo’s fateful response 

in ‘Risanarti non puoi’: Admeto, Act I, scene 3). 

The labels attached to Handel’s accompanied recitatives on his 

autograph/manuscripts scores, and in the published wordbooks and early editions, have, 

in this dissertation, helped to clarify what is and what is not an accompanied recitative. 

This research was important because many of the composer’s accompanied recitatives are 

mislabelled in modern published scores, monographs, and in articles within periodicals as 

‘arioso’ or some other incorrect term. Due to an exhaustive search of the extant sources, 

and a thorough musical analysis, it is hoped that the accompanied recitatives listed in the 

three appendices at the end of this dissertation provide a definitive list of all of the 

composer’s accompanied recitatives, with the exception of those featured within his 

pasticci, which were beyond the scope of this study.  

We have seen throughout this dissertation the connection between accompanied 

recitative and the supernatural in all genres of Handel’s orchestrally-accompanied vocal 

works. Yet, new findings, outlined in chapter IV, have proven that the composer, in his 

English oratorios at least, almost exclusively associated accompanied recitative with the 

god of the Israelites and His dealings with mortals. This is an important connection, one 

that has not been documented before. It would not be too strong to say that Handel was 

one of the most prolific, exciting and important composers of accompanied recitative 

(within the genres of opera seria and oratorio) during the first half of the eighteenth 

century.  
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Further thoughts 

 

Handel undoubtedly began to include more and more accompanied recitatives within his 

operas during the mid-1720s, but this was also a phenomenon witnessed in Italy during 

this time in the operas of such composers as Vinci and Vivaldi. This strikes one as 

particularly important, but a convincing explanation for such increases has yet to be 

made. Accompanied recitative certainly became immensely important to composers in 

the second half of the eighteenth century, and the move towards the inclusion of it in 

greater numbers, within Italian opera, reached its zenith just three years after Handel’s 

death with Christoph Willibald Gluck’s (1714-1787) and Ranieri de’ Calzabigi’s (1714-

1795) first reform opera, Orfeo ed Euridice (Vienna: Burgtheater, 5 October 1762). 

Gluck’s Orfeo is undeniably of the utmost historical importance because all of the 

recitative text is orchestrally accompanied, and the use of accompanied recitative in the 

operas of Gluck’s contemporaries and successors has to be viewed through the prism of 

his and Calzabigi’s reforms. Famously, reasons for this break with tradition appear in 

Calzabigi’s preface to their second reform opera, Alceste (Vienna: Burgtheater, 26 

December 1767):  

 

When I undertook to write the music for Alceste, I determined to strip it completely of all those 

abuses, whether introduced by the mistaken vanity of the singers, or by the excessive obligingness 

of composers, that have long been disfiguring Italian opera and have turned the most magnificent 

and beautiful of all the spectacles into the most ridiculous and boring. I determined to restrict 

music to its true function, namely, to enhance poetry in terms of expression and the situations it 

relates, without interrupting the action or numbing it with useless and superfluous ornaments. And 

I thought music ought to do for the poetry what lively colors and the contrast of light and shadow 

do for a correct and well-ordered drawing, animating the figures without modifying their contours. 

[…] the instrumental passages should be used in proportion to interest and emotion, above all to 

avoid that sharp break in the dialogue between aria and recitative; and that they should not cut off 

the sentence illogically or interrupt the heat and power of the action inopportunely. […] I have 

deemed it my greatest task to seek the beauty of simplicity, and I have avoided making a display 

of complexities at the expense of clarity. I have not judged any novelty estimable unless it 

immediately and naturally flows from the situation and the expression; and there is no convention 

that I have not felt free to sacrifice for the sake of effect.
1
 

 

Calzabigi’s preface reflects the thoughts of the author Francesco Algarotti’s (1712-1764) 

published less than a decade before in his Saggio sopra l’opera in musica (Venice: 1755), 

                                                 
1
 Gluck to the Archduke Leopold of Tuscany, Vienna 1769. Translation taken from: Music and Culture in 

Eighteenth-Century Europe: A Source Book, Enrico Fubini (ed), translations by Wolfgang Freis, Lisa 

Gasbarrone and Michael Louis Leone (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), pp. 364-365. 
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a commentator who also favoured the inclusion of larger numbers of accompanied 

recitatives within Italian opera:
2
 

 

[…] the recitative, all disregarded as it may be, has been known to excite emotions in an audience, 

when it was of the obligato kind, as the artists term it; that is, when strictly accompanied with 

instruments. Perhaps it would not be improper to employ it oftener than is now the custom. What a 

kindling warmth might be communicated to the recitative, if, where a passion exerts itself, it were 

to be enforced by the united orchestra! By so doing, the heart and mind at once would be stormed, 

as it were, by all the powers of music.
3
 

 

In their reform operas Gluck and Calzabigi were undoubtedly influenced by the 

characteristics of French tragédie en musique (large numbers of dances, choruses and 

accompanied recitatives), but Handel may have had some effect on the younger composer 

based on the following observations. Gluck must have met Handel in London during the 

1740s as he was in the city during the 1745-1746 theatrical season, and at least one 

modern biographer of Gluck has stated that:  

 

The last result of Gluck’s London visit must surely have been his intimate acquaintance with and 

lifelong appreciation of Handel’s music.
4
 

 

 

 During this time Handel was composing the Occasional Oratorio (January-

February 1746), which was one of the few publically performed (14 February 1746) 

works by the composer that Gluck could have attended during that season. Unfortunately, 

all of the reports relating to meetings between the two composers come from antidotes 

penned many years later, but it is highly likely that a meeting did take place. There may 

be little sound documentary evidence to link the two composers but music by both men 

did appear in the charity pasticcio Il trionfo della continenza (King’s Theatre, 28 January 

1746), and certainly Handel worked with the alto-castrato Gaetano Guadagni (1728-

1792) who went on to be Gluck’s first Orfeo in 1762. Guadagni had worked with Handel 

between 1750-1755, and appeared in several revivals of the composer’s English language 

                                                 
2
 Max Loppert, ‘Willibald Ritter von Gluck: The Italian ‘reform’ operas’, NG Opera [accessed 23/09/2011] 

(para. 5 of 11).  
3
 Francesco Algarotti, An Essay on the Opera Written in the Italian by Count Algarotti (London: 1767), p. 

34. Anonymous English translation of: Saggio sopra l’opera in musica (Venice: 1755). 
4
 Patricia Howard, Gluck: An Eighteenth-Century Portrait in Letters and Documents (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1995), p. 17. 
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works, three of which featured accompanied recitatives for him.
5
 Handel even wrote 

‘Forbid it, Hea’vn’ (Theodora: Act II, scene 5), the only castrato accompanied recitative 

to be included in a premiere performance of one of his oratorios. Importantly, Calzabigi 

later stated that ‘Orfeo went well, because we discovered Guadagni’.
6
  

During the 1770s (at least) Gluck’s operas undoubtedly influenced one of 

Handel’s most illustrious successors in London, Johann Christian Bach (1735-1782).
7
 

There is, however, also a case to be made regarding Handel’s influence on J. C. Bach. 

Bach only wrote five original operas for London between 1763 and 1778,
8
 but it has been 

noted that his operatic style changed after he arrived in the English capital in the summer 

of 1762.
9
 In these operas the inclusion of da capo arias decrease, as do instances of 

recitativo semplice, and the number of choruses increases. The composer also got to 

know the singer John Beard, then impresario at Covent Garden, and Bach contributed 

songs to the pasticcio comic opera Maid of the Mill (Covent Garden: 31 January 1765), in 

which Beard also sang. Bach also worked with Guadagni, as he sang the primo uomo role 

in the composer’s first opera, Artaserse (Turin: 26 December 1760), and the composer 

worked with the castrato again in London during the late 1760s and early 1770s. Bach 

was also musically involved with the British royal family, keen supporters of Handel’s 

music. Given all these connections it would be interesting to analyze J. C. Bach’s use of 

accompanied recitative with Handel’s oratorios accompanied recitatives (at least) in 

mind. 

 Joseph Haydn’s (1732-1809) connection and admiration for Handel’s oratorios 

also cannot be ignored,
10

 and research has yet to be done regarding Handel’s musical and 

                                                 
5
 Samson (1750 and 1753: Micah, two accompanied recitatives); Judas Maccabaeus (1750, 1751 and 1753: 

Messenger and Israelite man, one accompanied recitative); Belshazzar (1751: Cyrus, two accompanied 

recitatives).  
6
 Patricia Howard, Gluck: An Eighteenth-Century Portrait in Letters and Documents, p. 57. 

7
 Bach for example arranged Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice (with Guadagni reprising his role as Orfeo) for 

London in April 1770, and the recitatives in his only tragédie en musique for France, Amadis de Gaule 

(Paris: 14 December 1779), all have orchestral accompaniment.  
8
 Orione (King’s Theatre: 19 February 1763); Zanaida (King’s Theatre: 7 May 1763); Adriano in Siria 

(King’s Theatre: 26 January 1765); Carattaco (King’s Theatre: 14 February 1767); and La clemenza di 

Scipione (King’s Theatre: 4 April 1778).  
9
 Ernest Warburton, ‘J. C. Bach’s Operas’, PRMA, 92

nd 
session (1965-1966), pp. 96-97 and 102. 

10
 Haydn’s admiration for Handel is mentioned in the following articles: Hartmut Krones, ‘Joseph Haydn’, 

CHE, p. 318; Emily I. Dolan, ‘The work of the Orchestra in Haydn’s ‘Creation’’, 19th-Century Music, Vol. 

34, No. 1 (summer 2010), pp. 4-6; James Webster, ‘Haydn: 4. London, 1791-5’, NG [accessed 01/01/2012] 
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dramatic influence (if any) on the composer’s accompanied recitatives for his later 

oratorios Die Schöpfung (Vienna: 29 April 1798) and Die Jahreszeiten (Vienna: 24 April 

1801).  

A definitive history of the spread of recitativo accompagnato throughout 

continental Europe during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries has yet to be written. 

Such a history would of course have to be wide ranging and would have to at least 

include studies of German language sacred music (1620s onwards), German language 

opera/Singspiel, French tragédie en musique (1670s onwards), French cantatas and 

religious music, musical treatises, articles in periodicals, personal correspondence, opera 

seria, opera buffa, and all the other variants of Italian vocal music from at least the time 

of Monteverdi. Undoubtedly a study of such scope would be a daunting undertaking, but 

its results would nonetheless be of great value.  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
(para. 5); and A. Peter Brown, ‘The Creation and the Seasons: Some Allusions, Quotations, and Models 

from Handel to Mendelssohn’, Current Musicology, No. 51 (autumn 1993), pp. 26-58. 
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Appendix Preface 

 
The purpose of these three appendices is to catalogue all of Handel’s accompanied 

recitatives that feature in original works and revivals, the composer’s pasticci are out of 

necessity excluded from these appendices. The various works are divided into three broad 

categories, namely: cantatas, operas and ‘oratorios and other works’. Each entry is given 

the following format:  

 

HWV number and title 

 

 Autograph manuscript 

 

 Conducting score 

 

 Language 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in the work 

 

 Location of composition and year 

 

 Voice type and instruments 

 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative 

 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative 

 

 Tempo markings 

 

The autograph manuscript(s) subcategory refers to the main source, containing the 

accompanied recitative(s), in one of Handel’s autograph scores. It is not the role of this 

entry to provide details of every other autograph manuscript.
1
 

The performing scores were viewed mostly in manuscript in Hamburg’s Staats- 

und Universitätsbibliothek Carl von Ossietzky, the terms ‘conducting score’ and ‘archive 

score’ are derived from an article by Hans Dieter Clausen.
2
  

The ‘location of composition and year’ subcategory refers to the location in which 

Handel composed a specific work.
3
 The year/date refers to the actual date(s) of 

composition and not to the date of the first performance. The majority of these dates were 

                                                 
1
 See HHb i and HHb ii for full listings.  

2
 Hans Dieter Clausen, ‘The Hamburg Collection’, Handel Collections and their History, Terence Best (ed) 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), pp. 10-28. 
3
 If a location is uncertain this is discussed within the subcategory. 
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taken from Donald Burrows’ and Martha J. Ronish’s catalogue A Catalogue of Handel’s 

Musical Autographs, a catalogue that references all the completion dates contained on the 

autograph manuscripts.
4
 If a date is uncertain then all relevant arguments are displayed in 

this subcategory, the references to which are paraphrased in order to save space but each 

source appears in full in the bibliography.  

 The ‘voice type and instruments’ subcategory gives the vocal type and the 

character that originally performed the accompanied recitative. It does not reference the 

original performer. If the instrumentation of the accompanied recitative is debatable this 

is discussed within the subcategory.  

In the ‘number of bars’ subcategory all bar numbers are given for each of the 

accompanied recitatives, if an accompanied recitative is prefixed by a large sinfonia or an 

extensive orchestral introduction that is unrelated to the succeeding accompanied 

recitative then they have been removed from the bar count, and appear in brackets 

afterwards.  

The ‘tempo markings’ subcategory lists Handel’s accompanied recitative tempo 

marks that appear on his autograph scores, if it were not possible to view a specific 

autograph manuscript then the entries in HHb i and HHb ii were used.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4
 Donald Burrows and Martha J. Ronish, A Catalogue of Handel’s Musical Autographs (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1994). 
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In appendix III (‘non-oratorio/opera works’) many of the genre definitions for 

Handel’s English theatrical works were taken from Ruth Smith’s monograph Handel’s 

Oratorios and Eighteenth-Century Thought.
5
 These include:  

 

Acis and Galatea (HWV 49a) – a Masque
6
 

Acis and Galatea (HWV 49b) – a Masque
7
 

L’Allegro (HWV 55) – an Ode
8
 

Semele (HWV 58) – an un-acted drama
9
 

Hercules (HWV 60) – an un-acted drama
10

 

The Choice of Hercules (HWV 69) – an un-acted moral allegorical drama
11

 

The Triumph of Time and Truth (HWV 71) – an un-acted moral allegorical drama
12

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
5
 Ruth Smith, Handel’s Oratorios and Eighteenth-Century Thought (Cambridge: CUP, 1995). 

6
 Ibid., p. 21. 

7
 Ibid. 

8
 Ibid., p. 22. 

9
 Ibid. 

10
 Ibid. 

11
 Ibid., pp. 18 and 22. 

12
 Ibid, p. 18. 
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Appendix I 

 

Accompagnati in Handel’s cantatas 

 
 

              1. HWV 78. Ah! Crudel, nel pianto mio 

 

 Autograph manuscript: D MÜs - Hs 1897. 

 Copy: GB Lbl - R.M.19.a.1. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (The HHA edition refers to this section as 

‘Accompagnato e Recitativo’). 

 Location of composition and year: Rome, September 1707. There is confusion over the dating of 

this cantata. The HHb states that the cantata was written in Rome around August 1708 (HHb ii, p. 

463). The NG (Anthony Hicks, ‘Handel’, Vol. V (London: Macmillian Press, 2001), p. 789), and 

the HHA (series V, band 3, Hans Joachim Marx (ed) (London: Bärenreiter, 1994), p. XVI), both 

state that it was written c.1707. Ellen Harris states that it may have been written in Rome around 

September 1707 (Ellen Harris, Handel as Orpheus, p. 268). The CHE states that it was composed 

in Rome in August 1707 and performed in Rome on 2 September 1707 (Annette Landgraf and 

David Vickers (eds), CHE, Appendix I). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Balena il cielo.  

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (no character given) accompanied by strings (violin I, violin 

II) and continuo. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 17-bars (including a two bar orchestral 

introduction). 

 Tempo markings: Adagio. 

 

              2. HWV 81. Alpestre monte 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.1. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Location of composition and year: Florence/Venice, 1709. The HHb ii (p. 468) states that this 

cantata was written in Florence in 1707. The HHA (series V, band 3, Hans Joachim Marx (ed) 

(Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1994), p. XVI) states that it was written between 1708 and 1709 in Venice. 

Ellen Harris states that it may have been written in either Florence, or Venice, in 1709 (Ellen 

Harris, Handel as Orpheus, p. 283). The CHE states that it was composed in Florence around 

1707 (Annette Landgraf and David Vickers (eds), CHE, Appendix I).  

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (no character given) accompanied by strings (violin I, violin 

II) and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Alpestre monte e solitaria selva. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 12-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 
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              3. HWV 98. Cuopre tal volta il cielo 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.5. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Location of composition and year: Naples, 1708. The HHb ii (p. 497) states that this cantata was 

written in Italy in the year 1708. The HHA (series V, band 3, Hans Joachim Marx (ed) (Kassel: 

Bärenreiter, 1994), p. XVI) states that it was written in Naples also in the year 1708. Ellen Harris 

also states that it was written in Naples in 1708 (Ellen Harris, Handel as Orpheus, p. 279). The 

CHE states that it was written in Italy in 1708 (Annette Landgraf and David Vickers (eds), CHE, 

Appendix I).  

 Voice type and instruments: bass (no character given) accompanied by strings (violin I, violin II) 

and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Cuopre tal volta cielo. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 27-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

              4. HWV 105, Dietro l’orme fugaci (Armida abbandonata) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.2. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2. 

 Location of composition and year: Rome, June 1707. The HHb ii (p. 505) states that the cantata 

was written in Rome in June 1707. The HHA (series V, band 3, Hans Joachim Marx (ed) (Kassel: 

Bärenreiter, 1994), p. XVI) also states that the cantata was written in Rome in June 1707 (based 

upon a copyist’s bill dated 30
 
June, 1707). Ellen Harris reiterates the findings stated in the HHA 

(Ellen Harris, Handel as Orpheus, p. 273). The CHE also reiterates the above date, and gives 26 

June as a possible performance date (Annette Landgraf and David Vickers (eds), CHE, Appendix 

I).  

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (no character given) cantata accompanied by strings 

(violin I, violin II); 2. Soprano (no character given) accompanied by strings (violin I and violin II) 

and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Dietro l’orme fugaci del guerrier; 2. O voi dell’ 

incostante. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 21-bars (including a one bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 25-bars (including a five bar orchestral introduction). 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. Furioso, Adagio. 

 

              5. HWV 119, Echeggiate, festeggiate, Numi eterni 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.4. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Location of composition and year: London, 1710. All the sources agree that this cantata was 

indeed written in London in the year 1710: Harris, Handel as Orpheus, p. 128; the HHA edition 

(series V, Band 3, p. XVI), and the HHb ii (p. 520). The NG states that it was composed ‘c.1710’ 

(Anthony Hicks, ‘Handel’, vol. V, p. 789), and the CHE states that it was composed in ‘late 1710, 

London’ (Annette Landgraf and David Vickers (eds), CHE, Appendix I). 

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (Giove) accompanied by strings (violin I, violin II, viola) and 

continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Astri, Sfere, Destino. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 7-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 
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              6. HWV 122. La terra è liberata (Apollo e Dafne) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.1. 

 Copy: GB Lbl - R.M.19.a.6. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Location of composition and year: Venice 1709/10-Hanover 1710? The date of this cantata is 

uncertain. Hans Joachim Marx states that ‘It is unlikely that this large-scale cantata was written for 

an Italian patron, since the instrumentation, with transverse flute and bassoon […] was not usual in 

Italy at this period. Recent research into the paper of the autograph shows that, contrary to earlier 

assessments, the cantata was begun in Venice in 1709 and completed the following year in 

Hanover. This dating is supported by the existence of a copy prepared in Hanover, which is now in 

London’ (Marx, series V, Band IV, p. XX). The article in the CHE on this cantata states that the 

piece was begun in Italy in 1709 and largely completed in Hanover in 1710 (Carlo Vitali, ‘La terra 

è liberate’, CHE, p. 636). For a fuller discussion of the Hanover connection, see: Donald Burrows, 

‘Handel and Hanover’, Bach, Handel, Scarlatti: Tercentenary Essays, Peter Williams (ed) 

(Cambridge: CUP, 1985), pp. 47-54. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Che vidi, che mirai. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 6-bars (including a two bar orchestral introduction).  

 Voice type and instruments: bass (Apollo) accompanied by strings (violin solo, violin I, violin II, 

viola) and continuo.  

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

7. HWV 124. Look down, harmonious Saint (The Praise of Harmony)  

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.12. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Location of composition and year: London, 1736.  

 Voice type and instruments: tenor (no character given) accompanied by strings (violin I, violin II, 

viola) and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Look down, look down, harmonious Saint. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 11-bars. 

 Tempo markings: Largo e cantabile. 

  

              8. HWV 142. Notte placida e cheta 

 

 Autograph manuscript: lost 

 Copy: D MÜs - Hs 1910. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2. 

 Location of composition and year: Rome, early (?) 1707. The HHA edition states that this cantata 

was written in Rome in the year 1707 (series IV, band 3, p. XIV). The HHb ii (p. 559) states that 

this cantata was written in Rome between the years 1707-1708, as does the CHE (Annette 

Landgraf and David Vickers (eds), Appendix I). Ellen Harris is more specific and states that this 

cantata was written in Rome, in early 1707 (Harris, Handel as Orpheus, p. 51).  

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (no character given) accompanied by strings (violin I, 

violin II) and continuo; 2. Soprano (no character given) accompanied by strings (violin I, violin II) 

and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ma giá sento che spande; 2. Oh delizie d’amor. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 1. 13-bars; 2. 12-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given. 
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9. HWV 165. Spande ancor a mio dispetto 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M. 20. e. 2 (ff. 48-55). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Location of composition and year: Rome, 1707? The HHA edition of this cantata states that it was 

written in Hanover in the year 1710 (see Harris for a full discussion of this: Handel as Orpheus, p. 

276). On the other hand the HHb ii states that it was written in Italy between the years 1707-1708, 

as does the CHE (Appendix I). Moreover, Ellen Harris states that this cantata was composed in 

Rome during the year 1707 (Handel as Orpheus, pp. 275-276). For a fuller discussion of the 

Hanover connection see: Donald Burrows ‘Handel and Hanover’, Bach, Handel, Scarlatti: 

Tercentenary Essays, pp. 52-53. 

 Voice type and instruments: bass (no character given) accompanied by strings (violin I, violin II) 

and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitatives: Oh! Che da fiere pene, quasi da mostri orrendi. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 34-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

              10. HWV 233. Donna, che in Ciel 

 

 Autograph manuscript: lost 

 Copy: D MÜs - Hs 1895 (ff. 1-80). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Location of composition and year: Rome, February(?), 1707. The date of this cantata is uncertain. 

Chrysander does not include it within his edition, and it is yet to appear within a HHA edition. The 

HHb ii (pp. 654-655) places it in Rome in 1707. The CHE (Appendix I) states that it was possibly 

performed in Rome on 2 February 1707. Ellen Harris (Handel as Orpheus, p. 275) agrees with 

Anthony Hicks who states that although a variety of dates have been proposed (1708 and 1709) 

‘1707 seems most likely on the basis of the musical style’. Donald Burrows suggests that Donna, 

che in Ciel could have been commissioned by Cardinal Colonna (Handel, p. 35, n. 26). Also, 

based on the style of the piece Strohm cautiously places the cantata in 1707 (Essays, p. 13).  

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (no character given) accompanied by strings (violin I, violin 

II, viola) and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Torna immobile in Grembo. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 20-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 
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Appendix II 

 
 

Handel’s opera accompagnati 
 

1. HWV 1, Der in Krohnen erlangte Glücks-wechsel, oder Almira, Königin von Castilien 

 

 Autograph manuscript: lost. 

 Languages: German and Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 4 (1. Act II, scene 9; 2. Act III, scene 6; 3. Act 

III, scene 10; 4. Act III, scene 15). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Almira) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Soprano 

(Bellante) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (Almira) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 4. Tenor (Fernando) accompanied by strings and continuo.  

 Location of composition and year: Hamburg, 1704 - 1705. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ich kann nicht mehr verschwiegen brennen; 2. Ja, 

Amor, deine Grausamkeit muß dieses; 3. Treuloser Mensch, ist mein Gemüt gleich zart; 4. 

Verhängnis, wiltu. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 20-bars (including a one bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 19-bars; 3. 18-bars (including a one bar orchestral introduction); 4. 25-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given; 4. None given. 

 

2. HWV 2, Die durch Blut und mord erlangte liebe, oder: Nero. 

 

 The music to this opera has been lost. 

 

3. HWV 3, Der beglückte Florindo. 

 

 The majority of the music to this opera has been lost. 

 

4. HWV 4, Die verwandelte Daphne. 

 

 The music to this opera has been lost 

 

             5. HWV 5, Vincer se stesso è la maggior vittoria (Rodrigo) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.5 (fragm). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act III, scene 2; 2. Act III, scene 7). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano-castrato (Rodrigo) accompanied by strings and continuo; 

2. Soprano (Esilena) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: Rome/Florence, 1707. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Eccelso Giove, al di cui soglio affissi; 2. E tu, misero 

figlio. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 20-bars; 2. 17-bars.  

 Tempo markings: none given. 
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6. HWV 6, Agrippina 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.3. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (Act II, scene 5). 

 Location of composition and year: Rome/Venice, 1709/1710. 

 Voice type and instruments: contralto (Ottone) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Otton, Otton, qual portentoso fulmine è questi. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 18-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

 7a. HWV 7a, Rinaldo (1711 version) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.3 (fragm, includes the music relating to the 1711, 1717 

and 1731 versions). 

Archive score: GB Lbl - R.M.19.d.5. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act I, scene 5 (the HHA edition refers to 

this section as ‘Recitativo ed Accompagnato’); 2. Act II, scene 8). 

 Location of composition and year: London, December 1710 - January 1711. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Armida), accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (Armida) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Se dal campo; 2. Dunque i lacci d’un volto. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 6-bars; 2. 28-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given. 

 

7b. HWV 7b, Rinaldo (1731 version) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.3 (fragm, includes the music relating to the 1711, 1717 

and 1731 versions).   

Conducting score/Harpsichord score: D Hs - MA/1046a; D Hs - MA/1046. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act I, scene 5; 2. Act II, scene 5; 3. Act III, 

scene 7). The first accompanied recitative in this work (Rinaldo, 1731 version) is more or less 

identical to the first accompanied recitative from the 1711 version of Rinaldo apart from the vocal 

part, which has been altered, and aspects of the orchestral harmony which has been changed in 

places. The second accompanied recitative, in the 1731 version, is once again more or less 

identical to the second accompanied recitative in the 1711 version, the only differences being that 

the vocal line is transposed down a fourth and there are slight harmonic differences in the 

orchestral part. Handel also adds eight bars of simple recitative to the end of this accompanied 

recitative.  There is no third accompanied recitative in the 1711 version of Rinaldo therefore it is 

unique. 

 Location of composition and year: London, 1717 and February - March 1731. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Contralto (Armida), accompanied by string and continuo; 2. 

Contralto (Armida) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Alto-castrato (Rinaldo) accompanied 

by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Se dal campo; 2. Dunque i lacci d’un volto; 3. Orrori 

menzogneri. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 7-bars; 2. 28-bars; 3. 51-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given. 
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8a. HWV 8a, Il Pastor fido (1712 version) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.12. 

Archive score: GB Lbl - R.M.19.e.4. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (Act III, scene 7—the HHb i refers to this 

section as ‘sinfonia e Recitativo accompagnato’). 

 Location of composition and year: London, September - 24 October 1712. 

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (Amarilli) accompanied by strings and continuo (2 oboes and 

a bassoon appear in the sinfonia section). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Oh! Mirtillo, Mirtillo. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 25-bars. 

 Tempo markings: largo. 

 
8c. HWV 8c, Il Pastor fido (1734 version) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.12. 

Conducting score/Harpischord score: D Hs - MA/1041; D Hs - MA/1057. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act III, scene 6 (the HHb i 

refers to this section as ‘sinfonia e Recitaitivo accompagnato’). The second accompanied recitative 

is identical to the accompanied recitative from Act III, scene 7 in the first version—see the 1712 Il 

Pastor fido above). 

 Location of composition and year: London, April - May 1734. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Amarilli) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (Amarilli) accompanied by strings and continuo (2 oboes and a bassoon appear in the 

sinfonia section). 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ah! Infelice mia patria; 2. Oh! Mirtillo, Mirtillo. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 21-bars; 2. 25-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. Largo.  

 

            9. HWV 9, Teseo 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.12.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

Conducting score/Archive score: GB BENcoke - MS 100 (1713); GB Lbl - R.M.19.e.6 (1713). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 5 (1. Act II, scene 6; 2. Act III, scene 6; 3. Act 

III, scene 6; 4. Act V, scene 4—in the wordbook (Buckley, 1713) this accompanied recitative 

appears in Act V, scene 3; 5. Act V, scene 7—in the wordbook (Buckley, 1713) this accompanied 

recitative appears in scene 6, and is sung by ‘the priest of Minerva’). 

 Location of composition and year: London, November - 19 December 1712. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Medea) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Soprano 

(Agilea), soprano (Clizia) and contralto (Arcane) accompanied by strings and continuo (this 

accompanied recitative takes the form of a chorus); 3. Soprano (Medea) accompanied by strings 

and continuo; 4. Soprano-castrato (Teseo) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Bass (Priest of 

Minerva) accompanied by strings and continuo (in the opening six bars there are also two oboes). 

Dean and Knapp (Operas, p. 238) state that ‘Handel composed the recitative for soprano but 

adapted it for bass, with appropriate verbal changes, before the first performance’. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ira, sdegni, e furore; 2. Numi, chi ci soccorre; 3. Ombre, 

ombre sortite dall’eterna notte; 4. Giuro, giuro, per quest’acciaro; 5. Il ciel giá si compiace. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 8-bars; 2. 6-bars; 3. 27-bars; 4. 9-bars; 5. 15-

bars (including a six bar orchestral introduction). 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given; 4. None given; 5. Adagio, e 

piano. 
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Accompagnati that were not performed in the original Teseo 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives: 1 (Act V, scene 7: this section is the original accompanied 

recitative, from which the later on is based, it is almost indentical, with the exception of its vocal 

type. Handel transposes the vocal line of the down in order to cater for the new vocal type, a bass 

sung by Minerva’s priest). 

 Voice type and instruments:  soprano (Minerva), accompanied by strings and continuo (in the 

opening six bars there are 2 oboes also). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Il ciel giá si compiace. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 15-bars. 

 Tempo markings: adagio, e piano. 

  

 10. HWV 10, Silla 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.8; GB Cfm - MU MS 256. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (Act II, scene 3). 

 Location of composition and year: London, spring/summer 1713. 

 Voice type and instruments: bass (Il Dio) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: Vo’che Roma sommessa il tuo poter adori. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 5-bars 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

 11. HWV 11, Amadigi di Gaula 

 

 Autograph manuscript: lost. 

 Archive score: D Hs - MA/1003 (c. 1717). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 4 (1. Act I, scene 2; 2. Act I, scene 2; 3. Act III, 

scene 4; 4. Act III, scene 5—the HHb i refers to this section as ‘Recitativo accompagnato ed 

Arioso’). 

 Location of composition and year: London, February 1715. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Amadigi) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Alto-castrato (Amadigi) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Contralto (Dardano) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 4. Soprano (Melissa) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Oh notte! Oh cara notte; 2. Che miro? Infido fato; 3. 

Han’ penetrato i detti tuoi l’inferno, ei Numi; 4. Addio, crudo Amadigi. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 11-bars; 2. 7-bars (excluding a fifteen bar 

orchestral introduction); 3. 14-bars (including a four bar orchestral introduction); 4. 12-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. Adagio, e staccato; 4. None given. 

 
 12a. HWV 12a, Radamisto (April 1720 version) 

 

 There are no accompanied recitatives in this opera. 
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 12b. HWV 12b, Radamisto (December 1720 version) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.1 (1720 and 1728 versions). 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1043 (1728 version). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (Act III, scene 5). 

  Location of composition and year: London, winter 1720. 

 Voice type and instruments: alto-castrato (Radamisto) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Vieni, d’empietá mostro crudele. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 20-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

         13. HWV 13, Muzio Scevola 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.7. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1023. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 4 (1. Act III, scene 2; 2. Act III, scene 3; 3. Act 

III, scene 11; 4. Act III, scene 11). 

 Location of composition and year: London, March 1721. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Muzio) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (Clelia) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Bass (Porsenna) accompanied by strings 

and continuo; 4. Alto-castrato (Muzio) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Soavi affetti miei; 2. Se falsi siete; 3. Su Quell’ara 

fumante (including a one bar orchestral introduction); 4. Per Roma giuro. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 8-bars; 2. 12-bars; 3. 14-bars; 4. 12-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. Largo e staccato; 4. Più adagio. 

 

         14. HWV 14, Il Floridante 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.2. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1018. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act II, scene 7 (this section is called 

‘Arioso ed Accompagnato’ in the HHA edition); 2. Act II, scene 9 (this section is called 

‘Accompagnato ed Recitativo’ in the HHA edition); 3. Act II, scene 9—this accompanied 

recitative is an exact repeat of the second accompanied recitative, with both accompanied 

recitatives divided by a simple recitative section). 

 Location of composition and year: London, 28 May 1721.   

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Contralto (Elmira) accompanied by strings and continuo (without 

harpsichord); 2. Contralto (Elmira) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Contralto (Elmira) 

accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Parmi ascoltare un lieve moto; 2. Sorte nemica; 3. Sorte 

nemica. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 32-bars; 2. 5-bars; 3. 5-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given.  
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Accompagnati not used in the final version of Il Floridante 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives not used: 2 (1. Act II, scene 7—there is more musical 

elaboration in this earlier version than appears in the final version. There are turn figures, rapidly 

repeated block-chords and descending figures, played staccato, that do not appear in the final 

version of this accompanied recitative; 2. Act II, scene 9—this earlier accompanied recitative is 

identical to the later one, apart from the pitch of Elmira’s recitativo semplice part which is a tone 

and a half higher in the earlier version than in the later version). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Contralto (Elmira) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Contralto (Elmira) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Parmi ascoltare un lieve moto; 2. Sorte nemica. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 32-bars; 2. 18-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Lento; 2. None given.   

 

         15. HWV 15, Ottone, re di Germania 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.9. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1037 (1723). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act II, scene 8; 2. Act III, scene 2). 

 Location of composition and year: London, July - 10 August 1722. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Teofane) accompanied by (there are two bassoons present 

in the orchestral introduction. According to the HHA edition (2008) they accompany throughout 

the accompanied recitative) strings and continuo without harpsichord); 2. Alto-castrato (Ottone) 

accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. O grati orrori; 2. Io son tradito. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 36-bars (including a three bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 26-bars (including a two bar orchestral introduction). 

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo; 2. Largo e piano. 

 

Accompagnati that were not used in the final version of Ottone 
 

 Number of accompanied recitatives not used: 1 (Act III, scene 2. The later version of ‘Io son 

tradito is almost identical to the earlier but for a key change where the music goes to a neutral key 

signature (in the original it remains in B flat major), they have the same libretto, the same amount 

of bars and the same character singing). 

 Voice type and instruments: alto-castrato (Ottone) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Io son tradito. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 26-bars. 

 Tempo markings: largo e piano. 

 

         16. HWV 16, Flavio, re de’Langobardi 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.1. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1017. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act III, scene 4 (in the HHA edition this 

section is referred to as ‘Accompagnato e recitativo’); 2. Act III, scene 4). 

 Location of composition and year: London, April - 7 May 1723. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Emilia) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Soprano 

(Emilia) and alto-castrato (Guido) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitative: 1. Oh Guido! Oh mio tiranno; 2. Squarcia m’il petto. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 1. 11-bars; 2. 19-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. Adagio. 
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         17. HWV 17, Giulio Cesare in Egitto 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.3. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1019 (1724). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 5 (1. Act I, scene 7 (the autograph states that this 

accompanied recitative is in scene 8, all the editions, and the 1725 word-book, place it in scene 7); 

2. Act II, scene 8; 3. Act III (in the HHb i this section is referred to as ‘Recitativo accompagnato 

ed Aria’), scene 4; 4. Act III, scene 4; 5. Act III, scene 7—in the 1724 wordbook this accompanied 

recitative appears in scene 6). 

 Location of composition and year: London, summer - December 1723. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Cesare) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (Cleopatra) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Alto-castrato (Cesare) accompanied 

by strings and continuo; 4. Alto-castrato (Cesare) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. 

Soprano (Cleopatra) accompanied by strings and continuo (an oboe appears in the orchestral 

introduction). 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Alma del gran Pompeo; 2. Che sento? Oh Dio; 3. 

Dall’ondoso periglio; 4. Ma d’ogni intorno io veggio; 5. Voi, che mie fide ancelle. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 28-bars (including a four bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 18-bars; 3. 20-bars (there is also a twenty-two bar orchestral introduction); 4. 7-

bars; 5. 20-bars (there is also a ten bar orchestral introduction) 

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo; 2. None given; 3. Andante, e piano; 4. None given; 5. None given 

(however, ‘Adagio, e piano’ appears at the begining of the orchestral introduction). 

 

            18. HWV 18, Tamerlano 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.11. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1056. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 10 (1. Act I, scene 9; 2. Act II, scene 3; 3. Act II, 

scene 10 (in the HHA edition this section is referred to as ‘Recitativo ed Accompagnato’); 4. Act 

III, scene 8; 5. Act III, scene 8; 6. Act III, scene 10; 7. Act III, scene 10; 8. Act III, scene 10; 9. 

Act III, scene 10; 10. Act III, scene 10. 

 Location of composition and year: London, 3 - 23 July 1724. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Andronico) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Alto-castrato (Andronico) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Tenor (Bajazet) accompanied 

by strings and continuo; 4. Soprano (Asteria) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Tenor 

(Bajazet) accompanied by strings and continuo; 6. Tenor (Bajazet) accompanied by strings 

(violins I and II) and continuo; 7. Tenor (Bajazet) accompanied by strings and continuo; 8. Tenor 

(Bajazet) accompanied by strings and continuo; 9. Tenor (Bajazet) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 10. Tenor (Bajazet) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Chi vide mai; 2. Ah no! Dove trascorri; 3. Asteria (che 

per figlia no ti Ravvisi più); 4. Padre, amante; 5. E il soffrirete, d’onestade, oh Numi; 6. Fremi, 

minaccia; 7. Sí figlia io moro; 8. Dei! dov’è ferro; 9. Tu, spietato, il vedrai; 10. Presto, mà non 

cesate. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 22-bars (including a one bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 20-bars; 3. 31-bars; 4. 13-bars; 5. 7-bars; 6. 17-bars; 7. 11-bars; 8. 7-bars; 9. 24-

bars; 10. 17-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given; 4. None given; 5. None given; 6. 

None given; 7. Piano, e lento; 8. None given; 9. Furioso, Presto; 10. Largo. 
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Accompagnati not used in the final version of Tamerlano 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives revised or not used: 4 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act III, scene 9; 

Act III, scene 9; 4. Act III, scene 10). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Andronico) and tenor (Bajazet) accompanied by 

strings and continuo (in the revised version of the score this section was made up of a recitativo 

semplice section, a sinfonia section and another recitativo semplice section. In the HHA edition 

this section is described as being an ‘Accompagnato e Recitativo’, yet it is merely sections of 

recitativo semplice seperated by ritornellos and can barely be called an accompanied recitative); 2. 

Soprano (Asteria) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (Asteria) accompanied by 

strings and continuo (this accompanied recitative was Handel’s earliest setting of this part of the 

libretto, it differents from the composer’s later accompanied recitative in that the vocal part is 

generally different, and the orchestral accompaniment and harmony also differ from the later 

version); 4. Soprano (Asteria) accompanied by strings and continuo (this accompanied recitative 

appears in Act III of Chrysander’s edition, and it also appears in Act III in the HHb ii. Yet it 

appears in the appendix of the HHA edition, were Terence Best believes that it was cut before 

performance. The text of this accompanied recitative is also missing from the 1724 wordbook, and 

C. Steven LaRue (Handel and his singers, pp. 53-57) and Dean and Knapp (Operas, p. 549) also 

provide evidence that it was cut before the premiere. It seems that Handel tried numerous revisions 

in an ultimatedly futile attempt to retain the accompanied recitative. It does, however, appear in 

the conducting score: D Hs - MA/1056, p. 136). 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Esci, esci, oh Signore; 2. Si, Bajazette è morto; 3. 

Mirami: quella son: 4. Mirami: io quella son. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 25-bars; 2. 10-bars; 3. 13 bars; 4. 16-bars 

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo e staccato; 2. Concitato; 3. None given; 4. Adagio. 

 

        19. HWV 19, Rodelinda, regina de’Longobardi 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.4. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1047. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 5 (1. Act I, scene 6, in the HHA edition this 

section is referred to as ‘Sinfonia ed Accompagnato’; 2. Act I, scene 7, in the HHA edition this 

section is referred to as ‘Accompagnato e Recitativo’; 3. Act I, scene 11; 4. Act III, scene 3, in the 

HHA edition this section is referred to as ‘Accompagnato e Recitativo’; 5. Act III, scene 6). 

 Location of composition and year: London, December 1724 - 20 January 1725. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Bertarido) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2.  

Soprano (Rodelinda) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Alto-castrato (Bertarido) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 4. Alto-castrato (Bertarido) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 5. Tenor (Grimoaldo) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Pompe vane di morte; 2. Ombra del mio bel sol; 3. Sì, 

l’infida consorte; 4. Ma non so che dal remoto balcon; 5. Fatto inferno è il mio petto.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 23-bars (there is also a nine bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 12-bars; 3. 8-bars; 4. 35-bars; 5. 37-bars (there is also a nine bar orchestral 

introduction). 

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo; 2. None given; 3. None given; 4. Adagio; 5. Larghetto. 
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         20. HWV 20, Publio Cornelio Scipione 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.6. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1049. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 5 (1. Act I, scene 5; 2. Act I, scene 5; 3. Act III, 

scene 2; 4. Act III, scene 3/4; 5. Act III, scene 8). 

 Location of composition and year: London, January - 2 March 1726. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Berenice) accompanied by strings and continuo (this 

accompanied recitative is followed by a section of recitativo semplice, which in turn is followed 

by a repeat of the preceding accompanied recitative ‘Oh sventurati affetti’); 2. Soprano (Berenice) 

accompanied by strings and continuo (this is a repeat of the previous accompanied recitative); 3. 

Alto-castrato (Scipione) accompanied by strings and continuo; 4. Soprano (Berenice—Scipione 

sings the simple recitative parts between this accompanied recitative) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 5. Alto-castrato (Lucejo) accompanied by strings and continuo.  

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Oh sventurati affetti; 2. Oh sventurati affetti; 3. Il poter 

quel che brami; 4. Ah! Scipion, dove sei; 5. In testimon io chiamo. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 8-bars (including a four bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 5-bars; 3. 51-bars; 4. 20-bars; 5. 8-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Adagio; 2. None given (Adagio?); 3. Multiple tempo markings; 4. None 

given; 5. Adagio. 

 

          21. HWV 21, Alessandro 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.5. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/999. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 8 (1. Act I, scenes 1 and 2 (the HHb i refers to 

this section as ‘Sinfonia e Recitativo accompagnato’); 2. Act I, scene 3. 3. Act I, scene 7; 4. Act I, 

scene 9 (the HHb i refers to this section as ‘Sinfonia e Recitativo accompagnato’); 5. Act II, scene 

1 (the HHb i refers to this section as ‘Recitativo accompagnato ed Arioso’); 6. Act II, scene 1; 7. 

Act III, scene 7; 8. Act III, scene 7). 

 Location of composition and year: London, March - 11 April 1726. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Alessandro) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (Lisaura) and a soprano (Rossane) accompanied by strings and continuo (an oboe appears 

in the orchestral introduction); 3. Soprano (Rossane) accompanied by strings and continuo; 4. 

Alto-castrato (Alessandro) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Soprano (Rossane) 

accompanied by strings and continuo. 6. Soprano (Rossane) accompanied by strings and continuo; 

7. Soprano (Rossane) and a soprano (Lisaura) accompanied by stings and continuo; 8. Soprano 

(Rossane) and a soprano (Lisaura) accompanied by stings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ossidraca superba; 2. Che vidi! Che mirai; 3. Vilipese 

bellezze, lusinghe disprezzate; 4. Primo motor delle superne sfere; 5. Solitudini amate; 6. Sento, il 

sonno, che vela; 7. Spegni, oh supremo Regnator de’ Numi; 8. Oh sommo Giove. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 12-bars (there is also a seventeen bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 16-bars (there is also a five bar orchestral introduction); 3. 18-bars (there is also a 

five bar orchestral introduction); 4. 12-bars (there is also a twenty six bar orchestral introduction); 

5. 15-bars (there is also a ten bar orchestral introduction); 6. 4-bars; 7. 8-bars (including a two bar 

orchestral introduction, there is also a three bar ritornello at the end of this accompanied 

recitative); 8. 6-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Presto; 2. Adagio; 3. None given; 4. Adagio; 5. None given; 6. None given; 7. 

Larghetto; 8. Larghetto.  
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          22. HWV 22, Admeto, re di Tessaglia 

 

 Autograph manuscript: lost.  

 Conducting score: lost. 

 Copy: GB Shaftesbury - E.14 (currently in the Coke collection). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 5 (1. Act I, scene 1 (the HHb i refers to this 

section as ‘Recitativo accompagnato ed Arioso’); 2. Act I, scene 3; 3. Act I, scene 4; 4. Act II, 

scene 1; 5. Act II, scene 8). 

 Location of composition and year: London, November 1726. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Admeto) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Bass (La statua) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (Antigona) accompanied by 

strings and continuo; 4. Bass (Erocle) and soprano (Alceste sings in the simple recitative section in 

the last six bars of this accompanied recitative) accompanied by strings (violin I and II) and 

continuo; 5. Alto-castrato (Admeto) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Orride larve; 2. Risanarti non puoi; 3. Admeto, traditor, 

iniquo; 4. In vanti scuoti, in vano; 5. Quivi trà questi solitarii orrori. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 37-bars; 2. 6-bars; 3. 11-bars (there is also an 

eighteen bar orchestral introduction); 4. 10-bars (including a one bar orchestral introduction); 5. 

32-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. Adagio e pianiss; 4. None given; 5. Adagio. 

 

 23. HWV 23, Riccardo primo 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.2.  

 Conducting score:  D Hs - MA/1045. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 7 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act II, scene 3 (this 

accompanied recitative appears in scene 3 of the 1727 woodbook, but in scene 4 of Chrysander’s 

edition and in HHb i); 3. Act III, scene 1 (in the HHA edition this section is referred to as 

‘Accompagnato e Recitativo’); 4. Act III, scene 1; 5. Act III, scene 1; 6. Act III, scene 2 (forms the 

B section of the dal segno aria ‘Morte, vieni’); 7. Act III, scene 2). 

 Location of composition and year: London, May 1727.  

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Costanza) and bass (Berardo) accompanied by two oboes, 

timpani, strings and continuo; 2. Soprano (Pulcheria) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. 

Alto-castrato (Riccardo) accompanied by two oboes, strings and continuo; 4. Alto-castrato 

(Riccardo) accompanied by two oboes, strings and continuo; 5. Alto-castrato (Riccardo) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 6. Soprano (Costanza) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 7. Soprano (Costanza) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Lascia, Berardo, lasciami; 2. Ah, Padre! ah, Cielo; 3. 

Perfido Isacio! Traditor; 4. All’assalto; 5. Oh voi, che mecco del Tamigi in riva; 6. Sei la fine de’ 

mali; 7. Alto immenso Poter. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 17-bars (there is also a twenty one bar 

orchestral intoduction); 2. 21-bars; 3. 6-bars (there is also a ten bar orchestral introduction); 4. 5-

bars; 5. 25-bars; 6. 4-bars; 7. 10-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Andante; 2. None given; 3. Allegro; 4. None given; 5. None given; 6. Largo 

assai; 7. Adagio. 
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Accompagnati not used in the final version of Riccardo primo (November 1727) 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives revised: 2 (1. Act I, scene 1—this is different from the final 

version of the accompanied recitative ‘Lascia, Berardo, lasciami’ in that it is ten bars longer, there 

are more dialogue passages between the characters and the libretto is slightly different; 2. Act III, 

scene 5—this accompanied recitative was not used in the final version of the opera). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Costanza) and bass (Berardo) accompanied by strings 

and continuo; 2. Soprano (Pulcheria) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Che tenti, real Constanza; 2. A chi? Misera. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 48-bars; 2. 5-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given. 

 

 24. HWV 24, Siroe, re di Persia 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.9. 

 Conducting score:  D Hs - MA/1053. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act III, scene 7). 

 Location of composition and year: London, January - 5 February 1728. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Medarse) accompanied by strings and continuo 2. 

Alto-castrato (Siroe) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. A te, Nume fecondo; 2. Son stanco, ingiusti Numi. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 6-bars; 2. 11-bars (there is also a five bar 

orchestral introduction). 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given. 

 
 25. HWV 25, Tolomeo, re di Egitto 

 

 Autogragh manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.1. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1059. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act III, scene 1; 3. Act III, 

scene 6). 

 Location of composition and year: London, March - 19 April 1728. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Tolomeo) accompanied by strings and continuo. 2. 

Alto-castrato (Alessandro) accompanied by strings and continuo (two oboes appear in the 

orchestral introduction); 3. Alto-castrato (Tolomeo) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Orgoglioso elemento; 2. Madre, pagasti al fine; 3. 

Inumano fratel. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 22-bars; 2. 8-bars (there is also a three and a 

half bar orchestral introduction); 3. 21-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. Largo; 3. None given. 
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Accompagnati that were not used in the final version of Tolomeo 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives revised: 2 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act III, scene 1). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Tolomeo) accompanied by stings and continuo (this 

is a revision of the accompanied recitative ‘Orgoglioso elemento’ (Act I, scene 1) from the first 

version of this opera; the later revision is from 1730. The main differences between the two 

accompanied recitatives are that the revised version is six bars shorter and that the text that in the 

middle of the original accompanied recitative was removed in the revised version); 2. Alto-

castrato (Tolomeo) accompanied by ? (the music for this revision is lost). 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Orgoglioso elemento; 2. Inumano fratel. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 13-bars; 2. ?-bars (the music for this revision is 

lost). 

 Tempo markings: 1. Andante; 2. ? (the music for this revision is lost). 

 

 26. HWV 26, Lotario 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.6. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1028. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 4 (1. Act I, scene 5; 2. Act II, scene 1 (the HHA 

edition refers to this section as ‘Sinfonia ed Accompagnato’); 3. Act II, scene 10; 4. Act III, scene 

13). 

 Location of composition and year: London, October - 16 November 1729. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Adelaide) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Tenor 

(Berengario) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (Adelaide) accompanied by strings 

and continuo; 4. Contralto (Matilde) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Soglie, degli avi miei retaggio; 2. Son vinto, o Ciel, son 

vinto; 3. Sommo rettor del Cielo; 4. Furie del crudo averno.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 7-bars (there is also a three bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 17-bars (there is also an eleven bar orchestral introduction); 3. 10-bars; 4. 25-bars 

(including a two bar orchestral introduction).  

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo; 2. None given; 3. None given; 4. Concitato ma non Furioso. 

 
 27. HWV 27, Partenope 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.11. 

 Conducting score/Harpischord score: D Hs - MA/1039; D Hs - MA/1040. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act II, scene 2; 2. Act III, scene 7). 

 Location of composition and year: London, January - 12 February 1730. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Tenor (Emilio) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Contralto 

(Rosmira) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Contro un pudico amor; 2. Cieli! Che miro. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 13-bars; 2. 11-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. Con l’arco, mà piano.  
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 28. HWV 28, Poro, re dell’Indie 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.13. 

 Conducting score/Harpsichord score: D Hs - MA/1042; D Hs - MA/1042a. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (Act I, scene 1). 

 Location of composition and year: London, December 1730 - 16 January 1731. 

 Voice type and instruments: alto-castrato (Poro) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Fermatevi, compagni. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 15-bars (including a one bar orchestral 

introduction). 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

 29. HWV 29, Ezio. 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.12. 

 Conducting score/Harpsichord score: D Hs - MA/167 (1732); D Hs - MA/1015 (1732). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 4 (1. Act II, scene 1 (the HHb i refers to this 

section as ‘Sinfonia e Recitativo accompagnato’); 2. Act II, scene 5; 3. Act II, scene 8; 4. Act III, 

scene 12). 

 Location of composition and year: London, September 1731. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Tenor (Massimo) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Soprano 

(Fulvia) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Bass (Varo) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 4. Soprano (Fulvia) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Qual silenzio è mai questo; 2. Che fo? Dove mi volgo; 

3.  Folle è colui, che al tuo favor si fida; 4. Misera, dove son! L’aure del Tebro. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 16-bars (there is also a twelve bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 20-bars (including a three bar orchestral introduction); 3. 8-bars; 4. 14-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. Adagio, e piano; 3. None given; 4. None given. 

 
 30. HWV 30, Sosarme, re di Media. 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.10. 

 Conducting score/Harpsichord score: D Hs - MA/1054; D Hs - MA/185 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act I, scene 2). 

  Location of composition and year: London, December 1731 - January 1732.           

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto-castrato (Argone) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Contralto (Erenice) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Voi miei fidi compagni; 2. Rasserena Erenice. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 19-bars; 2. 9-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Più andante; 2. None given. 

 
Accompagnati that  used in the final version of Sosarme, Re di Media 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (1. Act I, scene 1. It is slightly different from 

the accompanied recitative above). 

 Voice type and instruments: alto-castrato (Argone) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Voi miei fidi compagni. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 30-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 
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 31. HWV 31, Orlando 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.8. 

 Conducting score/Harpsichord score: D Hs - MA/1035 (1733); GB Lbl - Add.MS.31565 (1733). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 10 (1. Act I, scene 1 (the HHA edition refers to 

this section as ‘Accompagnato e recitativo’); 2. Act I, scene 3; 3. Act I, scene 4; 4. Act I, scene 4 

(the HHA refers to this section as ‘Accompagnato e recitativo’); 5. Act II, scene 11; 6. Act II, 

scene 11; 7. Act III, scene 6; 8. Act III, scene 8; 9. Act III, scene 9; 10. Act III, scene 10). 

  Location of composition and year: London, October - 20 November 1732. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (Zoroastro) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Alto-

castrato (Orlando) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (Dorinda) accompanied by 

strings and continuo; 4. Alto-castrato (Orlando) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Alto-

castrato (Orlando) accompanied by strings and continuo; 6. Alto-castrato (Orlando) accompanied 

by strings and continuo; 7. Bass (Zoroastro) accompanied by strings and continuo; 8. Alto-castrato 

(Orlando) accompanied by strings and continuo; 9. Bass (Zoroastro) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 10. Alto-castrato (Orlando) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Gieroglifici eterni; 2. Imagini funeste; 3. Quanto diletto 

avea tra questi boschi; 4. Itene pur fremendo; 5. Ah! Stigie larve; 6. Mà la furia; 7. O voi, del mio 

poter ministri eletti; 8. Già per la man d’Orlando d’ogni mostro più rio; 9. Tu che del gran 

Tonante; 10. Vinse incanti. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 22-bars (including a three bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 19-bars; 3. 32-bars (including a nine bar orchestral introduction); 4. 10-bars 

(including a one bar orchestral introduction); 5. 30-bars (there is also eleven bars of a bass motif 

idea before this accompanied recitative); 6. 14-bars; 7. 8-bars (including a one bar orchestral 

introduction); 8. 19-bars (including a four bar orchestral introduction); 9. 15-bars; 10. 9-bars 

(including a two bar orchestral introduction). 

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo; 2. Largo, e piano; 3. A tempo ordinario; 4. Allegro; 5. Andante; 6. 

None given; 7. None given; 8. Furioso; 9. Larghetto; 10. Allegro. 

 
 32. HWV 32, Arianna in Creta 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.6. 

 Conducting score/Harpischord score: D Hs - MA/1005 (1734); D Hs - MA/1005a (1734). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act II, scene 1 (the HHb i refers to this 

section as ‘Recitativo accompagnato ed Arioso’); 2. Act II, scene 2; 3. Act III, scene 3). 

  Location of composition and year: London, September - 5 October 1733. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Mezzo-soprano castrato (Teseo) accompanied by strings and 

continuo (oboes appear in the orchestral introduction); 2. Bass (Il Sonno) accompanied by strings 

and continuo; 3. Mezzo-soprano castrato (Teseo) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Oh patria! Oh cittadini! Oh Arianna; 2. Disseratevi, o 

porte; 3. Ove son, qual orrore?. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 25-bars (including a five bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 8-bars (including a three bar orchestral introduction); 3. 22-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Andante; 2. None given; 3. Larghetto e staccato. 
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 33. HWV 33, Ariodante 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.7. 

Conducting score/Harpischord score: D Hs - MA/1006 (1735); D Hs - MA 1006a. (1735) 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (Act II, scene 10). 

  Location of composition and year: London, 12 August - 24 October 1734. 

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (Ginevra) and alto (Dalinda) accompanied by strings and 

continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: A me impudica? (Oh ciel, che intesi!).  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 20-bars.  

 Tempo markings: none given.  

 

Accompagnati not used in the performed version of Ariodante 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (the end of Act II) 

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (Ginevra) accompanied by strings and continuo 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Che Vidi? Oh Dei. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 6-bars. 

 Tempo markings: None given. 

 

 34. HWV 34, Alcina 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.4. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/998. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (Act II, scene 13). 

 Location of composition and year: London, February - 8 April 1735. 

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (Alcina) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Ah! Ruggiero crudel, tu non mi amasti. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 39-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

 35. HWV 35, Atalanta 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.9. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1008. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (1. Act III, scene 7 (The HHA edition refers to 

this accompanied recitative as ‘Sinfonia e Recitativo accompagnato’). 

  Location of composition and year: London, 1 - 22 April 1736. 

 Voice type and instruments: Bass (Mercurio) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Del supremo Tonante messaggiero. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 25-bars (there is also a seven bar orchestral 

introduction). 

 Tempo markings: andante. 
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 36. HWV 36, Arminio 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.8. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1007 (1737). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (1. Act III, scene 1—the HHb i refers to this 

section as ‘Sinfonia e Recitativo accompagnato’). 

  Location of composition and year: London, 15 September - 14 October 1736. 

 Voice type and instruments: alto-castrato (Arminio) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Fier teatro di morte! Orrida scena. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 17-bars (including a four bar orchestral 

introduction). 

 Tempo markings: largo, e staccato. 

 

 37. HWV 37, Giustino 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.4. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1020 (1737). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 4 (1. Act I, scene 5; 2. Act I, scene 5; 3. Act III, 

scene 7; 4. Act III, scene 7). 

  Location of composition and year: London, 14 August - 20 October 1736. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Tenor/male-treble? (Fortuna) accompanied by strings and continuo; 

2. Alto-castrato (Giustino) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Alto-castrato (Giustino) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 4. Bass (‘Voce di Dentro’) accompanied by strings and 

continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Giustin, lascia i riposi; 2. Chi mi chiama alla gloria; 3. 

Fortuna! M’hai tradita; 4. Trattien l’acciar! Contro il fraterno sangue. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 11-bars; 2. 21-bars; 3. 17-bars (including a four 

bar orchestral introduction); 4. 8-bars (including a three bar orchestral introduction). 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. Adagio; 3. Lento; 4. None given.  

 

 38. HWV 38, Berenice Regina d’Egitto 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.10. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1010. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (1. Act II, scene 4). 

  Location of composition and year: London, 18 December 1736 - 27 January 1737. 

 Voice type and instruments: alto-castrato (Demetrio) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Selene, infida... Spergiurato amore... 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 34-bars (including a two bar orchestral 

introduction). 

 Tempo markings: none given. 
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 39. HWV 39, Faramondo 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.13. 

 Conducting score/Harpsichord score: D Hs - MA/1016 (1738); D Hs - MA/169 (1738). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (1. Act I, scene 1). 

  Location of composition and year: London, 15 November - 24 December 1737. 

 Voice type and instruments: Bass (Gustavo) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Ascolta dagli Elisi, ombra di Sveno. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 13-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

  

 40. HWV 40, Serse 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.c.7. 

 Conducting score/Harpsichord socre: D Hs - MA/1052a; D Hs - MA/1052. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act II, scene 5; 3. Act II, 

scene 11). 

  Location of composition and year: London, 26 December 1737 - 14 February 1738. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Mezzo-soprano castrato (Serse) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 2. Soprano (Romilda) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Bass (Elviro) 

accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Frondi tenere e belle; 2. L’amerò? Non fia vero; 3. 

Sento che l’onde fremono. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 9-bars; 2. 14-bars; 3. 4-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given. 

 

 41. HWV 41, Imeneo 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.b.5. 

 Conducting socre: D Hs - MA/1023 (1740). 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (Act III, scene 8). 

  Location of composition and year: London, 9 - 20 September 1738 and October 1740.                              

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (Rosmene) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Miratela che arriva. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 35-bars. 

 Tempo markings: adagio. 

 

 42. HWV 42, Deidamia. 

 

There are no accompanied recitatives in this opera. 
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Appendix III 

 

Accompagnati in Handel’s oratorios and other non-

opera/oratorio works 

 
I. Oratorios 

 
1a. HWV 46a, Il Trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno 

 

 Autograph manuscript: lost. 

Conducting score/Archive score: D MÜs - 1896/1914a; GB Lbl - R.M.19.d.9. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Part II; 2. Part II). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Bellezza) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (Bellezza) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: Rome, March-May 1707. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Sì, bella penitenza; 2. Pure del cielo intelligenze eterne. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 13-bars; 2. 14-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given.  

 

1b. HWV 46b, Il Trionfo del Tempo e della Verità 

 

 Autograph manuscripts: GB Cfm - 30 H 1; GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.10. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1060. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Part III; 2. Part III). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Bellezza) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (Bellezza) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of revision and year: London, March 1737. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Sì, bella penitenza; 2. Orse laverità del sole eterno. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 13-bars; 2. 5-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given.  

 

2. HWV 47, La Resurrezione 

 

 Autograph manuscripts: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.5; GB Lbl - R.M.19.d.4; GB Cfm - MS 251. 

Conducting score: D MÜs -1873/1873a. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Part I; 2. Part I; 3. Part II). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (Lucifero) and Castrato (Angelo) accompanied by strings and 

continuo 2. Soprano (Maddalena) accompanied by flutes, and viola da gamba, with continuo; 3. 

Castrato (Angelo) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: Rome, March-April 1708. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ma che veggio; 2. Notte, notte funesta; 3. Di rabbia 

indarno freme. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 13-bars; 2. 9-bars; 3. 22-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given; 4. None given. 
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Accompagnati not performed 

 

 Number of revised accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Part I; 2. Part I). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (Lucifero) accompanied by oboes, trumpets, strings and 

continuo (this accompanied recitatives appears to have been excluded from the first performance); 

2. Bass (Lucifero) accompanied by strings and continuo (this accompanied recitative does not 

appear in Chysander’s edition or in the autograph. It appears in the HHb ii under the label ‘2b’ 

(the preceding accompanied recitative is labelled ‘2a’), it also includes some bars of music that 

were borrowed from the preceding accompanied recitative. Notably it appears in the Münster 

conducting score but not in the autograph).
1
 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: 1. Mà che insolti ta luce squarcia le tende; 2. Qual insolita 

luce squarcia le tende. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 1. 21-bars (including a five bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 23-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given. 

 

3. HWV 48, Brockes Passion (Der für die Sünde der welt gemarterte und sterbende Jesus) 

 

 Autograph manuscripts: lost. There are, however, fragments in the British Library: GB Lbl - 

R.M.20.g.13; GB Lbl - R.M.19.d.3; GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.3. 

 Language: German  

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (Jesus) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Bass (Jesus) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (Gläubige Seele) accompanied by strings and 

continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London (first performed in Hamburg, April 1719), 1716/17. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Das ist mein Leib: Kommt, nehmet, esset; 2. Das ist 

mein Blut im neuen Testament; 3. Bei Jesus’ Tod und Leiden leidet des Himmels Kreis. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 15-bars; 2. 14-bars; 3. 18-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. A tempo giusto; 2. None given; 3. None given.  

 

 4a. HWV 50a, Esther (1718 version) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.7. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MB/1667? 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Scene 3; 2. Scene 6). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Israelite) accompanied by strings (violins I and II) and 

continuo; 2. Bass (Haman) accompanied by strings (violins I and II, a viola was added for the 

1720 performance) and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: Cannons, 1718 (revised 1720). 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Me thinks I hear the Mother’s groans; 2. Turn not, o 

Queen, thy face away (this accompanied recitative was borrowed from the Brockes Passion 

(‘Mein Vater’, see HHA edition p. XVI). Chrysander labels this accompanied recitative as an 

‘Arioso’ on his contents page yet labels it as ‘Accomp’ in his actual score. Furthermore, the 

accompanied recitative appears with a viola part in both the HHA edition and in Chrysander’s 

edition, Handel may have originally scored it for violins I and II and continuo only adding the 

viola part years later when there were more instrumentalists available).  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 10-bars; 2. 24-bars (including a three bar 

orchestral introduction).  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given.  

                                                 
1
 Rudolf Ewerhart, ‘New Sources for Handel's ‘La Resurrezione’’, M&L, Vol. 41, No. 2 (April, 1960), p. 

132. 
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 4b. HWV 50b, Esther (1732 version) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.7. 

 Conducting scores:  D Hs - MC/261 (1732-1757); D Hs - MC/261a (1759?).  

 Languages: English and Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act II, scene 5; 2. Act III, scene 1). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Contralto (Mordecai) accompanied by strings and continuo (this is 

almost identical to the one found in the 1718 version of Esther with the exception that it is 

transposed for a contralto. It does not appear in the HHb ii, but does appear (unlabelled) in the 

1732 wordbook); 2. Bass (Haman) accompanied by strings and continuo (harpsichord, theorbo, 

harp and bassoons. This accompanied recitative is referred to as an ‘arioso’ in HHb ii. This is the 

same as the version found in the 1718 version of Esther). 

 Location of revision and year: London, 1732. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: 1. Me thinks I hear the Mother’s groans; 2. Turn not, O 

Queen they face away. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 1. 10-bars; 2. 24-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1 None given; 2. None given.  

 

Accompagnati featured in later revivals 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1 (Act I, scene 4). 

 Voice type and instruments: Tenor (Israelite priest) accompanied by strings and continuo (this 

accompanied recitative is from the 1751 revival. Chrysander’s edition includes it as if it were from 

the 1732 version. It originally appeared as a recitativo semplice in the original autograph score, 

but was removed: see Dean, Oratorios, p. 217). 

 Location of revision and year: London, 1751. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Me thinks I see each stately tow’r of Salem rise. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 8-bars.  

 Tempo markings: none given.  

 

 5. HWV 51, Deborah 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.h.2. 

 Conducting score:  D Hs - MC/258. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act III, scene 3). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Deborah) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (Deborah) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, January-February 1733. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. By that adorable decree; 2. O great Jehovah! May thy 

foes thus perish. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 12-bars; 2. 11-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given.  

 

Accompagnati used in the 1744 version 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 1 (Part I, scene 1). 

 Voice type and instruments: alto (no character given) accompanied by strings and continuo 

(violins I and II). This accompanied recitative was actually borrowed from Esther, HWV 50a, and 

was not composed for this oratorio. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Me thinks I hear the mother’s groans. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 10-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 
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 6. HWV 52, Athalia 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.h.1. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MC/264. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 5 (1. Act I, scene 2; 2. Act I, scene 3; 3. Act I, 

scene 3; 4. Act III, scene 1; 5. Act III, scene 1). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Countertenor (Joad) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (Athalia) accompanied by oboe (solo), strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (Athalia) 

accompanied by oboe (solo), strings and continuo; 4. Countertenor (Joad) accompanied by strings 

and continuo; 5. Countertenor (Joad) accompanied by strings and continuo.  

 Location of composition and year: London, May-June 1733. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Oh Judah, Judah; 2. What scenes of horror round me 

rise; 3. Oh Athalia, tremble at thy fate; 4. What sacred horrors shake my breast; 5. Let harmony 

breathe soft around.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 14-bars; 2. 11-bars (including a five bar 

orchestral introduction); 3. 8-bars; 4. 11-bars (including a four bar orchestral introduction); 5. 4-

bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given; 4. Adagio e staccato; 5. None 

given.  

 

 7. HWV 53, Saul 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.3. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MC/267 (1739). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 9 (1. Act I, scene 3; 2. Act I, scene 3; 3. Act I, 

scene 6; 4. Act II, scene 9; 5. Act III, scene 1; 6. Act III, scene 1; 7. Act III, scene 3; 8. Act III, 

scene 3; 9. Act III, scene 3). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (Saul) accompanied by a bassoon, strings and continuo; 2. 

Bass (Saul) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Tenor (Jonathan) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 4. Bass (Saul) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Bass (Saul) accompanied by 

strings and continuo (oboes appear in the orchestral introduction); 6. Bass (Saul) accompanied by 

strings and continuo; 7. Bass (Samuel) accompanied by two bassoons and continuo; 8. Bass (Saul) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 9. Bass (Samuel) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, July-September 1738. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. What do I hear? Am I then sunk so low; 2. To him ten 

Thousands; 3. O filial piety! O sacred friendship; 4. The time at length is come, when I shall take 

my full revenge on Jesse’s son; 5. Wretch that I am! Of my own ruin author; 6. Yet, o hard fate, 

myself am now reduc’d; 7. Why hast thou forc’d me from the realms of peace; 8. O holy Prophet, 

holy Prophet; 9. Thou and thy sons shall be with me tomorrow.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 6-bars; 2. 4-bars; 3. 22-bars; 4. 11-bars; 5. 21-

bars (excluding an eleven bar orchestral introduction); 6. 4-bars; 7. 4-bars (excluding a two bar 

bassoon introduction); 8. 14-bars; 9. 7-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. Lento; 4. None given; 5. Largo; 6. None given; 

7. Largo; 8. None given; 9. None given.  
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Accompagnati not performed at the premiere  

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 2 (1. Act I, scene 4; 2. Act III, scene 5) 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Tenor (High Priest) accompanied by a bassoon, strings and 

continuo (Ruth Smith states in her article ‘Early music’s dramatic significance in Handel’s ‘Saul’’, 

EM, p. 181, that this accompanied recitative was never performed. It does not appear in the 1742 

wordbook); 2. Alto (David) accompanied by strings and continuo (according to the HHb ii (p. 

148) this accompanied recitative features music borrowed from the funeral anthem The ways of 

Zion do mourn, HWV 264 (1737: a work that does not feature any accompanied recitatives), but 

Handel decided not to include it in the oratorio’s premiere). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: 1. By thee this universal frame; 2. O Jonathan, o Jonathan, 

thou wast slain.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 1. 26-bars; 2. 12-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Lento; 2. None given. 

 

 8. HWV 54, Israel in Egypt 


There are no accompanied recitatives in this oratorio. 

 

Accompagnati added later for the 1756 and 1757 versions 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 1 (Part I). 

 Voice type and instruments: tenor (high priest) accompanied by bassoons, strings and continuo 

(violins I and II, and violas I and II). Bassoons also appear in the orchestral introduction (this 

accompanied recitative was taken from Solomon, Act I, scene 1, where it was originally sung by 

the alto Caterina Galli). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Almight pow’r! 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 23-bars (including a seven bar orchestral 

introduction). 

 Tempo markings: Largo assai. 

 

 9. HWV 56, Messiah 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.2. 

 Conducting scores: GB Ob - MS Tenbury 346/347 (1742); D Hs - MA/1030 (1759). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 9 (1. Part I; 2. Part I; 3. Part I; 4. Part I; 5. Part I; 

6. Part II; 7. Part II; 8. Part II; 9. Part III). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Tenor (no character given) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Bass (no character given) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Bass (no character given) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 4. Soprano (no character given) accompanied by strings and 

continuo (in the 1743 version of Messiah this accompanied recitative was turned into an ‘arioso’); 

5. Soprano (no character given) accompanied by strings and continuo; 6. Tenor (no character 

given) accompanied by strings and continuo; 7. Tenor (no character given) accompanied by strings 

and continuo; 8. Tenor (no character given) accompanied by strings and continuo; 9. Bass (no 

character given) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, August-September 1741. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Comfort ye, comfort ye my people; 2. Thus saith the 

Lord; 3. For behold, darkness shall cover the earth; 4. And lo, the angel of the lord came upon 

them; 5. And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude;  6. All they that see him, laugh him to 

scorn; 7. Thy rebuke hath broken His heart; 8. He was cut off out of the land of the living; 9. 

Behold, I tell you a mystery; we shall not all sleep.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 37-bars (including a three bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 30-bars; 3. 23-bars (including a five bar orchestral introduction); 4. 7-bars; 5. 8-

bars (including a three bar orchestral introduction); 6. 11-bars (including a three bar orchestral 
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introduction); 7. 18-bars; 8. 5-bars; 9. 8-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. Larghetto e piano; 2. None given; 3. Andante larghetto; 4. Andante; 5. 

Allegro; 6. Larghetto; 7. Largo; 8. None given; 9. None given.  

 
Accompagnati not included in the original Messiah 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 1 (originally found in Part I) 

 Voice type and instruments: bass (no character given) accompanied by strings and continuo. This 

accompanied recitative is a more elaborate version of the accompanied recitative ‘Thus saith the 

Lord, the Lord of Hosts’ which is found in part I. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Thus saith the Lord, the Lord of Hosts. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 32-bars.  

 Tempo markings: A tempo ordinario (Grave). 

 

 10. HWV 57, Samson 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.6. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1048 (1743).  

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 8 (1. Act I, scene 2; 2. Act I, scene 3; 3. Act I, 

scene 3; 4. Act I, scene 3; 5. Act I, scene 3; 6. Act III, scene 1; 7. Act III, scene 1; 8. Act III, scene 

3). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Contralto (Micah) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Bass 

(Manoa) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Bass (Manoa) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 4. Tenor (Samson) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Tenor (Samson) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 6. Tenor (Samson) accompanied by strings and continuo; 7. 

Contralto (Micah) accompanied by strings and continuo; 8. Soprano (an Israelitish Woman) 

accompanied by strings and continuo (with organ).  

 Location of composition and year: London, October 1741-October 1742. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Since light so necessary is to life; 2. Oh miserable 

change; 3. The good we wish for, often proves our bane; 4. My griefs for this forbid mine eyes to 

close; 5. My genial spirits droop, my hopes are fled; 6. Then shall I make Jehovah’s glory known; 

7. With might endued above the sons of men; 8. The virgins too shall on their feastful days.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 13-bars; 2. 13-bars; 3. 17-bars; 4. 17-bars; 5. 

12-bars; 6. 10-bars; 7. 9-bars; 8. 5-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo e piano; 2. Largo e piano; 3. None given. 4. None given; 5. None 

given; 6. None given; 7. None given; 8. None given. 

 

 11. HWV 59, Joseph 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.10. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1025 (1744). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 9 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act I, scene 3; 3. Act II, 

scene 2; 4. Act II, scene 3; 5. Act II, scene 6; 6. Act III, scene 4; 7. Act III, scene 4; 8. Act III, 

scene 4; 9. Act III, scene 5). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Countertenor (Joseph) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Countertenor (Joseph) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Tenor (Simeon) accompanied by 

strings and continuo; 4. Countertenor (Joseph) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Tenor 

(Judah) accompanied by strings and continuo; 6. Soprano (Benjamin) accompanied by strings and 

continuo (the HHb ii states that there are three versions of this accompanied recitative; namely 36a 

and 36b/c. They differ from each other largely due to slight musical differences, mostly octave 

differences, the vocal lines in each accompanied recitative remain almost identical); 7. Bass 

(Reuben) accompanied by strings and continuo; 8. Tenor (Simeon) accompanied by strings and 
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continuo; 9.Tenor (Simeon) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, August-September 1743. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. But wherefore thus? Whence Heav’n there bitter bonds; 

2. Pharaoh, thy dreams are one; 3. Where are these Brethren; 4. Ye departed hours, what happier 

moments have I seen; 5. Our reverend Sire intreats thee to accept; 6. What, without me? Ah, how 

return in peace; 7. Peace Simeon, remember Dothan’s fields; 8. Oh gracious God; 9. Lay all on 

me, imprisonment, chains. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 14-bars; 2. 27-bars (excluding the sixteen bar 

orchestral introduction); 3. 20-bars (excluding an eleven bar orchestral introduction); 4. 30-bars; 5. 

23-bars; 6. 13-bars; 7. 7-bars; 8. 13-bars; 9. 8-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. Largo e staccato; 4. None given; 5. None 

given; 6. None given; 7. None given; 8. Lento; 9. Concitato.  

 

Accompagnati not included in the original Joseph 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 1 (Part I, scene 3). 

 Voice type and instruments: mezzo-soprano (Joseph: sung by Caterina Galli?) accompanied by 

strings and continuo. This accompanied recitative is derived from the accompanied recitative 

‘Pharaoh, thy dreams are one’. In this later version (1747) most of the previous accompanied 

recitative is presented as recitativo simplice. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: The seven fat cattle and full ears of corn. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 9-bars.  

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

 12. HWV 61, Belshazzar 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.10. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1009 (1745). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 11 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act I, scene 1; 3. Act I, 

scene 2; 4. Act I, scene 2; 5. Act I, scene 3; 6. Act I, scene 3; 7. Act II, scene 2; 8. Act II, scene 2; 

9. Act II, scene 2; 10. Act II, scene 2; 11. Act III, scene 3).  

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Nitocris) accompanied by strings and continuo (in the 

HHb ii this section is called ‘Accompagnato ed Arioso’. In the 1758 version of Belshazzar this 

accompanied recitative became a recitativo semplice); 2. Soprano (Nitocris) accompanied by 

strings and continuo; 3. Bass (Gobrias) accompanied by strings and continuo; 4. Mezzo-soprano 

(Cyrus) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Contralto (Daniel) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 6. Contralto (Daniel) accompanied by strings and continuo; 7. Tenor (Belshazzar) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 8. Contralto (Daniel) accompanied by strings and continuo; 

9. Contralto (Daniel) accompanied by strings and continuo (appears in the HHb ii, but does not 

appear in Chrysander’s edition); 10. Contralto (Daniel) accompanied by strings and continuo; 11. 

Mezzo-soprano (Cyrus) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, August-October 1744. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Anon it strives; 2. Never to rise again; 3. Oh memory, 

still bitter to my soul; 4. Me thought, as on the bank of deep Euphrates I stood revolving; 5. 

Rejoice, my country men: the time draws near; 6. Thus saith the Lord to Cyrus his anointed; 7. 

Ah;  8. Yet, to obey his dread command, who vindicates his honour now; 9. The most high God, o 

King, gave to thy Grand Sire a Kingdom; 10. Mene, the God, whom thou hast thus dishonour’d; 

11. Yes, I will build thy city.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 26-bars; 2. 9-bars; 3. 11-bars; 4. 37-bars; 5. 16-

bars; 6. 36-bars (including a three bar orchestral introduction); 7. 3-bars; 8. 4-bars; 9. 10-bars; 10. 

19-bars; 11. 23-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Larghetto; 2. None given; 3. None given; 4. None given; 5. None given; 6. 

Largo e pomposo; 7. Adagio e staccato, ma piano; 8. None given; 9. None given; 10. Adagio; 11. 

None given. 
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Accompagnati not included in the original Belshazzar 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 1 (Act III, scene 3) 

 Voice type and instruments: Mezzo-soprano (Cyrus) accompanied by strings and continuo. This 

accompanied recitative, from 1751, is derived from the accompanied recitative ‘Yes, I will build 

thy city’. In this later version the vocal part is altered and is more elaborate. The duration of the 

accompanied recitative is somewhat longer in length. Handel also deleted a large section of 

accompanied recitative in Act III, scene 2. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Yes, I will build thy city.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 47-bars.  

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

 13. HWV 62, Occasional Oratorio 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.3. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA 1033. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Part I; 2. Part I; 3. Part III).  

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (no character given) accompanied by two oboes, bassoon, 

strings and continuo; 2. Bass (no character given) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. 

Soprano (no character given) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, January-February 1746. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Why do the gentiles tumult; 2. Humbled with fear and 

awful reverence; 3. May balmy peace, and wreath’d renown. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 42-bars (excluding a twelve bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 15-bars; 3. 8-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given.  

 

Accompagnati not included in the original 1746 oratorio 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 2. (1. Part I; 2. Part I). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Tenor (no character given) accompanied by strings and continuo 

(the HHb ii cites this as ‘3b’, with ‘3a’ being an air set to the same text. The air was performed at 

the premiere on 14 February 1746, with the accompanied recitative being inserted for 

performances beginning on 19 February 1746); 2. Soprano (no character given) accompanied by 

strings and continuo (the HHb ii cites this as ‘8c’, with ‘8a/c’ being an air. It also states that this 

accompanied recitative dates from after 1759). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitatives: 1. O Lord, how many are my foes; 2. Jehovah, Lord! How 

great, how wond’rous great. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 19-bars; 2. 9-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. Andante larghetto, adagio; 2. none given. 
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 14. HWV 63, Judas Maccabaeus 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.12. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1026 (1747). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act I; 2. Act I; 3. Act III). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (Simon) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Tenor 

(Judas Maccabaeus) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Mezzo-soprano (Israelitish Man) 

accompanied by strings and continuo (the HHb ii cites that this accompanied recitative was given 

to the character Simon in the 1751 revival). 

 Location of composition and year: London, July-August 1746. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. I feel, I feel the Deity within; 2. We come, we come! Oh 

see, thy sons prepare; 3. See, see yon flames, that from the altar broke. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 17-bars (including a two bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 10-bars; 3. 8-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given.  

 

 15. HWV 64, Joshua 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.11. 

 Conducting scores: D Hs - MA/1027a (1748); D Hs - MA/1027. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 5 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act I, scene 2; 3. Act I, 

scene 3; 4. Act I, scene 3; 5. Act II, scene 7). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Tenor (Joshua) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Tenor 

(Angel) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Mezzo-soprano (Othniel) accompanied by 

strings and continuo; 4. Soprano (Achsah) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Tenor (Joshua) 

accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, July-August 1747. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. So long the memory shall last; 2. Leader of Israel, ‘tis 

the Lord’s decree; 3. In these blest scenes, where constant pleasure reigns; 4. Oh Othniel; 5. Oh! 

Thou bright orb great ruler of the day.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 8-bars; 2. 19-bars; 3. 12-bars (excluding a four 

bar orchestral introduction); 4. 12-bars; 5. 18-bars (including a five bar orchestral introduction). 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. Largo; 4. None given; 5. Allegro.  

 

 16. HWV 65, Alexander Balus 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.3. 

 Conducting scores: D Hs - MA/1001 (1748); D Hs - MA/1001a. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act III, scene 3; 2. Act III, scene 4; 3. Act 

III, scene 4). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (Ptolemy) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Soprano 

(Cleopatra) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (Cleopatra) accompanied by strings 

and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, June-July 1747. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ungrateful child, by ev’ry sacred pow’r; 2. Shall 

Cleopatra ever smile again; 3. Calm thou my soul, kind Isis, with a noble scorn of life.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 9-bars; 2. 11-bars; 3. 7-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. Largo. 
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Accompagnati added for the 1751 revival 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 1. (Act II, scene 4). 

 Voice type and instruments: tenor (Jonathan) accompanied by strings and continuo (the HHb ii 

states that this accompanied recitative only appeared in the 1751 and 1754 versions of Alexander 

Balus. It originally featured in the incidental music to Alceste, Act I, 1750). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Ye happy people, with loud accents speak. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 8-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

 17. HWV 66, Susanna 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.8. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1055 (1749). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act I, scene 2; 2. Act I, scene 3; 3. Act III, 

scene 1). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Susanna) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Tenor 

(First Elder) accompanied by strings and continuo (according to the HHb ii there are two versions 

of this accompanied recitative. One has 23 bars (13b) the other 36 (13a). They are essentially the 

same apart from the curtailment of ‘13b’); 3. Soprano (Susanna) accompanied by strings and 

continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, June-August 1748. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. What means this weight that in my bosoms lies; 2. 

Tyrannic love! Feel thy cruel dart; 3. But you, who see me on the verge of life.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 14-bars; 2. 36-bars; 3. 16-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given.  

 

 18. HWV 67, Solomon 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.h.4. 

 Conducting scores: D Hs - MC/268 (1749); D Hs - MC/268a (1759). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act I, scene 1; 3. Act II, 

scene 3). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Mezzo-soprano (Solomon) accompanied by two bassoons, strings 

and continuo; 2. Tenor (Zadok) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Mezzo-soprano 

(Solomon) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, May-June 1748. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Almighty pow’r! Who rul’st the earth and skies; 2. See! 

From the op’ning skies descending flames; 3. Israel, attend to what your King shall say. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 29-bars (including a seven bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 10-bars; 3. 26-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo assai; 2. None given; 3. None given.  

 

Additional accompagnati included the 1759 revision 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives not included in 1748 version: 1 (Part III). 

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (Queen of Sheba) accompanied by two bassoons, strings and 

continuo.  

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: But when the Temple I behold, blazing with glare of gems 

and gold.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 23-bars.  

 Tempo markings: largo. 
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 19. HWV 68, Theodora 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.9. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1058 (1750). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act I, scene 5; 2. Act II, scene 5; 3. Act III, 

scene 3). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Theodora) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Alto-

castrato (Didymus) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (Theodora) accompanied by 

strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, June-July 1749. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Oh worse than death indeed; 2. Forbid it, Hea’vn; 3. Oh 

my Irene, Heav’n is kind and Valens too is kind.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 5-bars; 2. 8-bars; 3. 6-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. None given.  

 

 20. HWV 70, Jephtha 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.9. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1024 (1752). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 7 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act I, scene 4; 3. Act II, 

scene 3; 4. Act II, scene 4; 5. Act II, scene 4; 6. Act III, scene 1; 7. Act III, scene 1). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (Zebul) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Tenor 

(Jephtha) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Mezzo-soprano (Storgè) accompanied by 

strings and continuo; 4. Soprano (Iphis) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Tenor (Jephtha) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 6. Tenor (Jephtha) accompanied by strings and continuo; 7. 

Soprano (Iphis) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, January-August 1751. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. It must be so; 2. If Lord, sustain’d by thy almighty 

pow’r, Ammon I drive; 3. First perish thou and perish all the world; 4. For joys so vast, too little is 

the price; 5. Deeper and deeper still; 6. A father, off’ing up his only child; 7. Ye sacred priests.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 3-bars; 2. 12-bars; 3. 10-bars; 4. 9-bars; 5. 44-

bars; 6. 4-bars; 7. 8-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo e staccato; 2. None given; 3. Concitato, Adagio; 4. None given; 5. 

Largo; 6. None given; 7. None given.  
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2. Non-oratorio/opera works 
 

 
Incidental music for a play 
 

1. HWV 45, Alceste 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.6. 

 Copies: D Hs - MA 997. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Act I; 2. Act IV). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Tenor (no character given) accompanied by strings and continuo 

(this accompanied recitative was later used for the 1751 revival of Alexander Balus, where Handel 

merely changed the names of Admetus and Alceste to Balus and Cleopatra); 2.  Tenor (Attendant) 

accompanied by strings and continuo (the structure of the sinfonia and the accompanied recitative 

were later adapted for The Choice of Hercules; composed between June-July 1750. In this instance 

the accompanied recitative was removed and the sinfonia ended on a sustained block-chord on D 

major, rather than progressing to the accompanied recitative, as originally occurred in Alceste). 

 Location of composition and year: London, December 1749 - January 1750. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ye happy people; 2. He comes, he rises from below. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 8-bars; 2. 4-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given. 

 
Masques 
 

              1a. HWV 49a, Acis and Galatea 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.2. 

 Copies: D Hs - MA 996 (1721?).  

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3 (1. Act I; 2. Act II; 3. Act II). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Galatea) accompanied by strings (violins I and II) and 

continuo; 2. Bass (Polypheme) accompanied by strings (violins I and II) and continuo; 3. Tenor 

(Acis) accompanied by strings (violins I and II) and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: Cannons, c.1717-18. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ye verdant plains and woody mountains; 2. I rage; 3. 

Help, Galatea. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 10-bars; 2. 20-bars; 3. 8-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. Furioso, adagio, furioso, adagio; 3. Adagissimo.  
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       1b. HWV 49b, Acis and Galatea 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.2; R.M.20.d.2. 

 Conducting score: GB Lbl - R.M.19.f.7. 

 Languages: English and Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Part I; 2. Part II). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Galatea) accompanied by strings (violins I and II) and 

continuo; 2. Soprano (Galatea) and alto-castrato (Acis) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of revision and year: London, May-June 1732. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ye verdant plains and woody mountains; 2. Ma qual 

orrido suono mi ferisce l’udito? (although the text is borrowed from the serenata Aci, Galatea e 

Polifemo (HWV 72) the music is quite different).  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 10-bars; 2. 44-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. A tempo ordinario. 

 

Additional Accompagnati that were used in the 1734/1736 revivals 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 2 (1. Part II; 2. Part II) 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (Polifemo) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Bass 

(Polifemo) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: 1. Mi palpita il cor; 2. Ah! Pur troppo lo so.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 1. 11-bars; 2. 6-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo; 2. None given. 

 

Odes 

 
 1. HWV 55, L’Allegro, il Penseroso ed il Moderato 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.5. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA 1002. 

 Languages: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 10 (1. Part I; 2. Part I; 3. Part I; 4. Part I; 5. Part 

I; 6. Part I; 7. Part II; 8. Part II; 9. Part III; 10. Part III). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Tenor (L’Allegro) accompanied by bassoons, violas and continuo; 

2. Soprano (Il Penseroso) accompanied by violins I, II, III and viola (there is a later version (‘2b’) 

transposed for the alto voice which although transposed down a fourth has the same 

accompaniment); 3. Soprano (Il Penseroso) accompanied by strings and continuo; 4. Soprano (Il 

Penseroso) accompanied by strings and continuo (there is a later version,‘9b’, transposed for the 

alto voice which has the same accompaniment and vocal line); 5. Soprano (Il Penseroso) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 6. Soprano (L’Allegro) accompanied by strings and 

continuo (the HHA edition shows that there are three versions of this accompanied recitative 

(referred as ‘18 a, b, c’) essentially both 18a and 18c have much in common, aside from 18c being 

in Italian, and after bar 4 of 18c the music is quite different. In addition 18b features a bass voice 

but has essentially the same music as 18a); 7. Soprano (Il Penseroso) accompanied by strings and 

continuo (the HHA shows that this accompanied recitative was later altered for an alto voice 

(referred to ‘20b’), both are almost identical apart from their endings); 8. Soprano (Il Penseroso) 

accompanied by bassoons, strings and continuo; 9. Bass (Il Penseroso) accompanied by strings 

and continuo; 10. Bass (Il Penseroso) accompanied by two oboes, strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, January-February 1740. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Hence, loathed melancholy; 2. Hence, vain deluding 

joys, dwell in some idle brain; 3. Come, pensive Nun; 4. There held in holy passion still; 5. First, 

and chief, on golden wings; 6. Mountains, on whose barren breast; 7. Hence, in vain deluding 

joys, the brood of folly; 8. Me, when the sun begins to fling; 9. Hence, boast not ye profane;  
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 10. Sweet temp’rance in thy right hand bear. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 19-bars (including a three bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 10-bars (excluding a six bar orchestral introduction); 3. 13-bars (including a one 

bar orchestral introduction); 4. 16-bars (including a one bar orchestral introduction); 5. 9-bars; 6. 

24-bars; 7. 18-bars; 8. 9-bars; 9. 8-bars; 10. 14-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo; 2. Allegro; 3. Largo e piano; 4. Largo; 5. None given; 6. None given; 

7. Larghetto e piano; 8. None given; 9. None given; 10. None given. 

 

Accompagnati included in later revivals  

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 4 (1. Part I; 2. Part II; 3. Part II; 4. Part III) 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Mezzo-soprano castrato (Il Penserso) accompanied by strings and 

continuo (see no. 6 above); 2. Alto (Il Penserso) accompanied by strings and continuo (originally 

for soprano); 3. Alto (Il Penserso) accompanied by strings and continuo (this accompanied 

recitative is identical to its earlier version apart from being transposed for an alto voice); 4. 

Mezzo-soprano castrato (Il Penseroso) accompanied by strings and continuo (this accompanied 

recitative was newly composed in early 1741 for the mezzo-soprano castrato Giovanni Battista 

Andreoni, d.1797). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: 1. Alte montagne nel cui steril grembo; 2. Hence, vain 

deluding joys, the brood of folly; 3. Me, when the sun begins to fling; 4. L’insaziabil, fantasia. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 1. 22-bars; 2. 9-bars; 3. 9-bars; 4. 30-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1.None given; 2. None given. 3.None given; 4. Allegro. 

 

 2. HWV 74, Eternal Source of Light Divine 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.2. 

 Manuscript copy: Shaftesbury - E.21. 

 Languages: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: male alto (no character) accompanied by trumpet, strings and 

continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, 1713/14?. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Eternal source of light divine. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 38. 

 Tempo markings: largo. 
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 3. HWV 75, Alexander’s Feast 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.4. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MC 263. 

 Languages: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 7 (1. Part I; 2. Part I; 3. Part II; 4. Part II; 5. Part 

II; 6. Part II; 7 Part II). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (no character) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 4. Tenor (no character) accompanied by two trumpets, two 

oboes, two bassoons, timpani, strings and continuo (this accompanied recitative is referred to as 

‘Accompagnato and Chorus’ in the HHA edition and the HHb ii); 5. Tenor (no character) 

accompanied by strings and continuo (this accompanied recitative is at the end of the previous 

‘Accompagnato and Chorus’ section. It shares music with ‘Now strike the golden Lyre again’); 6. 

Tenor (no character) accompanied by two oboes, strings and continuo; 7.  Tenor (no character) 

accompanied by two flutes (recorders), strings and continuo (this accompanied recitative is 

marked as ‘Accompagnato and Chorus’ in both the HHA edition and the HHb ii).  

 Location of composition and year: London, January 1736. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. The song began with Jove; 2. He chose a mournful 

muse; 3. With downcast looks the joyless victor sate; 4. Now strike the golden Lyre again; 5. 

Hark, hark! The horrid sound has rais’d up his head; 6. Give the vengeance due to the valiant 

crew; 7. Thus, long ago, ere heaving Bellows learn’d to blow. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 15-bars (including a one bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 12-bars; 3. 10-bars; 4. 22-bars (including a four bar orchestral introduction); 5. 9-

bars; 6. 29-bars (including a nine bar orchestral introduction); 7. 47-bars (including a nine bar 

orchestral introduction and numerous ritornellos). 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. Adagio e piano; 3. None given; 4. Andante; 5. Andante; 6. 

None given; 7. Largo. 

 
Accompagnati later revised for alto voice 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in that were revised:  2 (1. Part I; 2. Part II). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo (this 

accompanied recitative is the same as no.2 above, apart from being altered for an alto voice); 2. 

Alto (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo (this accompanied recitative is the same 

as no.3 above, apart from being altered for an alto voice). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitatives: 1. He chose a mournful muse; 2. With downcast looks the 

joyless victor sate. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 12-bars; 2. 10-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Adagio e piano; 2. None given. 

 

Accompagnati not included in Alexander’s Feast 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives:  1. (Part II). 

 Voice type and instruments: tenor (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo (this is an 

earlier version of no.7 above. It is shorter and is quite plain in comparison with its later revision). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Thus, long ago, ere heaving Bellows learn’d to blow. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 8-bars. 

 Tempo markings: None given. 
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 4. HWV 76, Song for St Cecilia’s day 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.4. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA 1031. 

 Languages: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Tenor (no character) accompanied by two oboes, a bassoon, strings 

and continuo with organ; 2. Soprano (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo.  

 Location of revision and year: London, September 1739. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. When nature underneath a heap of jarring atoms lay; 2. 

But bright Cecilia rais’d the wonder high’r. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 41-bars; 2. 8-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Larghetto, e piano; 2. Largo. 

 

Un-acted dramas 
 

 1. HWV 58, Semele 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.7. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA 1050 (1744).  

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 12 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act I, scene 1; 3. Act I, 

scene 1; 4. Act I, scene 3; 5. Act II, scene 1; 6. Act III, scene 1; 7. Act III, scene 3; 8. Act III, 

scene 4; 9. Act III, scene 4; 10. Act III, scene 5; 11; Act III, scene 7; 12. Act III, scene 8).  

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Bass (High priest) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. 

Soprano (Semele) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Bass (Cadmus) accompanied by 

strings and continuo; 4. Bass (Cadmus) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Soprano (Iris) 

and Alto (Juno) accompanied by strings and continuo; 6. Soprano (Iris) and Alto (Juno) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 7. Alto (Juno) accompanied by strings and continuo; 8. 

Tenor (Jupiter) accompanied by strings and continuo; 9. Soprano (Semele) accompanied by strings 

and continuo; 10. Tenor (Jupiter) accompanied by strings and continuo; 11. Soprano (Semele) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 12. Tenor (Apollo) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, June-July 1743. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Behold! Auspicious flashes rise; 2. Ah me, ah me! What 

refuge; 3. Again auspicious flashes rise; 4. Wing’d with our fears, and pious haste, from Juno’s 

fane we fled; 5. Awake, Saturnia, from thy lethargy; 6. Somnus, awake; 7. Conjure him by his 

oath not to approach your bed; 8. By that tremendous flood, I swear; 9. Then cast off this human 

shape; 10. Ah, wither is she gone! Unhappy fair; 11. Ah me! Too late I now repent; 12. Apollo 

comes, to relieve your care. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 23-bars; 2. 17-bars; 3. 11-bars; 4. 21-bars; 5. 

41-bars; 6. 14-bars; 7. 21-bars; 8. 7-bars; 9. 4-bars; 10. 32-bars; 11. 26-bars; 11. 12-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Largo e pomposo; 2. None given; 3. None given; 4. None given; 5. Largo e 

pomposo; 6. Allegro e forte; 7. None given; 8. None given; 9. None given; 10. Largo e piano; 11. 

Larghetto assai e piano; 12. A tempo ordinario. 

 

Accompagnati not included in the original Semele 

 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in later versions: 1 (originally found in Act I, scene 1. This 

accompanied recitative is similar to the other accompanied recitative entitled ‘Behold! Auspicious 

flashes rise’ (Act I, scene 1), but it has a different accompaniment and an altered vocal line). 

 Voice type and instruments: bass (High priest or Cadmus) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Behold! Auspicious flashes rise. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 9-bars.  

 Tempo markings: none given. 
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2. HWV 60, Hercules 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.8. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1021 (1745). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 9 (1. Act I, scene 1; 2. Act I, scene 1; 3. Act I, 

scene 2; 4. Act III, scene 2; 5. Act III, scene 2; 6. Act III, scene 2; 7. Act III, scene 3; 8. Act III, 

scene 3; 9. Act II, scene 4). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Alto (Lichas) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Soprano 

(Dejanira) accompanied by strings and continuo; 3. Tenor (Hyllus) accompanied by strings and 

continuo; 4. Bass (Hercules) accompanied by strings and continuo; 5. Bass (Hercules) 

accompanied by strings and continuo; 6. Bass (Hercules) accompanied by strings and continuo; 7. 

Soprano (Dejanira) accompanied by strings and continuo; 8. Soprano (Dejanira) accompanied by 

strings and continuo; 9. Bass (Priest of Jupiter) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, July-August 1744. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. See, with what sad dejection in her looks; 2. Oh 

Hercules! Why art thou absent from me; 3. I feel, I feel the god; 4. Oh Jove! What land is this; 5. 

Was it this un-number’d toils I bore; 6. My pains redouble; 7. Where shall I fly; 8. Alas! No rest 

the guilty find; 9. His mortal part by eating fires consum’d.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 16-bars (including a three bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 9-bars; 3. 36-bars; 4. 57-bars (including a one bar orchestral introduction and a 

six bar ritornello, bars 12-17); 5. 12-bars; 6. 5-bars; 7. 29-bars; 8. 18-bars; 9. 6-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given; 3. Pomposo; 4. Concitato; 5. None given; 6. 

None given; 7. Concitato; 8. Concitato; 9. Slow. 

 

 3. HWV 69, The Choice of Hercules 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.e.6. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1012 (1751). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Pleasure) accompanied by two flutes, bassoon, strings 

and continuo; 2. Soprano (Virtue) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, June-July 1751. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. See, Hercules! How smiles yon myrtle plain; 2. Mount, 

mount the steep ascent.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 22-bars (excluding a fourteen bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 11-bars.  

 Tempo markings: 1. Larghetto; 2. None given. 
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 4. HWV 71, The Triumph of Time and Truth 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.10. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MA/1060a (1757). 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2 (1. Part III; 2. Part III). 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Beauty) accompanied by strings and continuo; 2. Soprano 

(Beauty) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, 1756/early 1757. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Adieu, vain world; 2. Oh, thither let me cast my longing 

eye.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 8-bars; 2. 5-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given.  

 

Serenatas 
  

1. HWV 73, Parnasso in festa 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.2; GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.13. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. (Part II). 

 Voice type and instruments: soprano-castrato (Orfeo) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, March 1734. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: 1. Dopo d’aver perduto il caro bene.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 10-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

2.  HWV 75, Aci, Galatea e Polifemo 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.a.1. 

 Language: Italian. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (Galatea) and alto-castrato (Aci) accompanied by strings 

and continuo (oboes and trumpets appear in the orchestral introduction); 2. Bass (Polifemo) 

accompanied by strings (violins I and II) and continuo (this accompanied recitative is referred to 

as ‘Accompagnato e Recitativo’ in the HHA edition, 2000). 

 Location of composition and year: Naples, June 1708. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Ma qual orrido suono; 2. Vissi fedel, mia vita. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 9-bars (excluding a four bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 20-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given 
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Latin Church music 

 
1. HWV 236, Laudate pueri Dominum (setting of the psalm 112) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.h.7. 

 Language: Latin. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 2. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (no character) accompanied by strings (violins I and II) 

and continuo; 2. Soprano (no character) accompanied by strings (violins I and II) and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: Hamburg late 1706, or Rome early 1707. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Quis sicut Dominus; 2. Gloria Patri e Filio. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitatives: 1. 14-bars; 2. 9-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. None given; 2. None given.  

 

2. HWV 239, O qualis de coelo sonus (motet for Whitsuntide) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: D MÜs - Hs.1888. 

 Language: Latin. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: soprano (no character) accompanied by strings (violins I and II) and 

continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: Rome, May-June 1707. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: O qualis de coelo sonus. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 9-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 
3. HWV 242, Silete venti (motet) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.9. 

 Language: Latin. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 3. 

 Voice type and instruments: 1. Soprano (no character) accompanied by oboe, strings and continuo; 

2. Soprano (no character) accompanied by oboe, strings and continuo; 3. Soprano (no character) 

accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, c.1724. 

 Incipits of the accompanied recitatives: 1. Silete venti; 2. Silete venti; 3. O fortunate amima.  

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 1. 15-bars (excluding a seventy-six bar orchestral 

introduction); 2. 8 bars; 3. 9-bars. 

 Tempo markings: 1. Larghetto; 2. None given; 3. None given. 
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Anthems: 
 

1. HWV 248, Have mercy upon me O God 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.7 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: tenor (no character) accompanied by strings (violin I and II) and 

continuo (with organ). 

 Location of composition and year: Cannons, c.1717-18. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: For I acknowledge my faults. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 8-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

2. HWV 249a, O sing unto the Lord a new song 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.6. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: bass (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo (with 

organ). 

 Location of composition and year: London, September 1714 (first performed in the Chapel Royal, 

St. James’s Palace). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: The Lord is great. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 15-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

3. HWV 251b, As pants the hart 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.6. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: tenor (no character) accompanied by strings (solo violin (played 

arpeggio), violin I and II) and continuo (with organ and bassoons). 

 Location of composition and year: Cannons, c.1717. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Now when I think thereupon. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 23-bars (including a four bar orchestral 

introduction). 

 Tempo markings: andante. 

 

4. HWV 251c, As pants the hart 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.1. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: bass (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo (with 

organ). 

 Location of composition and year: London, c.1724 (first performed in the Chapel Royal, St. 

James’s Palace). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Now when I think thereupon. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 11-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 
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5. HWV 251e, As pants the hart 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.1 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: bass (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, 1738. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Now when I think thereupon. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 6-bars. 

 Tempo markings: largo. 

 

6. HWV 252, My song shall be alway 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.8. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: tenor (no character) accompanied by strings (violins I and II) and 

continuo (with organ). 

 Location of composition and year: Cannons, c.1717. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: For who is he amongst the clouds. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 8-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none. 

 

7. HWV 256a, Let God arise 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.d.6. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: soprano, alto and tenor (no character) accompanied by strings (violins 

I and II), oboes and continuo (with bassoons and organ). 

 Location of composition and year: Cannons, c.1717. 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Praised be the Lord. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 14-bars. 

 Tempo markings: adagio. 

 

8. HWV 262, This is the day which the Lord hath made 

 

 Autograph manuscript: lost. 

 Conducting score: D Hs - MC/266. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: bass (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, March 1734 (first performed in the Queen’s Chapel, 

St. James’s Palace). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: As the sun when it arises. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 6-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none. 
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9. HWV 263, Sing unto God, ye kingdoms of the Earth 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Cfm - 30.H.1. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: tenor (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, March-April 1736 (first performed in the Chapel 

Royal, St. James’s Palace). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Blessed be the Lord God of Israel. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 10-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none. 

 

10. HWV 268, Blessed are they that considereth the poor 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.f.12. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: two sopranos (canto I and II, no characters) accompanied by strings 

and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, May 1749-1751 (first performed in the Foundling 

Hospital Chapel, revised in c.1751 with solo movements: Burrows, Handel, p. 428). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: The people will tell of their wisdom. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 17-bars. 

 Tempo markings: A tempo ordinario, e piano. 

 

Te Deums: 
 

1. HWV 280, Te Deum (Caroline) 

 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.g.4. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: male alto (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, autumn 1714 (first performed in the Chapel Royal, St. 

James’s Palace). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Vouchsafe O Lord. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 18-bars. 

 Tempo markings: none given. 

 

2. HWV 283, Te Deum (Dettingen) 
 

 Autograph manuscript: GB Lbl - R.M.20.h.6. 

 Language: English. 

 Number of accompanied recitatives in this work: 1. 

 Voice type and instruments: bass (no character) accompanied by strings and continuo. 

 Location of composition and year: London, July-November 1743 (first performed in the Chapel 

Royal, St. James’s Palace). 

 Incipit of the accompanied recitative: Vouchsafe, oh Lord. 

 Number of bars in the accompanied recitative: 18-bars. 

 Tempo markings: largo, e piano. 
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