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HE more precise our knowledge of the pre-Classical forms 
becomes, the greater appears Vivaldi’s influence in these 
realms. This is dazzlingly clear where the concerto is con-

cerned. Investigations as to the symphony are less far advanced, 
but it seems that they will lead to no less positive results. 

T 
Even with respect to the concerto, however, a possible am-

biguity must be avoided. In discovering a “Vivaldi trait” dis-
tinctly present in such and such a work, it should be understood 
that what is seen there may be not a direct borrowing from 
Vivaldi, but just as probably a turn of which Corelli, Torelli, or the 
Venetians (most frequently Albinoni) may have bethought 
themselves before him; or it may be one that Vivaldi had merely 
transferred from vocal to instrumental music, from the opera to 
the symphony. Simply by having used some devices more con-
stantly and with greater authority and brilliance than his pred-
ecessors, he alone made them integral parts of a style. Thus a cer-
tain Vivaldi tone prevails in a multitude of works from diverse 
sources, a tone as marked as the Beethovenian manner, or that of 
Franck or of Debussy in music nearer to our day. In this sense  
and to this extent we shall agree with Fausto Torrefranca, and  
hail Vivaldi as the “inventor [scopritore] of a new musical  
world.” 

 

INFLUENCE IN ITALY 

It is in Venice that the first consequences of the Red Priest’s 
innovations are to be sought. Perhaps it is there that they are  
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hardest to measure with any precision, because there above all, 
beginning with the most interesting instance, that of Albinoni, is 
posed the problem of priority, to which I have just alluded. 

The first of Albinoni’s publications are earlier than those of 
Vivaldi. His Sinfonie e Concerti a cinque, Opus 2, appeared in 
1700, and the themes of their tuttis already show the incisive vigor 
that is to enliven those of L’Estro armonico, just as their virtuoso 
passage work prefigures its instrumental dispositions and har-
monic modulations. But the whole has a more skimpy form and  
a more cautious tessitura; there is a hardly perceptible differentia-
tion of the tuttis and solos. The adagios, in Opus 2 at least, are 
conceived in the old way, simply as bridges between two fast 
movements. 

Opus 5 (ca. 1707) gives more importance to the adagio. It is 
possible that as early as this, several years before their publication, 
Vivaldi’s concertos were being circulated, and that Albinoni, 
through following their example, may have turned into the im-
itator of a younger man to whom he had once been a model. He 
would never match Vivaldi in either breadth or formal freedom 
and variety, but more than one detail in his last works indicates  
an effort to attain them — the use of the aria with a motto, of  
tuttis in unison, and of the superposition of rhythm (the presenta-
tion of ternary rhythm within the frame of quaternary time), as  
we have observed them in many of Vivaldi’s works. 

The great influence that Vivaldi had over his fellow citizens  
at the height of his fame after around 1720 can scarcely be 
doubted. Nevertheless, Albinoni had some difficulty following 
him in the domain of formal construction; he uses the opposition 
of tutti and solo, such a fertile area for expressive resources, in a 
much less adroit way. There was even regression in this regard 
from his Opus 2 (1700) to his Opus 5 (1707). In the first of these 
collections relatively well-developed solos are found; whereas in 
the second they seem to be reabsorbed. 

The impress of Vivaldi’s style is likewise pronounced in the 
instrumental compositions of other Venetians — the Marcello 
brothers, Alberto Gallo, and Giovanni Platti, who transferred  
these characteristics to keyboard music. Also in the harpsichord 
works of Baldassare Galuppi, who was a pure, Burano-born  
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Venetian, themes and developments abound that are inspired by 
violin writing, particularly Vivaldi’s. To limit myself to an  
easily accessible example, I refer the reader to the beginning of 
the first two repeated sections in the Seconda Sonata per Cembalo, 
published by Ricordi (No. 537). Not only are we familiar with  
the theme and its recapitulation, the descending scales, and the 
arpeggios that follow; but as the themes are spun out, rhythms 
come in that descend in a direct line from La Stravaganza. 

Be it said in passing that other harpsichordists outside Venice 
follow the same path, beginning with Domenico Scarlatti. In his 
works, samples of the so-called Lombard rhythm and of the 
unison tutti are to be found, contrasting with highly-wrought  
solos and sequential developments inspired by the concertos of 
Vivaldi. 

But nearly all the symphonists of that time, in particular those 
of the Milan school, foremost among them Giovanni Battista 
Sammartini, are indebted to Vivaldi’s concertos for their over-all 
plans. Many of them, including Sammartini, found useful sug-
gestions in the matter of rhythm and in thematic elements such  
as those concise motives — the tonic triad, the hammering of 
octaves, the persistent repetition of a short ornamental formula — 
on which they built whole movements. 

To return to the violinist-composers, there were few indeed 
among them whose personalities were strong enough to prevent 
them from being, if not wholly absorbed, at least altered, by so 
inspiriting a talent. Of this group perhaps Bonporti, that mis-
understood composer, preserved his integrity with the most 
complete success. He made use of the concerto form, but with 
such originality and with a melodic, harmonic, and expressive 
style so personal that he scarcely seems to have had an inkling  
of the art whose home was a short distance from Trent and  
whose fame radiated so far. 

Vivaldi’s most famous contemporaries — Geminiani, Veracini, 
Locatelli, and Tartini — are not all equally in the Red Priest’s 
debt; but all knew and heard him, and at the very least adopted  
the over-all economy of his concertos. 

This was true of Geminiani. He was rather Corellian as a rule, 
but he framed most of his concerti grossi in three movements,  
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fast–slow–fast; and, beginning with his Opus 2, gave a clear 
predominance to a solo violin. That he esteemed Vivaldi is  
known at least by the episode of his meeting with the Irish  
harpist Turlogh O’Carolan; on the spur of the moment he per-
formed the fifth concerto of L’Estro armonico for the harpist, 
whereupon, to his great surprise, O’Carolan took up his harp and 
immediately played it over again from beginning to end. 

Veracini, as we have seen, met Vivaldi at Venice in 1716. To 
him he owes more than rhythm and melody. In his Sonate ас-
cademiche some bird song imitations recall the nightingales of 
The Seasons. But the similarity does not go very far. His con-
certos published in 1717 (Le Cène No. 448, which contains works 
by several composers) indicate, from the formal viewpoint, a 
retreat rather than an advance; the tuttis and solos lose their spe-
cific characteristics, which impairs the concerto feeling. 

In Locatelli’s works, it is the rhythm that shows most clearly 
the results of his rather long stay in Venice, where he was a guest 
at patrician homes (see the dedication of his Opus 3 to Girolamo 
Michiellini). Some syncopated patterns of La Stravaganza (finale 
of No. 2) pass almost unchanged into his Opus 6 (allegro of the 
twelfth sonata). The whole of one tutti in his Introduttioni  
teatrali, Opus 4, refers back to the same source, not only with 
regard to its thematic elements, but with regard to its over-all 
structure as well. This is also true for the tutti of the 3/8 finale  
in the same concerto, and, again among many others, for the  
tutti that opens the concerto Opus 3, No. 12. 

Tartini’s concertos, although their distribution of movements  
is that which Vivaldi had just been asserting, are presided over  
by a more modern ideal. The earliest of them preserve certain 
points of similarity with Vivaldi’s work in their conception of  
an opening tutti (a section made up of several motives, one of 
which may produce the solo theme), and in their conception of a 
slow movement (a cantilena of beautiful lines supported by a 
sober accompaniment in long time values). On the other hand, in 
his descriptive concertos Tartini is far removed from Vivaldi’s 
narrative manner in The Seasons. The “program” that he adopts  
is intended less for the listener than for himself; what he looks  
for is not an outline, but a stimulant to inspiration and a source  
of poetic invention. 
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In the nature of his sonata and concerto themes, Tartini at the 
beginning of his career often imitated the nervous and nimble 
design of the typical Vivaldi phrase; later, he was to lean to the 
rococo, even getting himself reproached by good judges such as  
J. J. Quantz for an abuse of ornamentation. We are allowed to get 
a notion of his practices from the Adagio varié that J. B. Cartier 
gives as an appendix to his Art du violon. 

In the works of less important composers, similarities to Vi-
valdi’s style are everywhere, to the point where one suspects a 
kind of unconscious aping. I shall cite the following names, which 
are far from all that could be listed: Carlo Tessarini, who copied 
even the title of La Stravaganza; Giuseppe Valentini; Andrea Zani; 
and Casale Maggiore, whose sonatas, Opus 1, include  
purely Vivaldian characteristics side by side with work of a  
potent originality. These sonatas are dedicated to Princess Theo-
dora, wife of the Landgrave of Hesse-Darmstadt, in whose service 
at Mantua, according to all probability, Vivaldi was from 1720  
to 1723. Now, Zani’s sonatas appeared in the same city in 1727, 
and there is a strong likelihood that the two musicians knew  
each other in the circle of the prince. 

As to Mossi, Bitti, Salvini, Predieri, Rampini, and a few other 
composers, joint collections published by Roger and Le Cène 
around 1715–1720 contained some of their concertos side by side 
with some of Vivaldi’s. Better proof cannot be given of the ex- 
tent to which they submitted to Vivaldi’s influence than the fact 
that it sometimes turns out to be impossible, when these con-
certos are not assigned by name, to decide if they are by the 
master or by his imitators. 

Giuseppe Matteo Alberti, several of whose concertos appear in 
such collections, deserves to be considered separately. This Bolo-
gnese was a musician markedly superior to those just mentioned. 
Chronologically he was the first to have written works in Vivaldi’s 
form that have a clear profile of their own despite somewhat 
unguarded thematic likenesses. And in his first works, from 1713, 
he employs ways of writing that are not to be met with  
in Vivaldi’s work before Opus 6, ways that could very well have 
been inspired by him. (We know, however, that Vivaldi’s con-
certos circulated for some years before being published.) Also,  
in his manner of orchestration and formal construction Alberti  
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early appears inventive. An immediate and complete exploration 
of his merits cannot be too much desired. 
 

BACH AND VIVALDI 

It seemed logical to begin this review of musicians upon whom 
Vivaldi was able to exercise an influence with Italy. This alone 
prevented Johann Sebastian Bach from being taken up as by far 
the most important of them. The problem of the relationship be-
tween Bach and Vivaldi — the relationship between certain in-
dividual works, for the two men did not know each other — has 
often been discussed, and violently contradictory arguments ad-
vanced. This problem interests so many musicians that I believe I 
ought to reproduce almost the whole section that I devoted to it  
in my more detailed book on Vivaldi. Broadly, it is a question  
of deciding if, as Forkel asserts, familiarity with the Italian 
masters, Vivaldi foremost among them, made so great an im-
pression on Bach that the subsequent development of his genius 
was greatly dependent on it; or if — Rühlmann’s contention — 
Bach’s encounter with Italy was only an incident too trivial to 
influence in any way whatsoever a personality of such scope and 
one that had, moreover, already arrived at maturity. 

In 1802, when scarcely anyone was concerning himself with 
Bach, Johann Nikolaus Forkel, in discussing the composer’s early 
career, wrote the following: 

 
Bach’s first attempts at composition, like all early efforts, were un-

satisfactory. Lacking any special instruction that would have directed 
him toward a goal, he was compelled to do what he could in his own 
way, like others who have set out upon such a career without guidance. 
The common practice for all beginners is to run riot up and down the 
keyboard, to play as many notes as the five fingers of each hand can 
manage, and to continue in this wild course until some point of rest  
is reached by chance. Such people are merely finger composers (Bach 
in later years would call them “harpsichord hussars”) who write  
what their fingers tell them to instead of telling their fingers what to 
play. Bach does not long follow this course. He early sensed that  
this endless rushing and leaping would lead to nothing. He realized  
that musical ideas need to be brought into order and logical relation-
ship, and that, to attain this end, one needs a model. Vivaldi’s violin  
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concertos, just then being published, gave him the guidance he needed. 
He so often heard them cited as outstanding compositions that he 
thereby hit upon the happy idea of transcribing them as a group for the 
keyboard. Hence he studied the progression of the ideas and their 
relations, variety in modulating, and many other things. The process  
of adapting the ideas and phrases that were conceived for the violin  
and which were not suited to the keyboard taught him to think 
musically, so that, after completing his work, he no longer had to 
receive his ideas from his fingers but could draw them from his own 
imagination [Über Johann Sebastian Bachs Leben, Kunst, und Kunst-
werke]. 
 

Although reservations will be made to these statements later,  
let us note here that Forkel had gathered their substance from 
Bach’s two eldest sons, Wilhelm Friedemann and Carl Philipp 
Emanuel, with whom, he precisely sets down, he had “personal 
bonds of friendship and a regularly maintained correspondence.” 
Let us remark in another connection that Forkel had no special 
reason to extol Vivaldi, a man long dead who was no longer 
spoken of; his music had been absent from programs for over a 
generation and in actual fact the musical texts were lost or con-
sidered so. It was the systematic disinterment of Bach’s works 
that, as I remarked at the outset of this book, revived a certain 
interest in the Venetian; and it was the publication by Peters and 
then by the Bachgesellschaft of the sixteen harpsichord con- 
certos and of the four organ concertos “nach Vivaldi” that led 
historians to seek out the originals. Their rediscovery is rather  
a long story; I shall summarize it a little further on. 

An opinion opposed to Forkel’s was set forth a fairly long  
time after his work was published. In 1867 Julius Rühlmann wrote 
for the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik a series of articles devoted to 
Vivaldi and his influence on Bach. Despite a fair number of errors, 
unavoidable because of the state of our knowledge at the time 
when he was writing, his study is not devoid of merit. His pur-
pose is all too obvious, however — to minimize Vivaldi’s contribu-
tion in two ways: 

1) by caviling over the real value of the Italian master’s con-
certos. Their allegros, based on themes to which he grants clear-
ness and a certain magnitude, are poorly written and bear no  
trace of thematic working; the adagios, which are seldom sing- 
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ing — so Rühlmann maintains — but which rather are harmonically 
conceived, correspond to the definition that Quantz gives of slow 
movements of the old school: “Formerly adagios were often com-
posed in a dry and flat style, and harmony more than melody  
was sought for in them.” 

2) by putting as late as possible in Bach’s career his knowledge 
of Vivaldi’s concertos. They must have been known in Germany 
only after the return of Pisendel from Italy; and Opus 1 — Rühl-
mann undoubtedly wished to speak of the first collection of con-
certos, actually Opus 3 — must have been published only in 1720. 
Accordingly, Bach must have written his original concertos, which 
undoubtedly date from the Cöthen period, before transcribing 
those of Vivaldi. 

And here is what motivated those transcriptions. “Bach, a cir-
cumspect artist and a serious teacher, could not dispense with an 
exact knowledge of compositions that he had many a time heard 
great things of and that he had no right to be unacquainted with.” 
He owed an extra amount of attention to novices (“Neulingen”) 
and to their works. The concertos were published only in separate 
parts, which must be put into score; to avoid this drudgery, it 
might be satisfactory to carry over the essential material to a 
clavier part — the job being all the more easy in that many of  
the concertos were actually written for three voices with the  
basso continuo permitted to fill in the harmony. It was indeed “a 
truly artistic and pedagogic way of fathoming the Italian version 
of style galant, and at the same time it constituted very sub-
stantial study material for his sons and pupils,” while being also  
a good exercise for the realization of figured bass. 

Unfortunately, Rühlmann’s chronology is not worth anything.  
It was not at Cöthen, much less at Leipzig, that Bach knew and 
transcribed Vivaldi’s concertos, but at Weimar between 1708 and 
1717 and nearer to the first date than the second. Opus 3, the 
famous L’Estro armonico, had been published around 1712; and 
we know that in this period publication came and crowned the 
success of works that had previously circulated in manuscripts, 
sometimes for years. Arnold Schering has pointed out that among 
the Bach transcriptions, the second harpsichord concerto and  
the third organ concerto are both based on Opus 7 and certainly  
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precede its publication in book form; he also observes, following 
Count Waldersee (see below), that the fourth of Bach’s harpsi-
chord concertos transcribes Vivaldi’s Opus 4, No. 6, and follows  
a very different text from that of the printed edition. I shall add  
to much the same end the instance of Bach’s ninth harpsichord 
concerto. Only the source of the first movement has, to my 
knowledge, been discovered — namely, the first movement of 
Opus 4, No. 1. The last two movements have no correspond- 
ences with those of the violin concerto in its printed version; but 
they do agree with another version preserved in manuscript at 
Upsala (Cap. 617). The opening allegro of this is the same as the 
published one, while its largo and finale correspond to Bach’s 
transcription. 
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Here Bach has again made a transcription following a text that 
could very well have circulated before the printed version. 

There are the strongest grounds for believing that the task of 
transcribing dates from his stay at Weimar. Bach was engaged  
for the first time there in 1703 in a private orchestra of the young 
prince Johann Ernst, brother of the reigning duke. He remained 
only a few months. But he returned in July, 1708, to perform the 
functions of a chamber musician — as violinist, violist, and harpsi-
chordist — and at the same time those of court organist. This time 
he remained on the scene long enough to become Concertmeister 
(that is, solo violinist and deputy director) in March, 1714. Per-
haps it was resentment at not being named Capellmeister (prin-
cipal director) at the death of his superior, Samuel Drese, that 
brought about the events leading to his permanently quitting the 
Weimar court in December, 1717. Until then, especially during the 
lifetime of Johann Ernst, who died prematurely in 1715 (he was 
scarcely nineteen years old), Bach was immersed in the most 
Italianate musical environment possible. The reigning duke with 
his little orchestra of sixteen players maintained a high con-
sumption of instrumental music, and the young prince, doting on 
the violin and on composition, and gifted, moreover, as are few 
professional composers, was sufficiently influenced by Vivaldi to 
write concertos following his example. And until Schering’s com-
paratively recent work three of these had been attributed to the 
Red Priest. Bach’s friend and rather near relation, the organist  
J. G. Walther, was at the Weimar court at the same time as  
Bach; like him, Walther was a man curious about everything 
produced south of the Alps and a great transcriber for his in-
strument of violin concertos by Albinoni, Torelli, and Gentili. 

It might be useful to recall here the attraction that northern  
Italy and, in particular, Venice exerted at that time on German 
artists and the courts to which they belonged. I have already dis-
cussed the trips of J. D. Heinichen and G. H. Stölzel. The result, 
not unexpectedly, was that the Italian models penetrated into 
Germany. Quantz recounts in his autobiography the deep im-
pression that Vivaldi’s concertos made on him in 1714 at Pirna. 

Bach, as a violinist, as he was at this point in his career, neces-
sarily came to take an interest in what was new and sensational  
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in the repertory for bowed instruments — the advent of the solo 
concerto form, carried straightway to so high a stage of com-
pletion, if not wholly created, by Vivaldi. What is more plausible 
than that he should play in the orchestra the best numbers of  
Opus 3 and of the future Opus 4 and Opus 7, and that, having 
sampled them, he wished to put himself in a position to perform 
them alone and to analyze them more easily by transcribing them 
for the harpsichord or the organ? 

Only fairly recently was the list of Bach’s Vivaldi transcriptions 
fixed precisely. They are less numerous than had been thought at 
first. The large collections published by Peters and the Bachgesell-
schaft (Bg. denotes the Bachgesellschaft edition) include the fol-
lowing: 

Sixteen concertos for harpsichord, after Vivaldi: Peters No. 217, 
Bg. XLII. 

One concerto for four harpsichords and four-part string en-
semble, after Vivaldi: Peters No. 260, Bg. XLIII, 1. 

Four concertos for organ solo, after Vivaldi: Peters No. 247, Bg. 
XXXVIII, 2. 

These editions were based on certain manuscripts in the Berlin 
Staatsbibliothek, originally from the Poelchau collection. Here  
is a list of these manuscript sources: 

 
1) Ms. P. 280, containing the first eleven harpsichord concertos 

and the first one for organ under the title XII Concerto (sic)  
di Vivaldi elaborati di J. S. Bach. J. E. Bach Lipsiae 1739 (J. E. 
signifies Johann Ernst, son of Johann Bernard Bach, organist at 
Eisenach); 

2) P. 804, containing the harpsichord concertos Nos. 1–6 and 
12–16; 

3) P. 247, the concerto for four harpsichords, copied by  
Forkel and entitled Concerto per IV Clavicembali accompagn. da  
2 Violini, Braccio e Violoncello, composto da Giov. Seb. Bach; 

4) P. 288, the second organ concerto, with the title Concerto per 
Organo ex A moll [composé par Mons. Teleman pour les Violons 
et transposé par Mons. J. Bach]. The words within brackets have 
been scratched out; it is in reality a question of a transcription of 
Vivaldi’s Opus 3, No. 6; 
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5) P. 4001, the same organ concerto entitled this time Concerto 
del Sigr. Ant. Vivaldi accomodato per l’Organo a 2 clav. e ped. del 
Sigre. Giovanni Sebastiano Bach; 

6) P. 4003, the third organ concerto (same title as P. 4001); 
7) P. 286, the same work entitled Concerto a 2 Clavier et Pedal  

di Johann Sebastian Bach, and the fourth concerto under the  
title Concerto del Illustrissimo Principe Giov. Ernesto Duca di 
Sassonia, appropriato all’organo a 2 Clavier e Pedal da Giov. Seb. 
Bach. 

 
Some of these manuscripts bear names other than Vivaldi’s — 

Telemann and Prince Johann Ernst of Saxe-Weimar. However,  
the first editors of the above-mentioned collections seem not to  
have questioned a common origin for the seventeen concertos for  
one or more harpsichords and the four organ concertos “after  
Vivaldi” (a total of twenty works, because the fourth organ  
concerto is a retranscription of the thirteenth for harpsichord).  
The fact is that the identification came head on against the diffi- 
culty of discovering the text on which Bach worked. 

These texts came to light again little by little. In 1850, C. L. 
Hilgenfeldt in his Johann Sebastian Bachs Leben, Wirken und 
Werke established that the four-harpsichord concerto led back  
to the tenth of L’Estro armonico. A little later, Julius Rühlmann 
traced the second harpsichord concerto to Vivaldi’s Opus 7,  
Book 2, No. 2. Philipp Spitta (1873) and then Count Waldersee  
in the Vierteljahrsschrift für Musikwissenschaft (1885) supplied  
the sources for the first, fourth, fifth, seventh, and ninth harpsi- 
chord concertos, and the second and third organ concertos. 

Pursuing a thorough inquiry, using both stylistic analysis and 
bibliographical cross-checking, Arnold Schering at last reached 
conclusions that may be considered definitive, at least insofar as 
Vivaldi is concerned. To him belong only the originals of nine 
concertos duly assigned by the four above-mentioned historians. 
The other pieces in the Peters and Bachgesellschaft collections  
are by other German and Italian composers, some of whom re- 
main to be identified. Here, summarized, are the conclusions of  
Schering’s studies, “Zur Bach-Forschung,” in the Sammelbände  
der internationalen Musikgesellschaft (1902–04). 
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Harpsichord Concertos (Bg. XLII, under the title 16 Konzerte 
nach A. Vivaldi): 

No. 1 in D Original: Vivaldi, Opus 3, No. 9 
No. 2 in G Original: Vivaldi, Opus 7, Book 2, No. 2 
No. 3 in d Original: Benedetto Marcello (for oboe). Here 

Schering’s attribution occasioned extended discussion. S. A. 
Luciani (“Un Concerto di Vivaldi attribuito a Marcello” in  
La Scuolo Veneziana, Siena, 1941) tried to re-establish Vivaldi’s 
claim, without furnishing formal proof. S. A. Luciani again, in 
the course of an exchange of views with Dr. Pietro Berri (in the 
Milan review Musica, July–September, 1949),  
put forth the hypothesis that this concerto was not by Bene- 
detto but by Alessandro Marcello, a hypothesis taken up and 
confirmed by the English musicologist Frank Walker. (On this 
subject see one last report by Dr. Berri, “Posta in arrivo” in 
Musica e Dischi, Milan, August, 1953). 

No. 4 in g Original: Vivaldi, Opus 4, No. 6 
No. 5 in С Original: Vivaldi, Opus 3, No. 12 (original in E) 
No. 6 in С Original: an Italian composer, perhaps Benedetto 

Marcello 
No. 7 in F Original: Vivaldi, Opus 3, No. 3 (original in G) 
No. 8 in b Original: a German composer? 
No. 9 in G Original: Vivaldi, Opus 4, Book 1, No. 1 (origi-

nal in B-flat) 
No. 10 in с Original: an Italian composer. Gregori, Torelli? 
No. 11 in B-flat Original: Prince Johann Ernst of Saxe- 

Weimar 
No. 12 in g Original: a German composer? 
No. 13 in C  Original: Prince Johann Ernst of Saxe-Weimar 
No. 14 in g  Original: Telemann 
No. 15 in G Original: a German composer. Telemann? 
No. 16 in d Original: Prince Johann Ernst of Saxe-Weimar 

 
Concerto for four harpsichords and strings (Bg. XLIII) in a. 

Original: Vivaldi, Opus 3, No. 10 (original in b). 
 

Concertos for organ solo (Bg. XXXVIII, 2):  
No. 1 in G Original: a German composer. Telemann? 
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Original: Vivaldi, Opus 3, No. 8 (Waldersee erro-
neously indicates No. 6) 

No. 2 in a 

Original: Vivaldi, Opus 7, Book 2, No. 5 (original 
in D) 

No. 3 in C 

Original: Prince Johann Ernst (transcription of  
the thirteenth harpsichord concerto) 

No. 4 in C 

 
That is, nine concertos transcribed are certainly from Vivaldi. 

Among the attributions that remain in doubt, one at least might 
possibly be re-awarded to Vivaldi — No. 10, for which Schering 
names Torelli or Gregori as conjectural sources. This is the un-
qualified opinion of a recent transcriber, W. Kolischer, who pub-
lished a new piano version (1934) of the Bach transcription  
under Vivaldi’s name, although its original is no more known  
to him than to Schering. The main reason he gives is the similarity 
between the theme of the second movement, vivace, and that of 
the fugue of Opus 3, No. 11. 
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If one has before one’s eyes no other document than W.  

Kolischer’s “libera trascrizione” (how very free!), any evidence 
other than this fleeting thematic likeness will scarcely be seen.  
His work is actually a total misconception aesthetically, a height-
ening of the procedures of Stradal, whom we will meet a little 
further on. In Bach’s work, the original string writing, the 
monodic writing, and the polyphony where each voice has its 
complete melodic meaning are easily identifiable. In Kolischer’s 
transcription, however, the most innocent garland of sixteenth 
notes is transmuted into a patchwork of bulky chords with each 
sixteenth note supported by a column of four or five tones, the 
bass steadily doubled. All polyphony is dissipated in this confu-
sion. A single example: in Bach’s transcription the first move- 
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ment begins with one voice alone and exposed; in the second 
measure the second voice enters at the third below; in the third 
measure the bass enters along with a fourth, filling voice. In 
Kolischer, from the outset there is a heavy and extremely low  
bass sounded in octaves, while in the right hand chords of three 
tones appear throughout. 

But when we consider only the older transcription — that of 
Bach — the similarities to Vivaldi again become perceivable. Noth-
ing denies the fact that the theme of the initial allegro and the 
development of its modulation (measures 20 to 34) are from the 
suggested original. As for the second movement, the significance 
of the fugal motive cited above needs no further comment; and 
later some progressions recall very closely the obbligato cello of 
Opus 3, No. 11. The andante alternates between tuttis of marked 
chords and melodic solos whose chromaticism is familiar to us as 
is the harmonic framework. The finale evokes, among others,  
that of Opus 3, No. 9. 

The reasons for which Arnold Schering ruled out the attribu-
tion of this concerto to Vivaldi were two: first, the original has  
not been found; second, Vivaldi, beginning with Opus 4, no longer 
wrote any concertos that were not in three movements  
(this one is in four), and he banned the fugal style. If the first 
reason has lost none of its weight, the other has been conspicu-
ously weakened since the discovery of the Turin manuscripts, 
which abound in movements written in the fugal style and con-
certos with the most varied constructions. And, moreover, what 
prevents this concerto No. 10 from having been composed at  
the same time as L’Estro armonico? It is seen that doubt remains 
permissible, with rather strong presumption in favor of Vivaldi. 

 
If the conclusions of Schering be accepted for the twenty-one 

above-mentioned concertos, it is in any case necessary to add  
to his list a tenth concerto by Vivaldi–Bach that neither the 
Bachgesellschaft nor the great Peters edition had taken into con-
sideration and that has been identified only recently. 

In 1844 F. K. Griepenkerl published an organ concerto by 
Wilhelm Friedemann Bach that came from Forkel’s estate. A 
piano version of that work by A. Golde appeared in 1865. In  
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1897 (reprinted in 1906) a piano version by August Stradal was 
published to which was added a descriptive summary: the con-
certo was the drama of a storm within a soul “undermined by 
grief, tortured by a passionate desire,” which accounts for, if it 
does not justify, the excess of cadenzas, the dishevelled passage 
work, and the thundering bass lines to which this arrangement 
owes its many years of vogue. And this is not to speak of the 
“variants of variants” conceived by Emil Sauer nor of the re-
versed order of movements, the fugue being moved forward to 
follow the largo. The dauntless arranger describes the latter 
movement as “mournful and very free.” The hyperromanticism  
of this transcription is manifest even in the frontispiece, where  
we see a tree uprooted by the storm, with a gloomy cathedral in 
the background menaced by lightning and encircled by a flight  
of ravens. 

Four years later, in 1910, the Munich musicologist Ludwig 
Schittler noticed that this piece was in fact a paraphrase — and not 
a free one — of Vivaldi’s concerto, Opus 3, No. 11; and Max 
Schneider, in the Bach-Jahrbuch of 1911, by a study of the manu-
script in the Forkel estate which the Berlin library had mean- 
while acquired, restored the credit of the first transcription to 
Johann Sebastian Bach. It is indeed an autograph of the Leipzig 
Cantor, on the first page of which Wilhelm Friedemann has 
written in a wavering hand, “di W. F. Bach … manu теi Patris 
descriptum [of W. F. Bach … written down by the hand of  
my father].” On this basis the son was charged with having 
wanted to appropriate his father’s workmanship, as apparently it 
occurred to him to do on other occasions. It is, however, as  
natural to suppose that “di” had in his eyes only a possessive 
sense, and that he meant, with complete honesty, “belonging to  
W. F. Bach.” 

 
This inventory being set straight, what is the true scope of 

Bach’s transcriptions, in what spirit were they conceived, and 
what is their worth in comparison with the originals? It might be 
convenient to adopt J. W. von Wasielewski’s views without dis-
cussion — that by the side of its transcription by Bach, an original  
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by Vivaldi is only a “dried skeleton.” It is presumed, as he puts  
it in his Die Violine und ihre Meister (1893), that “like magic,  
a border of poor grass was transformed into a cheerful bed of 
flowers.” 

But a less frankly chauvinistic answer demands, in the first 
place, a precise comparison of the texts. This has been done with 
care, although on a limited basis, by Rühlmann, and much more 
fully by Count Waldersee, who worked on all of the series except 
the pseudo-concerto of W. F. Bach. I shall not reprint his long  
and minute collating, to which the reader may easily refer. It is 
enough for us to see in what degree it supports Rühlmann’s con-
clusions, or, on the contrary, denies them. 

According to Rühlmann, it is obvious that Bach owes scarcely 
anything to Vivaldi. He may have drawn inspiration from the 
tripartite form of the concertos, nothing more. Besides, Rühlmann 
states, his transcriptions are later than the original works that he 
composed in the same form (this is an error as we now know). 
Examining the transcriptions of merely the two works that he  
had recovered, Opus 7, Book 2, No. 2, and Opus 3, No. 10, Rühl-
mann considers them clearly very superior to their models. 

As to the first, he acknowledges that Bach observes a certain 
restraint in the allegros. The right hand faithfully reproduces the 
first violin part, aside from the filling in of the tutti and some 
added ornaments in the solo, in conformity with the tradition.  
The left hand realizes the bass without changing its harmonic 
meaning, in the same way that an experienced accompanist, 
whether or not assisted by figures, would do it. 

It is in the slow movement that the superiority of the tran-
scriber appears. The writing of the original, which is in two parts 
only — the melody of the solo violin accompanied by all the 
strings in unison (the violins written in the F-clef ) — appears in-
comprehensible to Rühlmann. “Such harmonic poverty,” he  
wrote, “is scarcely tolerable”; and he wondered if, despite the 
tacet expressly indicated for the harpsichord, it ought not to be 
assumed that the harpsichordist at that point improvised ad 
libitum. And one may call to witness the counterpoint inter-
polated by Bach between Vivaldi’s two voices: 
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It is certain that Vivaldi’s text would have been inadmissible  

if it had been transcribed for the harpsichord in its original form  
as just a melody and a bass; the latter would have been reduced  
to a simple pizzicato. But the sober, almost stark bass line is ac-
ceptable when played in unison by bowed instruments. We have 
seen such layouts above, and we know the reasons why they were 
written — to give the soloist all possible independence, and to bring 
about a double contrast, first between the opulence of the orna-
mented melody and the austerity of the bass, and, second be- 
tween the brilliant sound of the allegros played by the full or-
chestra, and the meditation of the slow movement that is framed 
by them. This is a place which echoes the opera.  

Today we can no longer look for an explanation of such bare 
writing in Vivaldi’s supposed inability to think polyphonically. 
His first collection of concertos, Opus 3, includes rather fine 
specimens of contrapuntal writing. In the fugue of its eleventh 
concerto, Bach altered nothing; he merely omitted the figuring  
for the bass, useful to the harpsichordist of an orchestra who is  
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charged with consolidating an ensemble, but superfluous in a re-
duction for organ alone. The soundness of this fugue has long 
since been observed. Ten years after the death of its composer, at 
the time when his reputation had started to ebb, the English 
theorist Charles Avison harshly criticized Vivaldi’s compositions 
as “being equally defective in various harmony and true inven-
tion” (An Essay on Musical Expression, 1753). Dr. William Hayes, 
professor of music at Oxford, answered with a vigorous and 
pointed reply. After conceding that Vivaldi is sometimes as light 
and mannered as Tessarini, Alberti, and Locatelli, he states his 
decision to set him well above them. 

 
An essential difference must still be allowed between the former 

[Vivaldi] and the latter [Tessarini, etc.]; inasmuch as an original is cer-
tainly preferable to a servile, mean copy. That Vivaldi runs into this 
error, I take to be owing to his having a great command of his instru-
ment, being of a volatile disposition (having too much mercury in his 
constitution), and to misapplication of good parts and abilities. And  
this I am more inclined to believe, as in the eleventh of his first twelve 
concertos he has given us a specimen of his capacity in solid composi-
tion. For the generalities, in the others he piques himself upon a certain 
brilliance of fancy and execution, in which he excelled all who went 
before him, and in which even Geminiani has not thought him un-
worthy to be imitated [Hayes’ footnote: Vide the first of his second set 
of concertos]. But in the above concerto is a fugue, the principal 
subjects of which are well invented, well maintained, the whole 
properly diversified with masterly contrivances, and the harmony  
full and complete [Remarks on Mr. Avison’s Essay on Musical Ex-
pression, 1753]. 

 
Hayes could have added that the finale is also, here and there, 

contrapuntal in a lively and ingenious way. (Its opening, an often 
imitated passage that became a sort of commonplace, may have 
been borrowed from the overture to Badia’s Ercole vincitore di 
Gerione of 1708.) And if he had wished to extend the comparison 
to the slow movement, which is in the rhythmic pattern of a 
siciliano, nothing would have prevented him from noting that 
Vivaldi had achieved a sonorous balance that no arrangement 
could ever surpass. 

To return to Vivaldi as a contrapuntist — the greatest severity 
with regard to him is shown on this subject, but it must be ad- 
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mitted that he has nearly always been underestimated. The Dres-
den and Turin manuscripts, which I have cited so many times, 
show that he made extensive and frequent use of the imitative 
style. He did not blaze out with the constant mastery of a Bach, 
and it can be confidently maintained that he did not aspire to.  
He wrote with an obvious care to please a certain public, to save 
time, and to satisfy his taste for theatrical effects even in purely 
symphonic forms — none of these being preoccupations that en-
courage a scrupulous polishing. Moreover, he used two kinds of 
counterpoint. Most of the time, with his pen outrunning his 
thoughts, he dashed off the beginnings of wonderful canons and 
fugues, which have dynamic intensity and yield rich sonorities  
but which are not free of certain impurities that fiery perform-
ances probably concealed. After a little while, usually at the end of 
a tutti, these stray impulses of learning vanish, to be succeeded by 
homophonic writing. But he was capable of much fuller tex-ture 
and of a more elaborate and lofty style; the fugue of Opus 3, No. 
11, and the choral fugue Cum sancto spiritu in the Gloria testify to 
the solidity of a culture he could have displayed had  
he the desire and the leisure. 

In the light of these statements, less credence will be given to 
Rühlmann and to those who follow at his heels. The most con-
spicuous of these followers, because of the attention to minutiae 
with which he conducted his comparisons, is Count Waldersee. 
Through his detailed analyses he establishes that Bach sometimes 
gives us explicitly the manner of performance that Vivaldi in-
dicated schematically; he demonstrates that some added inner 
parts follow from the original figuring. He shows how Bach 
abandoned certain repetitions, adorned some bass parts, restored 
others in passages where Vivaldi had silenced them, adapted the 
specifically violinistic passage work to the style of the harpsi-
chord, and seasoned some too abridged harmonies with disso-
nances. When he rises to an over-all opinion, he states, with an 
obvious concern for fairness, “Vivaldi writes his parts in a very 
melodious style, his harmonic progressions are simple and clear 
but occasionally stiff and bare, and it may be questioned whether 
he reaches the highest forms of art — the highest forms of charm-
ing thematic work, yes, but not of development. No great wealth  
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of musical ideas and an abundance of rosalias show that the well 
whereat he drinks is not deep. However, with regard to the rosalias 
it is fitting to remember the period in which he wrote.” 

In the writing of most Bach exegetes, more or less exact echoes 
of these opinions are found. However, with the restoration to  
their original versions of a number of Vivaldi’s concertos, and 
with the recent possibility of hearing them at concerts, on rec-
ords, and over the radio, this orientation is beginning to change  
a little. When André Pirro wrote his masterpiece, L’esthétique  
de Jean-Sébastien Bach, published in 1907, he did not have at his 
disposal the exact chronological details with which he might  
have defined precisely Vivaldi’s influence. But at least he brought 
out the intrinsic worth of his contribution. Before being ac-
quainted with Vivaldi’s work, Bach could have found models for 
the tutti–solo alternation, the principle that generates the con- 
certo form, in Italian opera arias; but after knowing Vivaldi’s 
work, he could “admire in this music without words a freer de-
velopment of the purely musical idea, a richness not confined  
by a text, and an enemy to vague lyricism. This speech has logic 
as well, and it gratifies the mind. Less rich in nuances than is  
the language modulated according to motives determined by a 
vocal line, this language has a kind of life of its own. Without 
evoking exact images when considered separately, the themes, 
nevertheless, by their continuation, their movement, their repeti-
tion, and their progression, in short, by their fertility, arouse no-
tions of grandeur and unwearying energy. Recognizable in these 
Latin works are the eloquent garrulity, the skill in saying noth- 
ing, the inexhaustible loquacity, the plenitude, the copia of the 
ancient orators and rhetoricians. Everything sparkles and swirls 
about, in a magnificent display of sonority.” “A magnificent dis-
play of sonority”; here perhaps is the principal discovery — and 
also the point on which Bach is inferior compared to his prede-
cessor; for only blindly fetishistic admiration would assert that the 
transcriber’s slight alterations had been unerringly felicitous  
in this respect. The assignment to the harpsichord of slow move-
ments conceived for the violin (even when Bach transcribes his 
own works, for that matter) surprises and occasionally shocks us 
as a kind of profanation. I have mentioned above the siciliano of  
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the concerto in d, which has so vocal a line; Bach’s transfer of the 
violin solo, note for note, to the harpsichord can only be con-
sidered to be a makeshift, so much are the legato bowing and  
what it permits in the way of undulating sonority a part of such  
a melody. Much the same thing has been said of more than one 
passage in the four-harpsichord concerto. Hans Engel, in his Das 
Instrumentalkonzert (1932), terms as “etwas monströse” the sub-
stitution of the harpsichords for the violins not only in melodic 
phrases, but also at some points where Vivaldi uses the violins in 
an unusual way — such as in the larghetto, where each of them 
employs a different form of arpeggio. While having a marvelous 
knowledge of instrumental timbres, an extraordinary competence 
in proportioning them, and an inquisitiveness always on the watch 
in matters concerning them, it does seem that Bach was not  
moved sensuously by their arrangement as the Italians could be.  
In an introduction to the Eulenburg score of Opus 3, No. 10, 
which he edited,* Alfred Einstein also, with a vigor hardly curbed 
by the scruple not to breach the dogma of Bach’s infallibility, 
indicates that the correct worth of Vivaldi’s concertos appears 
when a performance of one of them is juxtaposed to one of its 
transcription. The impression of the Italian prototype remains 
striking; “This is due to the magnificent sonority of the strings,  
for which the work was originally conceived. It is one of the  
most important stages on the road of discovery leading to a new 
world of sound, in which the exalted art of the old classics reaches 
its height and the intoxication of which may even today be ex-
perienced. If this were comprehended, ‘rosalias’ and ‘paltry figura-
tions’ would not be spoken of, and the way in which the primitive 
or naïve character is essential to this music would be discerned.” 
Unquestionably the transcriber enriches his model, even from  
the standpoint of pure sonority, when he enlivens with new con-
trapuntal parts what had been left in outlined form. Still, it may  
be regretted sometimes that — in Hans Engel’s words — ”this com-
plexity alters the clear and simple style of Vivaldi.” 

These remarks are not aimed at disputing the general superior- 
 

 
* Einstein also edited the following Vivaldi concertos published as miniature 

scores: Opus 3, Nos. 6, 8, and 11; Opus 6, No. 1; Opus 10, No. 3 (F. XII, 9; Il 
Cardellino), Leipzig, Eulenburg, 1927–1932. 
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ity of Bach’s transcriptions over the originals of Vivaldi. We  
wish only to confirm what we have said in the preceding chapter 
of this book — namely, that the concertos that excited Bach’s 
interest were not the stammerings of a beginner (the “Neuling”  
of Rühlmann), to which the labor of the adapter alone gave  
life, but true works of art, works that at least in one sense brought 
more to the transcriber than they received from him. 

Let us reread Forkel. His statements, reduced to their essentials, 
could be summarized as follows: to Vivaldi Bach owes a plan, a 
form according to which he could organize his thoughts; he 
learned the art of instrumental composition from him. Some com-
mentators, even when not over familiar with the music of the 
Venetian, and when moved by a certain malice towards him, rec-
ognize this educational worth. These writers include Sir Hubert 
Parry, who wrote as follows in his article “Arrangement” in 
Grove’s Dictionary of Music (1904 edition): 

 
Vivaldi’s concertos are excellent in form, but his ideas are frequently 

crude and unsatisfactory, and their treatment is often thin and weak. 
Bach’s object being to have good illustrations of beauty of form rather 
than of substance, he did not hesitate to alter the details of figures, 
rhythms and melodies, and even successions of keys, to amplify ca-
dences, and add inner parts, till the whole is transformed into a  
Bach-commentary on the form-principles of the Italians, rather than  
an arrangement in the ordinary meaning of the term. 

 
A more attentive reading of the concertos in question might 

make the historian aware of what exaggerations lie in such an 
interpretation. Actually the arranger does not deviate so much 
from his subject; some transcriptions are almost literal, whole 
movements being reproduced without any thematic modification. 
With few exceptions, the transcriber’s interventions are limited to 
upholstering a somewhat thin web of sound, enriching the orna-
mentation, and, more rarely, giving a little relish to the harmonies. 
The plan is not changed, and the essential nature of the music is 
not altered. Indeed, Bach found a formal model there. One is 
convinced of this in examining what he wrote for instruments 
prior to the years 1710–12. Neither the Capriccio on the departure 
of his beloved brother, nor the first chorale fantasias give presage 
of the logical and sturdy structures that multiply themselves after  
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Weimar. From the very beginning of Bach’s work, music spurts 
out as from a spring, and the contrapuntal language is of incom-
parable distinction; but the proportions remain curt and arbi- 
trary. Albert Schweitzer has pointed it out in better words than 
Forkel while materially upholding the same position. “At Wei-
mar,” he writes, “the sonatas and the concertos of the Italians 
revealed to him what the Buxtehudes and Böhms had not been 
able to teach, because they were ignorant of it themselves — 
musical architecture. This discovery enraptured him, and he 
straightway applied himself to studying Vivaldi, Albinoni, Le-
grenzi, and Corelli. In the Canzona (Orgelwerke, Peters edition, 
Vol. 4, No. 10) and in the Allabreve in D (Ibid., Vol. 8, p. 72)  
he gives himself up completely to the charm of the Italian crea-
tions. In this way he proves to have made a large step forward 
instantaneously. Leaving the German masters far, far behind, he 
attained perfection in one bound” (J.-S. Bach, le musicien-poete, 
1905). 

 The direct result of this initiation was, first of all, the creation 
of the harpsichord or organ concerto without accompaniment,  
in which the property of registration allows the basic tutti–solo 
opposition to be retained. J. G. Walther at Weimar, and the blind 
organist De Grave in Holland were undoubtedly undertaking  
such reductions at very nearly the same time. But it was Bach’s 
mastery that established the genre, and it was he who some years 
later, in 1735 — this time freed of all direct imitation — produced 
the perfect model of it in the Italian Concerto.  

It goes without saying that the original concertos for one or 
more harpsichords and orchestra, or for one or two violins and 
orchestra (they were written for the most part at Cöthen) are 
likewise of Vivaldian stock, although the distribution of the tuttis 
and solos may be more subtle and the writing more compact. If 
one examines, for instance, the harpsichord concerto in d (Bg. 
XVII), the only one that pianists have currently embraced, one 
will find innumerable Vivaldi touches. The tuttis of the first and 
second movements are Bach-like in their thematic elements, but 
the unison writing and the orchestral color stem from the Italian 
model. Matters more directly inspired by him are the extended  
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passage work in octaves, which is only slightly contrapuntal when 
at all so, and which modulates with a nonchalant ease, as well as 
other passages copied from the bariolages of the violin — all make 
evidences of the work’s lineal descent. The Brandenburg Con-
certos Nos. 2, 4, and 5 are cut from the same pattern; Nos. 1, 3, 
and 6, which are allied in their outward shape to the Corelli con-
certo grosso, nevertheless show more than a trace of Vivaldi’s 
influence. 

In the violin concertos, not only certain themes (for example, 
that of the concerto in E) but the developmental procedures as 
well sometimes hark back to the Italian prototype. In the con- 
certo in a, the rather dry formula of sequential repetition with- 
out appreciable alteration recalls certain of Vivaldi’s moments of 
empty chattering. Let us hasten to add that Bach does not for  
long allow himself the facile rhetoric to which Vivaldi was 
doomed by the chronic speed with which he wrote. Yet we may 
perceive Vivaldi close at hand in the unison tutti of the allegros. 
As to the slow movements, they are cantilenas in the Italian 
manner, with scarcely any counterpoint and with ornamentation 
that Bach has taken the trouble to write out exactly but that  
is conceived in an exuberant style decked out with improvised 
abbellimenti. 

Vivaldi’s imprint appears outside the concertos, in other in-
strumental works and in the purely instrumental portions of the 
cantatas. André Pirro remarked that Bach had recourse — one 
might say instinctively — to Italian themes when he did not in-
tend to depict or evoke definite feelings, “when he wants to  
write only for the sake of music, to free himself from his emo-
tions, and to live only by the intellect.” He gives a description of  
a good many similarities, for instance, between the opening mo-
tive of the two-violin concerto in d and the beginning of one of 
Vivaldi’s sonatas preserved at Dresden. This resemblance had 
already been mentioned by Schering; and a good many more have 
been turned up by Pirro, Alfredo Casella, and others in vocal 
music as well as in such instrumental works as the suites for  
violin alone and the inventions. 

From all this we may without rashness conclude that the tran- 
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scriprion of Vivaldi concertos constituted for Bach something 
other than an occasional pastime or a teaching stint in the sense 
that Rühlmann meant — that is, study material designed to teach 
others what an Italian concerto was or how to realize a thorough-
bass. Rather it is necessary to admit that at Weimar, at the dawn  
of his career, at the time when he would be most receptive to ex-
ternal impressions and influences, he had the good fortune to  
live for several years in contact with musical forms that were  
new to him. He was able to read, perform, and direct instru- 
mental works not only by Vivaldi, but by his imitators, Tele- 
mann and the prince Johann Ernst of Saxe-Weimar. Like the 
French whom he had known at Celle, these Italian or Italianate 
composers contributed characteristic rhythms and melodic con-
formations. Above all, they revealed to him — to come back to the 
opinion of Schweitzer and Forkel — a method of formal construc-
tion that he was to turn to very great account. That he pro- 
gressed far beyond them in both refinement and power is not to  
be doubted. Yet he does not remain less their debtor on that  
score, and he owes Vivaldi more than any of the rest. 
 

INFLUENCE  IN  GERMANY,  FRANCE,  
AND  OTHER  LANDS 

Among music historians there is a firmly rooted custom of 
never discussing J. S. Bach without immediately bringing into  
the picture the no less commanding figure of George Frideric 
Handel. Therefore, let us see, more briefly, to what extent Handel 
may have been affected by the art of Vivaldi. As apt as anyone 
could be in turning everything to advantage, he did not make 
several sojourns in Venice without getting certain benefits. It is 
established that he strove to assimilate the taste that then pre-
vailed there. What is more, with Agrippina (1709), he suc- 
ceeded in composing a heroic-comic opera almost as Venetian as 
those of his local models, Pollaroli and Legrenzi. In the matter of 
instrumental music Vivaldi represented a more modern current, 
and he must have had a more direct effect on Handel’s sensibilities 
than did his old master Legrenzi. Corelli unquestionably eclipses  
 

 



HIS  MUSIC:  INFLUENCE  AND  REPUTATION 245 

both of them at this juncture; the form of the Handel concerto  
and that of the sonatas and trio sonatas come straight from him. 

In his youth, however, shortly after his stay in Venice on the 
occasion of the presentation of Agrippina, Handel for a time in-
terested himself in the Vivaldi solo concerto. In an unfinished 
concerto, which Chrysander dates around 1715, he grants the  
first violin absolute pre-eminence throughout the opening move-
ment; the soloist pours forth rapid figurations, diatonic runs, and 
arpeggios, accompanied by an orchestra that is systematically un-
obtrusive, although over and above the four-part string ensemble  
it includes two horns, two oboes, and a bassoon. 

The sonata a cinque that Hans David published not long ago 
(1935) and that dates from around 1710 is, despite its title, an 
authentic violin concerto with the accompaniment of the or-
chestral quartet of strings. Effects borrowed from opera, after  
the manner of Vivaldi — unisons, tremolos in sixteenth notes, and 
such — characterize the tuttis. The themes and the breadth of the 
solos very quickly give away their derivation. Later, after he 
decides on the concerto of Corellian design, Handel more than 
once hit upon Vivaldi’s melodic spirit and his rhythm. 

But it cannot be a question of comparing Vivaldi’s influence  
on the composer of The Messiah with that exerted on J. S. Bach. 
To Bach, Vivaldi brought a new conception of form, and in- 
spired a series of transcriptions that in turn generated wholly 
original works modeled on the scheme of the Italian concerto.  
For Handel the encounter was only one episode among many, for 
he was accustomed to scrounge freely. An unrepentant plagiarist  
if held to the letter of the law (actually he borrowed openly  
with the license of his century, and he transformed what he 
touched), he took less from Vivaldi than from Stradella, Clari, or 
Muffat. We may only be certain that Handel could discover in 
Vivaldi, beyond characteristic rhythms and themes, a precedent 
for logical and solid form, for clear writing, and for orchestral 
exploitation of a new sense of sonority. 

As much may be said of most of the German composers in  
his generation and the succeeding one. The historiographer of the 
German concerto grosso, Walther Krüger, has very well said that  
 

 



VIVALDI 246 

 

everything within this form that came from beyond the Rhine  
hails from Corelli or from Vivaldi or occasionally from both at 
once. Such a follower of Corelli as Telemann nevertheless wel-
comed the innovations that Vivaldi brought into the structure as 
well as the substance of the concerto; so it was also with 
Christoph Graupner and J. M. Molter. 

More purely Vivaldian are G. H. Stölzel, J. F. Fasch, J. D. 
Heinichen, J. J. Quantz, the Graun brothers, and the whole  
Czech school, from which we may single out four composers — 
Jan Dismas Zelenka; Franz Benda, who founded the Berlin violin 
school; Joseph Mysliveček, who is known chiefly because of his 
connection with Mozart, but who merits recognition on his own 
account; and finally Frantisek Miča, who cannot be fairly passed 
over since the recent appearance of Vladimir Helfert’s studies. 
This writer deems Miča the precursor and, in the matter of formal 
construction, the probable inventor of the bithematic sonata 
allegro — before C. P. E. Bach, before the Viennese preclassical 
composers M. G. Monn and J. K. Wagenseil, even before Gio-
vanni Platti, so determinedly brought forward for this honor by 
Fausto Torrefranca. Capellmeister and first valet de chambre of 
the Counts Questenberg and their purveyor of music for the 
dramatic shows that they staged at their chateau of Jaromeřice, 
Miča had employed that new form in his opera and oratorio 
overtures as early as 1730. 

Here what interests us most is the nature of his themes. Vladi-
mir Helfert declares them to have been inspired chiefly by those 
of Monn, Wagenseil, and the Italians who wrote for Vienna, 
Caldara foremost among them. Is it not more natural, in anything 
that relates to the sinfonie, to refer the origin back to the char-acter 
of Vivaldi’s themes? After all, he had already transferred  
to instrumental music various elements — themes, rhythms, or-
chestral colors — appropriated from operas by such composers as 
Caldara, Pollaroli, and Ziani. This seems all the more plausible 
since Vivaldi maintained close ties with the Austrian capital; he 
went there at the time of his fame, the Emperor was on friendly 
terms with him, and he returned there to die. The incipits of  
some of Miča’s themes will be enough to convince us that Vivaldi 
may have had an influence on him. 
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Miča’s orchestration, rich in Vivaldian effects — unison pas-

sages, elimination of the cellos, and the like — corroborates the 
impression of a kinship in methods; so does his customary musical 
expansion, which consists not of deducing from the principal 
themes germs of secondary themes, but of inserting simple dec-
orative motives, repeated sequentially, between the principal 
themes. 

Johann Georg Pisendel (1687—1755) brings us back to the 
German musicians investigated by Walther Krüger. The cordial-ity 
of his relations with Vivaldi are known to us; it is confirmed again 
by the series of works Vivaldi dedicated to the Saxon violinist — a 
sinfonia, four sonatas, and six concertos. Their manu-scripts, which 
are lodged in Dresden, carry the words “Fatto per  
il Sigr. Pisendel” as the whole autograph endorsement. 

At the time of the composers’ first acquaintance in Venice in 
1717, the pupil was ready to make the best possible use of the 
instruction that he was going to get. He had previously profited  
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from Torelli’s teaching at Ansbach; he had had access to the  
great Bach at Weimar; he had heard the Frenchman Volumier,  
and he had taken some lessons at Rome with Montanari. He ab-
sorbed the new style perfectly enough to ornament his teacher’s 
adagios in a way that leaves the reader unable to determine the 
precise extent of the collaboration. In his own concertos it is 
Vivaldi’s manner that he adopts, filling it out, however, with a 
more studied counterpoint. Like J. S. Bach, due allowance being 
made, he achieves an excellent synthesis of the German and 
Italian tastes. 

In that which relates to J. J. Quantz (1697—1773), we do not 
have to seek very far for evidence of his adherence to the Vivaldi 
aesthetic. He supplies it himself, first, in the passage in his auto-
biography, quoted above, where he relates the deep impression 
made on him at Pirna in 1714 by the first concertos that he heard 
there, probably from L’Estro armonico; second, in the chapters  
in his Versuch where he furnishes a theory of the concerto that  
is most accurately that of the concerto as conceived by Vivaldi. 
His 320 or so concertos for flute are precise illustrations of this 
conception. The first allegro nearly always includes five tuttis 
framing four solos; the tuttis and solos are in opposition to each 
other as in L’Estro armonico, the tuttis containing the essential 
part of the melodic and rhythmic substance, the solos, decorative 
on the whole, aiming above all at enhancing the virtuosity of the 
performer. The spirit of the finale differs only in its resolve to 
leave the audience with an even more light and gay impression. 
The middle movement, on the contrary, seeks to be moving. His 
texture corroborates his remarks made during a trip to Italy in 
1724, when he avowed his firm resolution to leave to one side “the 
aridity and barrenness of studied contrapuntal refinement” in  
order to sing forth as freely as possible. 

J. A. Hasse has been called “the Italian composer of the most 
popular operas in the Germany of the south.” Romain Rolland has 
him belonging to the Neapolitan school, Fausto Torrefranca to the 
Venetian, at least as regards instrumental music. The truth is per-
haps less simple, but certainly his ties with Venice are numerous. 
He sojourned there for a long time; at least ten operas and two 
oratorios by him were given there between 1730 and 1758. His  
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wife, Faustina Bordoni, was born there of a patrician family, and 
was credited with having been a Vivaldi pupil. His choice of mu-
sicians in the orchestra he led indicates clearly where his sym-
pathies lay; at the Dresden opera in 1734 his solo violinist was 
Pisendel, his first flutist, J. J. Quantz. 

More than these historical particulars, an examination of the 
scores will reliably bear this out. An Italianate quality, often a 
purely Venetian quality, appears in certain descriptive overtures, in 
the structure of his concertos, and in the famous Hasse syn-
copations. From the same source may come a number of themes 
(even for French overtures) among those that Karl Mennicke  
has brought together in his book (1906), the standard work on 
Hasse and the Graun brothers. 

It is known that C. H. Graun lived for several months in  
Venice in the course of the years 1740–41, and that he wrote  
there at the very least his descriptive concerto for the harpsichord 
La Battaglia del Re di Prussia. He has likewise left some descrip-
tive concertos. Several themes of his Catone in Utica (1744) are 
typically Vivaldian, as are many tuttis in concertos by his brother, 
Johann Gottlieb. Although the latter, a pupil of Tartini, adopts a 
more modern method of composing and already employs the 
systematic opposition of two contrasting themes, he remains faith-
ful to the Venetian thematic character, more sinewy and less en-
cumbered with ornaments than that of his teacher. The two in-
fluences co-exist in almost all his instrumental music, without 
prejudice to purely German influences. 

When traces of Vivaldi’s style — traces by no means negligible 
— that are found in the works of a good many Vienna and Mann-
heim composers (Wagenseil, Christian Cannabich, Eichner, M. G. 
Monn, and others) are considered, one recognizes the vogue of  
the Red Priest to have been, when all is said and done, more last-
ing in the Germanic countries than in Italy. In 1767 at the court of 
Braunschweig, Il Siroe, a pastiche in which arias from his operas 
were incorporated, was still being performed. In 1792 Gerber 
stated in his Lexicon that for more than thirty years Vivaldi had  
set the fashion for concerto composers, especially in Berlin.  
Right up to Joseph Haydn, certain characteristics of concertos 
preserve a little of his tone; for example, the finale of the concerto  
 



VIVALDI 250 

 

in C “fatto per il Luigi Tommasini.” And Schering perceives it in  
a concerto for four violins by Louis Maurer, performed at the 
Leipzig Gewandhaus in 1844. 
 

Gerber’s remark may be extended to the German Swiss. The 
Collegium Musicum of Basel opened its first meeting in 1755 
with a Vivaldi symphony. The same year an anonymous traveler 
was present at a concert in a large Swiss town, believed to be 
Basel. He left behind an account of that event that is delicious in 
its naïveté (Karl Nef has quoted it in his book [1897] on the 
Collegia Musica). He is enraptured by imitations of the night-
ingale and the cuckoo; he recognizes the sound of the hurdy- 
gurdy and the accents of the Ranz des vaches. He asks the friend 
who brought him whose music this could be, “because nothing so 
pretty was ever heard before.” To this his guide answers, “It is  
La Primavera by Vivaldi [Herr Wivaldi].” 

In Holland the circulation of the publications of Roger, Le 
Cène, and Witvogel could not help but have an influence on the 
national composers. It is Willem de Fesch who testifies most 
eloquently to this. Moreover, Vivaldi confirms this connection  
by directing the performance of a sinfonia by Fesch at the 
festivities in Amsterdam in 1739. 

 
It may be stated that in France between 1715 and 1750 there 

was not only a craze, but nearly a cult, as regards Vivaldi. At the 
beginning of the century Corelli had been the great man for the 
Italophiles of Paris. Less than twenty-five years later L’Estro 
armonico eclipsed the too sober splendors of Corelli’s famous 
“Cinquième Opéra.” The change may have been given impetus  
by Lyon, the natural stopping place en route to the capital for 
maestri from beyond the Alps. As early as 1713–18 the Lyon 
Académie des Beaux-Arts inscribed the concertos of Vivaldi in  
its repertory. Chancellor d’Aguesseau knew them when, at about 
the same time, he drew up the fourth of his Instructions, which  
he intended for his son. High society took an interest in their 
creator. From Venice the abbé Conti informed his correspondent 
Madame de Caylus on the composer’s actions and conduct. From 
Venice once again word is sent to the Mercure de France (Octo- 
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ber, 1727) of the performance of his Te Deum as sung in the 
previous month to celebrate the birth of the royal princesses of 
France. It has been seen how — this the crowning favor — Louis 
XV in 1730 mobilized an amateur extemporaneous orchestra 
around Guignon in order to give La Primavera a hearing. 

The following year La Pouplinière, who represented the most 
wide-awake portion of the public, attested to a similar predilec-
tion. Recounting his arrival in Calais at the home of one Monsieur 
Parthon, he wrote, “We were received there like the gods in the 
operas, with a symphony for many instruments. It was by Vi-
valdi; I thank heaven for it.” 

An “air italien de Vivaldi” was sung at one of the Lille con-
certs, on December 17, 1733. Opus 3 likewise appears listed in 
1739 in the library of the Lille orchestra. Many were the col-
lections — Parisian and provincial, public and private — that owned 
either that work or Opus 8 (definitely the two opuses most 
esteemed in France), or some symphonies or arias. 

The poets contributed their praise, sometimes in doggerel. For 
instance, Serré de Rieux wrote in 1734 as follows: 

 
Vivaldi, Marini, par de brillans ouvrages 
De nos sçavans en foule obtiennent les suffrages. 

 
[By their brilliant works, Vivaldi and Marini get the approval of 

the multitude of our connoisseurs.] 
The historians, the memorialists, and the aestheticians, even 

those who resist any bias in favor of Italian music, had to take  
into account the “brillans ouvrages” in question. Here are the 
words of Titon du Tillet: “I shall confess … that our music  
pleases and moves me more than Italian music, which I also re-
gard highly and which during a year that I spent in Italy I heard 
with pleasure performed by the most skillful musicians, such as 
Vivaldi and Somis for the violin …” (Suite du parnasse françois 
jusqu’en 1743). D’Aquin in his Siècle littéraire de Louis XV 
(1753) says that only The Seasons is worthy of sustaining a com-
parison with the music of Corelli. Dom Caffiaux in his manuscript 
Histoire de la musique places Opus 3 and Opus 8 beyond com-
pare. He does not hesitate to put Vivaldi on the same plane with 
Handel, Hasse, and Telemann. “Be Vivaldi, Locatelli, Handel,  
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Hasse, and Tellemann Italians, Germans, Englishmen, Turks, or 
Chinese, since they have good things, we are justified in profiting 
from them.” It is probably Caffiaux who, in the Mémoires de 
Trévoux (1746), an anonymous answer to Boullioud de Mermet’s 
essay De la corruption du goust dans la musique françoise (1746), 
reprints this list accompanied by a more detailed commentary. 
Boullioud de Mermet had objected to French composers who 
imitated the Italians, among whom only Corelli seemed to him a 
possible guide. The anonymous author retorts, “The author ex-
cepts Corelli. Thirty years ago perhaps he was not excepted. 
Corelli was then completely Italian because we were completely 
French. Is this not because he is himself to this extent Italian?  
And were not Valentini and Scarlatti and Buononcini of the same 
time? And as to Vivaldi, Locatelli, Hendel, Hess, and Tellemann, 
and many other foreigners who have the freedom of the city in 
Paris, they may indeed smack of the soil of Italy, of Germany, or 
of England for those who find them too difficult to play, read, lis-
ten to, or appreciate.” 

In concerts, where it was the custom for virtuosos to perform 
only a few compositions not their own, the rare departures from 
this practice that are recorded are almost all to Vivaldi’s profit. 
This has already been seen with regard to The Seasons; but other 
concertos also benefit from this privileged treatment. On May 15, 
1749, Pagin, although devoting himself above all to the fame of 
his teacher Tartini, presented the Tempête di Mare (sic) del  
Signor Vivaldi at the Concert Spirituel; on August 15th the 
younger Taillart played one of his flute concertos. 

The publishers exploited the success of La Primavera by offer-
ing it in all sorts of forms. But they did not offer only tran-
scriptions to their customers. They also reprinted or imported a 
good many works in their original texts. The Vienna National-
bibliothek owns an edition of Opus 1, sonatas for two violins and 
bass, put out by the younger Le Clerc under the Privilège Gén- 
éral of 1714. Later, in Le Clerc’s catalogue are Opus 8, Opus 13 
(Il Pastor fido) and, of course, Opus 3, the famous L’Estro 
armonico, which he spells Les Troharnonico. 

After that, if we look for music composed in France at the  
time when Vivaldi’s influence was prevalent, we are bound to  
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expect to come across him fairly often — less often than in Ger-
many and with a less profound likeness because, setting aside the 
taste for description in music, French art was at that time in  
the act of orienting itself away from Italy. Before Jean Marie 
Leclair’s vigorous personality asserted itself, the clavecin took 
precedence over the violin among the French. The style im- 
posed by François Couperin denied the larger impulses of Italian 
eloquence. The nature of the themes was more spare and pallid, 
the ornamentation more definite, being seldom if ever confided to 
the whim of the performer, and clarity was more esteemed than 
pathos. In general it was an autonomous instrumental style,  
hardly touched by the recent developments in opera. 

Some French composers, nevertheless, came under the spell  
of the Italian style, filled as it was with youthful energy, among 
them, obviously, the transplanted Italians, such as Guignon and 
the elder Canavas. The concertos of Guignon are in three move-
ments. The first concerto has an opening allegro built on a single 
theme entrusted to a tutti, while virtuoso passage work falls to  
the soloist; the second has an initial bithematic allegro whose 
subordinate theme is set forth by the soloist. Both these schemes 
come from Vivaldi, as does the handling of the main instrument. 
Guignon interpreted Vivaldi’s music, particularly The Seasons, 
frequently enough for the vocabulary and the syntax to come of 
themselves to his mind and from his pen. Opus 1 and Opus 2 of 
the elder Canavas, both entitled Sonates pour le Violoncelle avec la 
В. С. present several characteristic movements: in Opus 1 the 
andante of the first sonata and the allegro of the third; in Opus 2 
the opening movement of the first and the siciliano of the fourth. 

Among purely French composers, several of whom travelled  
in Italy and took lessons from Italian teachers, François Fran-
coeur is the earliest whom we should note. The first of his works 
to appear, Sonates à violon seul et basse (1720) has themes 
modeled on Vivaldi’s, and some sequential developments of a 
decorative nature fashioned in his way. 

So it was also with the works of J. M. Leclair, well before the 
appearance of the concertos in which he openly employed the 
Vivaldian outline and at the same time enlarged it. In his first book 
of sonatas (1723), typical figuration can already be found. 
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The slow movements are often of a fairly marked Italian char-
acter, although this is never maintained throughout the whole of a 
piece. Rhythms from La Stravaganza, which also influenced Loca-
telli (the sonata, Opus 6, No, 12), appear in Leclair’s first con-
certo. In his opera Scylla et Glaucus, which is in a purely national 
tradition, the orchestration in more than one spot seems to draw 
profitably upon Vivaldi’s experiments. This is especially true of 
the writing for the orchestral quartet of strings, which is  
vigorous and rich, without excessive display of instrumental 
virtuosity. Finally, certain descriptive passages would not be what 
they are were it not for the precedent of The Seasons; the storm  
in the prologue brings in passage work that is similar to that of  
the concertos L’Estate and L’Inverno. 

The younger Quentin uses themes founded in the tonic triad  
and the diatonic scale, in the Italian manner. Boismortier, with his 
concertos of 1727 for five transverse flutes or other instruments 
without bass, was the first to introduce the three-movement con-
certo form into France. The nature of his themes is very French, 
but here and there some motives have the square phraseology of 
the Italian prototypes. 

What others had accomplished in a more or less casual way, 
Jacques Aubert carried out deliberately. In the preface or 
Avertissement of his Première Suite de Concerts de Symphonies 
(1730), he expresses his firm resolve to reconcile the concerto 
style of “Corelli, Vivaldi, and some others with the charm, the 
clarity, and the beautiful simplicity of the French taste.” His  
work comes up to this stated purpose quite well As regards  
Italian qualities, he did not go beyond the aesthetic of the con-
certo grosso of Corelli in this work. On the other hand, his first 
book of concertos, Opus 17 (1734–35), marks the progress of the 
Vivaldian tendency, both in the thematic elements and in the 
predominance of the first solo violin, which monopolizes the 
virtuoso passage work, of an admittedly not very demanding 
character, and again in certain orchestral effects such as the tutti  
of the second concerto where a unison is maintained for sixteen 
measures. 

Many other French composers — Mondonville, Balbastre, Guille-
main, the younger Cupis, and others — show an unquestionable  
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acquaintance with the works of the Prete Rosso, but in too fleet-
ing a way for it to be at all worth dwelling on. However, as late  
as 1753 a promising beginner, Gossec, was guided by him. A com-
parison of particular passages from the trios, Opus 1 (1753) and 
from the symphonies, Opus 5 and Opus 12, with some portions  
of Vivaldi’s Opus 4 and Opus 8 brings out a kinship not only of 
constructive method and melodic inspiration, but of taste in the 
matter of ornamentation (see in particular those light gruppetti,  
the Vögelchen of Mannheim, that Vivaldi lavishes on his con-
certos of The Seasons). 

We might close this list on an illustrious name, that of Pierre 
Gaviniès, the last of the great French interpreters of La Pri-
mavera. In his Opus 4 (1764) he constructs tuttis on Vivaldi-like 
motives, and makes use of the Lombard rhythm. The finale of  
No. 6, with its pastoral theme, its leaping over strings, its  
tremolos with higher sparkling notes, would not disfigure The 
Seasons. In his extreme old age, writing Les vingt-quatre matinées, 
Gaviniès attests his loyalty to formulas that he goes back to, if  
the truth be told, in order to carry them to the highest degree of 
virtuosity — bariolages, extensions, arpeggios. Above all, he signs 
these keepsakes by his fondness for the Lombard rhythm, which 
had become obsolete, but which he still strews about in pro-
fusion. 

This didactic influence of Vivaldi is not an isolated example in 
French eighteenth century pedagogy. Witness Michel Corrette, 
who cites him in his Méthode de violoncelle of 1741, and forty 
years later, in 1782, in L’art de se perfectionner dans le violon. 

 
Vivaldi’s popularity in England was evident in the eagerness 

with which the London publishers reprinted, with permission or 
without, the Amsterdam editions, or drew up new collections. 
Walsh alone published Opus 2, 3, and 4, as well as the collections 
Harmonia Mundi, Select Harmony, and Two Celebrated Con-
certos. 

The Cuckoo Concerto, of which no edition other than the 
English is known, was played so often that connoisseurs joked 
about it; it ended by being relegated to the repertory of provin- 
cial concerts. Geminiani’s playing of a Vivaldi concerto before  
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the harpist O’Carolan may be recalled. Yet this Cuckoo piece must 
have somewhat annoyed him, because in writing his Art of 
Playing on the Violin (London, 1751) he warns the reader that he 
will not find there a way to imitate “the cock, cuckoo, owl and 
other birds. … Such tricks rather belong to the professors of 
legerdemain … than to the art of music.” 

The penetration of Vivaldi’s music had started much earlier. 
Walsh’s publications began three years after the Dutch editions  
of L’Estro armonico (1712). In April, 1720, Dubourg (Monsieur 
Duburge) is described by the journal The Post Boy as having 
played a concerto from La Stravaganza. In 1723 a young violinist 
chose for his London debut in the Haymarket Theater a Vivaldi 
concerto, on which the advertising laid stress. The announce-
ments were worded, according to Burney, as follows: “[Concert 
given] by particular desire of several ladies of quality, for the 
benefit of John Clegg, a youth of nine years of age, lately ar- 
rived from Ireland, with several solos and concertos by the youth, 
particularly a concerto of Vivaldi.” And in 1773 Vivaldi was still 
being sung at Covent Garden Theater in a potpourri concocted  
by Kane O’Hara from arias by Italian, English, and French com-
posers. 

This rather wide diffusion of his music, which lasted for a  
fairly long time, did not have the repercussions on the national 
composers that might be expected. During the period that pre-
ceded the coming of the great classics, all those musicians who 
were revolving around Handel adhered, as he did, to the old- 
style concerto grosso of Corelli-like form and inspiration. A one-
time student of Corelli, Geminiani, strengthened that influence 
during his long stay in the British Isles. Yet here and there re-
minders of Vivaldi crop up in pieces by John Stanley, John Al-
cock, and more clearly in the work of a musician of some scope, 
Michael Christian Festing, who though not a brilliant performer 
was a sound and occasionally inspired composer. In the seventh 
concerto of his Opus 3 of 1734 (which is, as a whole, a collection 
of concerti grossi), aside from the first measure, that being an 
almost literal quotation from the beginning of Albinoni’s con-certo 
Opus 2, No. 2, the whole tutti reflects the spirit of the sixth  
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concerto of L’Estro armonico; the second measure is transposed 
note for note; and other instances occur later on that result from  
a deep permeation rather than from a premeditated intention to 
plagiarize. 

In contrast to this, in the concertos brought back from Italy by 
the idiosyncratic William Corbett there are not found the Vivaldi 
imitations that the title of his collection, published in London in 
1728 on his return from the peninsula, leads one to hope. I re- 
print the whole of the title because of its oddness: Le Bizzarie 
universali a quattro cio Due Violini, Viola e Basso continuo Con-
certo’s in four Parts for two Violins, Tenor e Thrôbase for ye 
Harpsichord. Humilissimo Dedicato a Sua Maestà Christianissima 
and Composed by William Corbett Delitante [sic] on all the new 
Gusto’s in his Travels thro Italy Opera VIII. N. B. These Con-
certos may be play’d in 3 parts, 2 Hautboys, Flutes, or German 
Flutes. 

The dozen concertos that make up this work are entitled, re-
spectively, No. 1 alla Germana, No. 2 alla Turinese, No. 3 alla 
Parmegiana, No. 4 alla Olandese, No. 5 alla Cremonese, No. 6 
alla Venetiane, No. 7 alla Todesca, No. 8 alla Modonese, No. 9 
alla Pollonese, No. 10 alla Spagniola, No. 11 alla Paduana, and 
No. 12 alla Francese. 

The promises of these titles are unfortunately deceiving. The 
style of the nation or city is scarcely evident, with the exception  
of the German style (alla Todesca), which is symbolized by a 
rather indeterminate counterpoint, and also the French, which  
is represented by a little pseudo-Lully overture with inflections  
of a fair likeness. The concerto in the Venetian manner recalls 
neither Marcello or Albinoni; no more are we reminded of Vi-
valdi, who may sooner be perceived in the so-called alla Parme-
giana and alla Cremonese. 

Finally, we shall note that in Spain in 1726 Juan Francisco de 
Corominas, “first violin of the great University of Salamanca,”  
in a lampoon entitled Aposento anti-critico … , extols Vivaldi  
as “a performer of good taste praised by all, whose Extravagan-
cias speak well of the high degree of competence to which he  
has risen in this kind of composition.” 
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ECLIPSE  AND  RE-EMERGENCE 

Vivaldi’s fame and the influence that he exerted on so many 
musicians, composers, and virtuosos of different schools and ages, 
were followed without transition, as it were, by silence concern-
ing a name that had excited all musical Europe — an extraordinary 
reversal that it is indeed obligatory to record. It was in Italy  
that Vivaldi was most quickly forgotten. For him the curtain  
fell there as soon as his active career had ended. His death passed 
unnoticed; the announcement of it is only to be found much  
later and in foreign publications. For nearly a century no further 
mention is made of him, not even in Arteaga’s Rivoluzioni del 
teatro musicale (1785, second edition), which, nevertheless, lists 
such minor composers as Lanzetti and Chabrun although the  
Prete Rosso with his forty-odd operas had a far better claim to  
his interest. Vivaldi is not referred to in Perotti’s serious work 
(1812), nor in that of Pietro Canal (1847), nor in even the most 
copious biographical compilations until the middle of the nine-
teenth century. Only one monograph on music in Italy, which  
in other respects is of no great standing, does accord him two 
pages; it is the Essai sur l’histoire de la musique en Italie by a 
Russian author, Count G. V. Orlov, which was published in  
Paris in 1822. 

There proves to be more justice in Germany, where no lacuna, 
as it were, occurs between the already quoted texts from Quantz, 
J. A. Hiller, and Gerber, which take us from 1750 to the very  
end of the century, and the works of Forkel, then of Hilgenfeldt 
and others, who were put on the trail of L’Estro armonico and  
the Dresden manuscripts by their Bach researches. 

In England, before oblivion overtakes the composer of the 
Cuckoo Concerto, so lately a favorite, some at least take the trou-
ble to attack him. In 1753 Charles Avison, a theorist and at the 
same time the composer of some rather poor music, states that the 
time has come to treat as they deserve the composers who get  
lost in “the most unnatural modulations.” After having ruled out 
those who, according to him, do not even merit the honor of  
mere mention, he undertakes to classify the rest. He then ranks  
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Vivaldi, Tessarini, Alberti, and Locatelli in the first and lowest 
category. Their works lack at one and the same time harmonic 
variety and genuine invention; they are, at best, good for “the 
amusement of children.” Hawkins is scarely less severe. After  
him and Burney, who is favorable but very summary, the silence 
was not broken for a long time except by William Bingley, who 
shamelessly plagiarized Hawkins in his Musical Biography (1834, 
second edition). 

We have seen how the active vogue for Vivaldi in France 
maintained itself up to the time of Corrette and Gaviniès. This 
constancy dies out at the close of the century. It is astonishing  
that the magnificent collection brought together by J. B. Cartier  
in his Art du violon (1798) contained only one sonata largo by 
Vivaldi in contrast to six examples of Corelli, five of Tartini, and 
as many of Leclair. In 1801 Michel Woldemar, in his Méthode  
de violon, which he had the temerity to present as a translation  
of Leopold Mozart’s, gets along with a double-edged encomium 
of Vivaldi, without quoting a line of his music, though he is 
prodigal with examples drawn from composers unworthy to be  
put in the limelight. “Corelli,” he writes, “is regarded in Italy as 
the founder of the art of the violin. Nevertheless, he does have  
a rival named Vivaldi or the Red Priest, whose light style con-
trasted with Corelli’s beautiful playing.” But Vivaldi’s name does 
not even appear in La Méthode de violon established for the  
Paris Conservatory by Baillot, Rode, and Kreutzer (1803), or in 
Baillot’s Art du violon, either. 

French historians and lexicographers were less forgetful than 
the pedagogues. I have already cited, from the period 1750 to 
1780, Jacques Lacombe, C. H. Blainville, J. B. de Laborde, and 
some others. Ginguené’s article, “Concerto,” for the Encyclopédie 
(1791) expatiates at some length on Vivaldi — in so biased and 
vague a way, it must be added, that it may be suspected that 
Ginguené limited himself to plagiarizing from Hawkins; thus  
may be explained that black-and-white charge of Vivaldi’s seek-
ing out less “melody and harmony than brilliant, difficult, and 
occasionally bizarre passage work,” and, with regard to La 
Stravaganza, of his appearing to be “more taken up with the  
cares of astounding the ear than with those of enchanting it.” It  
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is this paragraph that Fétis, without indicating the source, copied 
word for word in his Revue Musicale. 

In 1810 François Fayolle’s interesting Notices sur Corelli, Таr-
tini, Gaviniès, Pugnani et Viotti was published as a precursor to  
an “unpublished work entitled L’histoire du violon, in which the 
biography of each famous violinist is accompanied by his por-
trait.” The comprehensive work announced in this fashion un-
fortunately never did come out. But it is known that a chapter  
was to have been devoted to the Prete Rosso, because the portrait 
engraved for this purpose is extant; it is the one by the younger 
Lambert (after de La Cave’s engraving), which had been drawn 
separately, and has the format and the exact style of those pic-
tures that illustrate the Notices. 

For nearly a century, in France and elsewhere, the biographers 
would have hardly any other source than an article in the Dic-
tionnaire historique des musiciens (1811) of Choron and Fayolle, 
inspired chiefly by Gerber. This is all until the time when contact 
was again made with Vivaldi’s works — first with L’Estro ar-
monico and a few manuscripts, then with all the published col-
lections and the manuscripts at Dresden, and finally and very 
recently, with the huge contribution of the Turin holdings. 

Putting these riches back into circulation did not lead right 
away to a radical alteration of old opinions. Quite a long while 
after the stage of the first discoveries had been passed — discov-
eries fragmentary enough for their finders to have good reason  
for not comprehending their precise significance — writers con-
tinued to formulate appraisals that had become traditional, and  
in which an almost complete ignorance of the works is betrayed. 

The name of Vivaldi had taken on importance, and it was 
thought necessary to speak of him. Since the republications up to 
1920 were rather sparse and the original texts dispersed and hard 
to come by, those who did not rely on their dusty predecessors  
and made risky judgments from these specimens were no more 
than soothsayers. 

This may be verified, surprisingly, in England, where the old 
instrumental music enjoys such favor, where so many excellent 
historians study it, and where the public and private libraries 
abound in it. However, in the substantial Oxford History of  
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Music, Sir Hubert Parry — in 1902, it is true — returned to the 
Corelli–Vivaldi comparison worked out in terms that remind us  
of the disputatious pamphlets of another century. “The con- 
trast,” he wrote, “is notable in this respect between his work 
[Corelli’s] and that of some of his contemporaries, such as Vi-
valdi, whose works, though more lively and brilliant, have failed 
to maintain any hold upon the world, because they are musically 
so much more empty and devoid of deeper qualities of expression 
and interest of texture.” 

Whom are we to believe? A virtuoso and musicographer of 
German extraction, Florizel von Reuter, set forth opinions that  
are not only different but diametrically opposed. Having allowed  
a real inventive capacity to his subject, he continues, “His crea-
tions suffer from an excess of pedantic strictness. In each piece  
we are conscious of the intellectual and the teacher. … A 
wonderfully correct counterpoint and noble themes overflowing 
with rhythm, an austere and elevated lyricism — such are the ele-
ments of this music; but what cements them together is pedantry 
carried to an extreme.” And yet Spitta claimed that Vivaldi’s 
themes were nearly always poor and his form excellent. 

In France until quite recently no less astounding views were 
advanced. But the fact is that they no longer in any way corre-
spond to the present state of opinion. Quite abruptly, in about forty 
years, the Red Priest has again emerged after an eclipse of  
a hundred years. 

 
First of all, the better-informed historians and those who more 

readily grasped the musical contents of the texts that they deci-
phered were all agog over his work. Arnold Schering was fore-
most among these; writing in 1905 in his Geschichte des In-
strumentalkonzerts, he centered the whole first part on Vivaldi. 
Despite the dearth of biographical documents and the fact that  
he did not yet have the Turin manuscripts at his disposal, he  
really grasped the essential points about the composer’s role in  
the creation of the solo concerto and in the enlargement of the 
concerto grosso. As for the symphony, it did not come within  
the frame of Schering’s book, and the reader of the foregoing 
pages will be able to verify that on this score the added con- 
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tributions of the Foà and Giordano collections were needed to  
call into question the priority of the Milan or Mannheim com-
posers. 

Since Schering many researchers have investigated the path  
that he laid out. What matters even more than this fervor on the 
part of the scholars — to persons who feel that one of the essential 
jobs of musicology is a duty to contribute to the flowering of 
music — is the restoration of a large repertory that came from it. 

Here the modern transcribers come in. When the discovery  
of the concertos by Bach adapted from Vivaldi led to the track- 
ing down of the string originals, a few pianists continued indeed  
to adapt some of them for the piano; but good sense demanded 
that they be instead returned to the instruments for which they 
were conceived. That is what Moffat and Nachez did in publica-
tions that did not always exhibit scholarly accuracy, but which 
never went against the spirit of the works; then, much more 
faithful to that spirit came Borrel, Bouvet, Dandelot, Einstein, 
Gentili, Landshoff, and others. Perhaps the most beautiful realiza-
tions are those of Claude Crussard (they are unpublished, and 
some have been made public only in records), which arrive at  
that equilibrium, so difficult to achieve, midway between bare, 
literal harmonization and anachronism resulting from excessive 
freedom. At the present time Ricordi is in the process of putting 
out under the direction of G. F. Malipiero the complete edition  
of the Turin manuscripts, and perhaps the complete works. Re-
cordings follow publication; sometimes they are linked with it, 
and sometimes actually precede the printed book. And I shall  
take care not to forget the impressive series of Vivaldi publica-
tions made possible by the munificence of Count Chigi of Siena 
and the untiring industry of Miss Olga Rudge, secretary of the 
Accademia Chigiana. 

Thanks to this trend, which every day increases, the public, 
both at concerts and over the radio, has been able to hear music  
of an unsuspected accent, of a direct and vehement style (inter-
preters do not always bethink themselves of this) with themes  
that launch out at one bound; though they swerve, sometimes 
going astray in more conventional roulades and in passage work  
 

 



HIS  MUSIC:  INFLUENCE  AND  REPUTATION 263 

whose interest has lost its keenness, we put up with these shallow 
moments when we know what usage — what servitude — they 
mirror. And then inspiration flashes out again; it is not unusual  
for indifferent rosalias to give way to an unforeseen modulation 
and for a sudden impetus to seize us again and carry us away. 
 

Before summing up, by way of conclusion, the characteristics 
of Vivaldi’s work, which this whole book has tried to unravel and 
to analyze, there remains one last, essential characteristic to be 
pointed out, which cold research cannot account for — the life,  
the staying power of a spirit which during two centuries and  
more has not grown barren, of an inspiration still capable of 
affecting mind and heart despite the fact that when this music  
two centuries old is performed, it confronts us with secrets whose 
meaning has been last forever. 

In concerts devoted to works from past centuries the listener 
often can have no other attitude than the kind of historical ad-
miration which is the next thing to a yawn. Some ideas, however 
ingenious, weary us through their routine unfolding. Some 
counterpoint is too noble, and some Alberti basses are too trivial; 
they unite to cause that gloomy state of resignation which in- 
hibits any outburst of applause. 

Nothing like this is true for Vivaldi. With Bach and Handel, 
Domenico Scarlatti, François Couperin, and a few others in his 
generation (the list of whom would not be long), he escapes from 
this chilly if respectful response. Let the tutti of one of his con-
certos sound forth and all torpor vanishes in a flash. We no  
longer ask ourselves whether or not it is a question of “old music.” 
Music is there, a thing that outlives its creator, that preserves its 
vitality and its efficacy, that does not have to excuse itself on 
account of the date of its origin. 

Several times recently a suggestive experiment has been re-
vived by juxtaposing on the same program a Vivaldi concerto and 
its transcription by Bach. The result has not been that which the 
comments of Rühlmann, Spitta, and Waldersee would lead us to 
expect. The difference in temperaments shines forth, strengthened 
by the irreducibly opposed natures of the solo instruments. One  
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does not feel that the Venetian is inferior to his transcriber; the 
brilliance of his orchestral writing amply compensates for his  
lack of refinement in this or that contrapuntal line.  

This is a question of a clearly circumscribed realm — that of the 
concerto. Far be it from me to think of likening Vivaldi with  
J. S. Bach generally; but to be able to stand comparison with him 
even for a moment is quite a handsome claim to glory. He has 
another claim in that he opened to Bach a field of activity in 
which the latter in his turn became renowned. 

And it goes without saying that Vivaldi’s influence was exerted 
well beyond the few examples enumerated above. Aside from  
the precise influences that the texts bring out, there are others  
just as plain, which go further than thematic and rhythmic simi-
larities; they are matters of over-all structure, or of spirit, or of 
both at once. One is aware of this in encompassing the whole of 
his work in a synthetic view. Whether or not the nature of his 
compositions was prepared for by such predecessors as Legrenzi, 
Torelli, Corelli, and Albinoni, whether or not it originated in  
the music of the theater, it still set in motion a double revolution  
in instrumental art. In regard to form, it established a scheme  
that prefigures that of the sonata and the Classical symphony; in 
regard to substance, it marked the coming of a modern lyricism,  
it was the harbinger of romanticism. 

It is of course true that the new lyric tendency was in the air,  
in Venice more than anywhere else. In the first half of the eight-
eenth century all art produced in this city was disposed to it. 
Mario Tinti, in studying the paintings of Guardi, observes in them 
the completely new intrusion of an individual element, an emo-
tion, a sensibility, which confers on them an autobiographical 
value. He notes a second characteristic that could refer just as  
well to Vivaldi — an obvious pre-eminence granted to hasty and 
nervous outlines in what is a spacious and decorative painting of 
large dimensions and vast architectural counterpoints. 

Promotion of individual feelings and rapidity of execution — 
these are to be found at every turn in the works of Vivaldi. In  
this he cuts the figure of the pre-romantic, as his favorite pro-
cedures bear out. He writes tuttis of great passion; he instigates 
conflict between the soloist and the orchestra drawn up in aggres- 
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sive unison. His slow movements have pages of contemplative 
rapture, but now and then contain brusque outbursts, almost 
dramatic apostrophes, which are comparable to the most violent 
operatic recitatives. His instrumental coloring, dazzling in the 
allegros, is willingly attenuated in the largos, sometimes being 
veiled with mutes or deprived of the rumblings of the bass, and 
sometimes being reduced to the confidings of a scarcely accom-
panied melody. None of these characteristics belong to him  
alone; but no one else in his time brought them together in a  
form in which the clarity of each is so highly developed. And  
only a success such as that which welcomed his output could  
have spread it outside his own country with enough persuasive 
power to engender a “style.” 

In the development of forms he played a similarly decisive role 
by carrying throughout Europe the tripartite model of the Italian 
overture which, through the enlargement of the slow movement, 
he had brought to its ultimate equilibrium. By virtue of this,  
Eitner sees in him the actual creator of the Classical sonata, de-
rived not from the suite, but from the concerto. 

Fausto Torrefranca ascribes to him the same role in the de-
velopment of the symphony. “It is commonly said that the sym-
phony takes its origin from the concerto grosso. If it is really 
necessary to construct an evolution, we ought to say that the 
concerto grosso gave rise to the new concerto without fugal  
parts and with free thematic developments, the Vivaldi concerto, 
which Leclair took for his model, which J. S. Bach transcribed  
for harpsichord, which Quantz heard with such deep emotion. 
From the Vivaldi concerto came the fresh blossoming of the 
harpsichord sonata, semidramatic and semifugal, exemplified by 
the Venetian school; from it spread the preference for the new 
style, which revitalized the dramatic sinfonia. The symphony of 
Sammartini and of Stamitz afterwards takes on the new animation 
that music had acquired, and starts to broaden its meaning.” 

The concerti ripieni and the sinfonie of Turin, which were not 
known at the time when Fausto Torrefranca wrote these words, 
make this parentage even more plausible. Because of this, Sam-
martini loses a large part of the importance that had been attrib-
uted to him as a link in the historical growth of the genre. And  
 



VIVALDI 266 

 

when, very close to us, contemporary composers, bored with  
their own subtleties, turn back to the eighteenth century in order  
to find “pure” forms, when Igor Stravinsky seeks to establish  
the possibly chimerical model of the concerto or the sonata “in 
itself,” who then is their exemplar, outside of J. S. Bach, if not  
the old Venetian master? 

He was a model to Bach. He popularized and, we may hazard, 
virtually invented, not only a form, of which L’Estro armonico 
furnished the first masterpieces, but a whole new instrumental 
style. He was the precursor of the symphony and — it may now  
be presumed — the composer of dramatic and sacred music im-
pressive by its quality no less than by its quantity. Due to all  
these accomplishments Vivaldi continued, even at the time when 
his name had been most completely forgotten, to contribute 
mightily to the progress of technique. 

But above all we must be grateful that he was, in the most 
immediate way, a creator, a poet. When I long ago undertook  
my study of Vivaldi, I told my plans to André Pirro, who was  
the most musical of musicologists in spite of the apparent chilli-
ness that went with limitless erudition. He replied by spiritedly 
encouraging me, and his letter closed with a panegyric to a master 
“in whom some perceive only facile talent when it is his lyrical 
power that ought to be extolled.” 

Assuredly so. That power is such that, with an indulgence 
seldom granted to bygone composers, there is no type of listener 
who is not stirred by it. What vitality this revived musician 
possesses, and how quickly he has regained his place in the sun, 
so unlike those composers fit for archives and museums. (For the 
latter — I borrow the phrase of Dr. Pietro Berri, one of the best 
Vivaldi scholars in Italy — “exhumation will be more to the glory 
of him who exhumes them than to their own.”) And it is not  
the least paradoxical of Vivaldi’s strange fortunes that this potent 
survival occurs when everything in the musical development of 
today conspires to alienate us from that form of art which he  
so superbly, so completely, embodies. 
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