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A Conversation with Nicholas McGegan of Philharmonia Baroque
by christopher brodersen

Q: Thanks so much for talking with me today—it’s been quite a while since we last chatted backstage at Orchestra Hall. The subject, along with many others, is the recent release on Philharmonia Baroque’s own label of the Alessandro Scarlatti serenata La Gloria di Primavera. As it turns out, one of many Scarlatti recordings that you’ve made. I didn’t realize this, but this release also marks your 30th year with Philharmonia Baroque—that’s quite remarkable.
A: That’s right. I’m not the founder of the orchestra—the orchestra was founded five years before I arrived. This year is actually a kind of triple anniversary: the orchestra’s 35 years, my 30, while the Philharmonia Baroque Chorale is 20 years old. Three celebrations going on at once, which has been great fun. Lots of parties—we’re having a great time.
Just for the record, I’ve also made one Scarlatti recording with a Hungarian orchestra, the Capella Savaria. I don’t know if it’s still in print, but it was the oratorio La Giuditta. Not to be confused with Juditha Triumphans of Vivaldi, which I’ve also recorded. La Giuditta is in Italian, while the Vivaldi is in Latin. I’m lucky to have done quite a lot of Scarlatti over the years.

Q: Well, it seems to me that Scarlatti and Neapolitan opera in general are like some sort of vast, uncharted continent just waiting to be explored.

A: There’s certainly quite a lot of it. A considerable number of Alessandro Scarlatti operas, some of which are in print, some not. And then there are many of these “one-off” pieces, if you like, written for special events, like La Gloria di Primavera. Most if not all composers in those days wrote for specific occasions, whether it was a church festival, a wedding linking two noble houses, a coronation, and so on. Considering that Naples and indeed the whole of Italy was riddled with princes, popes and princelings, it’s not surprising that they all wanted Scarlatti’s music.
One thing you can say about Scarlatti is that he was able to write with incredible speed. We did some rough calculations concerning the time it must have taken to write this piece. Because Scarlatti was commissioned to write music about the anticipated birth of a child, he must have worked very efficiently. That baby was born on the 13th of April in 1715. A scant five weeks later, the piece is finished and it’s being performed! Had the baby been a girl, you know, there would have been no celebration, and no serenata.
I presume that the librettist already had something in readiness, in the hopes that a boy would be born. And then, of course, the news took a while to come down to Italy from Vienna. Scarlatti must have worked really fast, or else he’d secretly been planning it ahead of time, which of course was risky business.

Q: I’m reading the press release that accompanies the recording. For example, your choir director Bruce Lamott says, “This is not a peripheral work by some second-tier composer, but a major masterpiece by a giant of the Baroque period at the top of his game. That Scarlatti could have created such an elaborate and substantive work without visiting it again in the nine years remaining before his death in 1725 attests to the fecundity of his talent.”
A: That’s absolutely true. He certainly is a composer of boundless imagination. It must be said that if any of us now were asked to write a major work like this in a month’s time, it would be a pretty tall order. We have the advantage, of course, that once we’ve written it, we can take it to the copy shop or we can put it on Sibelius or the like. We tend to forget that the singers first had to learn their parts—it’s quite difficult music to sing—so they would have needed their parts a week or two before the actual show. Every single orchestral part had to be copied out by hand, and then came the rehearsals. It’s was a pretty elaborate undertaking.
Q: Considering the length and complexity of it, for sure.

A: My secret suspicion is—and I have no evidence of this whatsoever—that once they got the news that the lady was pregnant, they began making plans for a celebration. If that birth happened to be a girl, they could always keep the piece in readiness for the next time.

 Q: Maybe Scarlatti had a stockpile of musical ideas tucked away in anticipation of events like this.
A: Possible. Perhaps the prince who commissioned the work said, “Look—the Empress is pregnant. Why don’t you start writing a libretto? If the birth turns out to be a boy, we’ve then got a piece for Scarlatti to write”. But even to write a libretto for a work that lasts two-and-a-half hours is no mean undertaking.
Q: And the sad thing is, the little prince died not long after.

A: In November of the same year.

Q: So that must have diminished the impact of Scarlatti’s work somewhat.

A: I think so. But actually, if you’re writing a serenata like this, you expect it to be a one-off performance. If it’s to celebrate a birth or a marriage, those are unique events not likely to be repeated right away. Marriages perhaps not so much, because many women in those days did die in childbirth.

The remarkable fact about La Gloria di Primavera is that it got performed twice, because it was so popular. It seems to have been done in London as well, partly because Signora Durastanti, who sang the role of Summer, went to England to work for Handel, and this was obviously a piece she liked. 
The conjectured London performance of course has no connection to the original reason for the work being written—it simply speaks to its quality.

Q: Whereas with a full-blown opera, there’s always the option of taking it on the road.

A: Absolutely. Back then, operas were performed—and still are—wherever there was an opera house. One thinks of La clemenza di Tito, which Mozart wrote to celebrate the coronation of one of the Austrian emperors. Its libretto had been set to music nine or ten times prior to Mozart getting his hands on it. Operas are easily re-usable; add or eliminate a role here or there, depending on what singers you’ve got. But serenatas not so much.
Q: Recently I reviewed a CD for Fanfare titled Dolci Napoli that featured several concertos edited and played by a young Brazilian recorder player named Inês d’Avena. She discovered all these pieces in the library in Naples, and explained to me that there is lot more like them waiting to be unearthed. Although Scarlatti wrote a fair amount of recorder music, she decided to concentrate on composers who are mostly forgotten nowadays—Leo, Fiorenza, Mancini.

A: Naples had a lot of what you might call “local talent”. These are the sort of composers that you read about in textbooks but seldom get a chance to hear.

I’m happy to say that there are some Neapolitan musicians now who are starting to take up this music. There’s one chap named Antonio Florio who has a group called I Turchini, and they’ve recorded a lovely album of Christmas music.

The music scene in Naples produced some absolutely amazing stuff, and we mustn’t forget that Pergolesi was around, although he was active only after Scarlatti’s death in 1725. Also Durante, who was Pergolesi’s teacher and a pretty terrific composer as well. Durante didn’t write much opera; he wrote mostly concerti grossi and sacred music.

The sacred music tradition in Naples, of course, was immense. There was quite a lot of money at the court of Naples, and wherever there’s money there’s going to be substantial quantities of imaginative, wonderful music. And a lot of it was written specifically for local, Neapolitan consumption. Some of it is even in dialect.
Q: Not only that, weren’t there something like four conservatories of music?

A: I think so. Naples was certainly the place where you went to study singing. The main conservatory there was very much the Julliard of its day. Composers went there to study—even somebody like Quantz, who did his obligatory “year in Naples”.

I suppose because of Vivaldi, we tend to think of Venice as the big musical center—and it certainly was that, particularly for opera. But Naples was actually bigger. It was a bigger city for a start. It had a court, which meant that it tended to have a large number of princes and minor nobility supporting the activities of the court.
It’s rather amazing when you think about Scarlatti’s La Gloria di Primavera—it wasn’t commissioned by the government; it was commissioned by a rich prince and his wife. A bit of “individual initiative”, if you will.
Q: The connection between the Court of Naples and Spain must have been a factor as well.

A: That’s right. This was the House of Bourbon, and without looking up the exact names on Wikipedia, I know that it was often one brother who ruled in Naples, and another who ruled in Madrid. Until at some point the two courts separated. It definitely evolved into a sort of “family government firm” which lasted almost until the time of Napoleon. In fact, it was Nelson who rescued the King and Queen of Naples from the advancing French army. The Queen of Naples at that time was the sister of Marie Antoinette, so they’re all terribly interconnected.
Q: Fascinating subject. But let’s talk some more about you and Philharmonia Baroque. Next to one or two other groups in North America, yours is the premier period-instrument orchestra, and you have been so for many years. Not many people know about your background, though. Tell us a bit about that.
For example, I have an old L’Oiseau-Lyre LP in my collection—I think it’s a collection of Johann Christian Bach pieces—and you’re playing flute on it!

A: That’s right, with the late Christopher Hogwood. That was made I think in 1976. It never made it to CD.
Q: No.

A: All I remember about the recording is that it has a glorious mistake on it.

Q: Oh, really. I’ll have to listen to it again.

A: Not a musical mistake. This was when recordings of period instruments were just beginning to take off, in England at any rate. In the English-language credits, it says that I’m playing a “one-keyed flute”. But in the German version, it says that I’m playing a flute that can only play “in one key”! [laughs]

Q: I’ll have to check that out.
A: Back then nobody knew how to proof-read in German; instead of eine Tonart, it should have said eine Klappe. I remember having a nice laugh about that.

I met Chris Hogwood when I was at Cambridge, ‘round about 1971. He was nine years older than me. Funny enough, we both attended the same high school.

Q: Where was that?

A: That was in Nottingham.

Q: Is that where you were born?

A: I wasn’t born there. Chris was born in Nottingham; I was born further south of there, in Hertfordshire. I moved to Nottingham when I was five, when my father was offered a post teaching architecture at the University. Neither of my parents were musicians; my mother was a painter and my father was an architect.

Chris left high school at age 16 to go south—I would have been seven at the time and in prep school. Of course, sixteen-year-olds don’t much talk to seven-year-olds and vice versa, so we didn’t get to know each other until later. It was only when I got to know him at Cambridge that we discovered that we had attended the same school.

Q: You were both reading music at Cambridge?

A: Yes, but he had graduated nine years before me. But he still lived there, and in fact continued to live there for the rest of his life. He had a place in London, but his main house was in Cambridge, and that’s where he, very sadly, died.

When I was up at Cambridge, which was from 1969 to ’72, he was working at lot with David Munrow and the London Early Music Consort.

Q: Right. That was his first “big gig”, you might say.

A: It was. Chris was actually living in the top floor of a professor’s house. But he was away on tour a lot with David Munrow’s group. It turned out that that particular professor, Nicholas Shackleton, was also a teacher of mine. And so I got to know Chris because he was the tenant of Nicholas Shackleton.
Q: Of course, the famous collector.

A: That was during my second year at university. Nick’s actual academic subject was prehistoric climate—would you believe?—but his passion in life was collecting 18th century woodwind instruments.

Q: Right. The wonderful collection that he bequeathed to the University of Edinburgh.

A:  Yes. And so Nick lent me one of his flutes, and I learnt to play it, as best I could. Nowadays you go to Julliard to study these instruments with a famous teacher; back then you had to read the books yourself. It’s like learning to be a chef from a cookbook—you do the best you can.
That’s how I got to know Chris—he had a harpsichord in the house, and eventually we starting playing chamber music together, which led to that recording that you have. Last year, actually, I purchased that flute, the one I borrowed from Nick. Since I really don’t have time to play anymore, I went to Edinburgh University and donated it to the collection. So it’s “come home”.
Q: Do you remember the maker’s name?

A: George Astor. It’s the Astor family, as in the Waldorf-Astoria and all that. I also had two other flutes, not from Nick, which I decided to donate to the collection as well. I’m happy to say that they’re re-building parts of the music department at Edinburgh University, and because the collection is expanding, they’ve decided to renovate the space in which it’s housed. Along with the Bates Collection in Oxford, this will be one of the premier collections of wind instruments in the world. Edinburgh also has a fantastic collection of keyboard instruments.
Q: Right—the Russell Collection.

A: So Edinburgh is really a world center for this sort of thing.

Q: It’s a wonderful city.

A: We actually have a place in Glasgow, so it’s quite easy for me the “pop across” on the train and visit the collections.

Q: At some point you must have taken up the keyboard.

A: I was playing the piano—the modern piano—when I was a high school student. Also the modern flute. I was very lucky, because in Nottinghamshire, where I went to school, they had what was called a “country music school”. It met on Saturday mornings, and there were all sorts of ensembles: orchestras, choirs, chamber music. You could take theory class if you wanted, or study with a private teacher. Every school holiday the county school orchestra would perform. These were absolutely terrific opportunities, and I ended up playing first flute in that. I also played a piano concerto or two with the orchestra. Terrific training, second to none. Without that I wouldn’t have gone anywhere, I think.
The Baroque flute happened, as I said, at Cambridge, but the harpsichord came about almost by accident, because the old Cambridge course that required you to learn figured bass, playing continuo and all that, introduced me to the harpsichord. Of course you have to have the musical skills to play the harpsichord; all I had to do then was learn the instrument.
In those days there weren’t that many around, actually. It’s not like now, where there are harpsichord makers in every state in the Union and spread all across England. There were very few makers, and people who had harpsichords very often had original ones. Luckily at Cambridge there were a few, and so I was able to get hands on one. 

Thanks to Chris, I got to play in his orchestra. I actually played on the very first recording they made for L’Oiseau-Lyre, the Thomas Arne symphonies. I played the flute on that.
Q: I remember that recording.

A: The flutes didn’t get to play that much, but it was a great honor for me. I think I was 22 or 23. At that point, I had already transferred from Cambridge to Oxford, where I was doing my graduate degree. It was great as a young graduate student to be able to hop on the train, go down to London and take part in a recording.
The wonderful thing was, at the time the record companies were very actively sponsoring period-instrument orchestras like the Academy of Ancient Music.

Q: Oh, yes. Both L’Oiseau-Lyre and DGG Archiv—they were very supportive. They had whole departments devoted to early music.

A: I think the Rolling Stones were at Decca, so some of the profits from their records went to fund early music on L’Oiseau-Lyre.

Q: I’m not sure. I’ll to ask my wife about that—she’s the rock-and-roller.

A: Also, I think that before the Beatles founded their own company, they were at EMI.

Q: Yes, I know that’s true.

A: And so anyone who worked in early music at the time, particularly those of us who worked with Chris Hogwood, have a great deal to thank Mick Jagger for! [laughs]

Q: That’s wonderful.
A: Because obviously the Stones made a ton of money, and some of it was plowed into the less profitable side of the business. Something that’s much rarer these days.

Q: I don’t think you could say that about the present-day record biz.
A: Those of us in the field—John Eliot Gardiner, Chris, Roger Norrington, Trevor Pinnock—were all greatly helped by the record labels: L’Oiseau-Lyre, DGG Archiv, EMI. As I recall, we gave relatively few concerts. We made quite a few recordings; the recordings came first, and if there were any concerts, they came afterwards.

Q: I once interviewed Paul McCreesh on this very subject, and he said essentially the same thing: that his activities were funded mostly by his record label. He got very little of what he called “core subsidy” from the government. In the U.K. back then, and perhaps even now, the government funding went mostly to the major orchestras and the big opera houses.

A: That’s absolutely correct. We have an organization called the Arts Council, but it tends to sponsor “established” groups and festivals, like Glyndebourne, Covent Garden, and so on. Something like Chris’s orchestra back in the early ‘70s would not have been in line for subsidy, unless of course it were invited to play at a festival.
But that slowly changed, and the BBC played a role in that. Because they’re always after stuff to play on the radio, Chris became a big shot on BBC 3. He had a program called “The Young Idea”; younger listeners would write in with questions and requests. The LPs that we made got played on the radio, which meant that audiences then wanted to hear us perform live.

Q: Didn’t he also give lectures on the radio?

A: Oh yes—he was a fantastic speaker.

Q: Some of those lectures have turned up on YouTube.

A: I’m not surprised. He was a genius communicator. Besides lecturing, I think his “comfort zone” resided in a number of different areas. One was playing the harpsichord. Another was editing music; in his later years he did a lot of work editing music for Bärenreiter. A lot of Mendelssohn, much lesser music. Chris was a terrific scholar.
I’m not sure that conducting modern orchestras, at least in the beginning, was necessarily in his comfort zone.

Q: But he did gravitate towards that. Later on, there were quite a few recordings of 20th century pieces—I was surprised to see that.

A: That came about, I believe, because he was appointed to be part of the “triumvirate” at the helm of the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra. John Adams was the Composer-in-Residence. Chris was the early music specialist and “ideas man”, and Hugh Wolfe was the Resident Conductor. Together, the three of them did wonderful things. Chris enjoyed working there because there wasn’t the enormous pressure associated with a big symphony orchestra. Symphony orchestras in those days, of course, weren’t so receptive to early music and musicians as they are now.
Q: We should talk a bit about what brought you to America.

A: That’s very easy. I was teaching at the Royal College of Music in the late ’70s, as well as performing. One day a letter arrived for me at the College from Washington University in St. Louis.
Q: That’s where you ended up teaching for many years.

A: Right. What had happened was that Trevor Pinnock had just finished teaching a semester there, and he was asked to recommend some people who might also like to teach a semester. I was lucky enough to be on his list. So they wrote to me; I wrote back and said, “I’d love to”.

I went the following year. They said, “This is lovely. Can you come back for another year?” This became another year, and another, and before much longer I was Artist-in-Residence at Washington University. I taught there for a total of six years. It was really an accident, courtesy of my good friend Trevor Pinnock, to whom I’m eternally grateful.

Q: And then while you were at Washington University, somehow you came into contact with Philharmonia Baroque.

A: You could say that my life consists of a lot of “happy accidents”. First of all, while I was teaching at Washington U, I had begun to conduct and make recordings in Europe. Somehow I attracted the attention of the Washington Opera, and they engaged me—that’s how I got my start as an opera conductor in the U.S. Initially there and also at the Long Beach Opera, so that was always very jolly.
Together with several professor friends, we organized a Baroque festival at Washington U; we put on a performance of Handel’s Orlando with 18th century staging, copies of flying machines, and that sort of thing. That got the attention, I’m happy to say, of one of my former teachers at Oxford, Andrew Porter, who was then writing for The New Yorker. He wrote up the production big time—this was in 1983. Incidentally, one of the singers was Drew Minter, who is happily still singing. I just worked with him recently; we go back more than 30 years.

That year I also went on tour with the madrigal group from Washington U. After a performance at Oberlin, I met a student who was just about to go to the San Francisco Conservatory to study harpsichord with Laurette Goldberg, the actual founder of Philharmonia Baroque. The student said, “When you’re in San Francisco, you should get in touch with Laurette”. But she beat me to it; I received an invitation to come and give a lecture. While I was there, she said, “We’ve got this little Baroque orchestra—you should come and hear us”. That was in 1983.
At that point, the group was run as a kind of commune. There were four musicians; three plus Laurette, and they chose the repertoire. But they didn’t actually have a music director. They would invite a few people to conduct—I say “a few people”, because these were names like Frans Brüggen and Gustav Leonhardt, because Laurette had studied in Amsterdam.
Q: She must have studied with Leonhardt.

A: She did. It was a rather Dutch-oriented orchestra in that sense. They came to the realization that not having a music director was maybe not the best idea after all, because everything had to be decided by discussion and committee, and so on. Maybe if somebody made the decisions—and also took the blame—things might get done more efficiently.

Eventually, in 1984, they asked me to become music director, starting in 1985. But in 1984 I had already taken them on a little tour.  It was a very nice way to slip into the job, but it’s still a rather different sort of music directorship. It’s more like a modern orchestra than, say, how Paul McCreesh’s or one of the other British period orchestras are run. To put it another way, Philharmonia has guest conductors, whereas nobody else conducts John Eliot Gardiner’s orchestra—it’s his orchestra. Philharmonia is its own entity; I only conduct about 60 or 70 percent of the concerts.
Q: It would be hard to imagine Philharmonia Baroque now without you at the helm. I think you and the orchestra are pretty much inseparable.

A: Still, next season we’re doing six sets of concerts, and I’m doing four of them. I handle all the administration: I conduct all the operas. We welcome guests; I’m quite happy with that.

We’re not in New York or London—we’re somewhat out of the main stream—so this set-up allows our musicians to get ideas from other people.

Q: I imagine this arrangement also allows you to travel and take other gigs.

A: Oh, sure. I travel a lot, although this being an anniversary year, I’ve been working with Philharmonia much more than I usually do. My next gig after this is to go to the Baltimore Symphony. And then to Birmingham, in England.

Q: Both modern orchestras.
A: Absolutely. I would say that in an average year, at least 60 percent of my time is spent with modern orchestras.

Q: That brings up another topic, because the times you’ve come to Detroit—which are probably in the dozens…

A: I would say so.

Q: …my friends in the orchestra just rave about working with Nic McGegan. In contrast to Chris Hogwood and Trevor Pinnock, who came here in the early ‘80s and with whom the orchestra had a somewhat strained relationship, they just want to bend over backwards to work with you.

A: Very nice.

Q: You don’t lecture them about stylistic niceties, you just encourage them to be expressive in their own way. What I’ve observed at rehearsals is a lot of “good vibes” and mutual respect.

A: Well, I hope so. I think the goal of music-making is to encourage good musicians to play in a way that allows them to express themselves. I have to say, though, that I’m reaping the benefits of pioneers. I don’t regard myself in any shape or form as a pioneer. Chris and Trevor—they really were pioneers.

Q: That’s funny, because that’s how many people think of you, myself included—as one of the “founding fathers” of the British period instrument movement.

A: That’s very nice of you. The thing is, I came in almost 10 years later. Chris was coming to symphony orchestras in the ‘80s; he would have been the first Baroque specialist to come to a particular orchestra.
Q: As he was in Detroit, for example.

A: Yes, and he was trying to get what he wanted from people who had very little experience with Baroque music, and were certainly somewhat resistant.
Q: Even today there’s still some resistance to the idea of period instruments and historically-informed performance. I’m sure you must have encountered musicians over the years—in modern orchestras—who harbor some lingering resentment. You know, the idea that period orchestras have “taken away our Mozart and Haydn”.

A: I have heard that, but not recently. They certainly wouldn’t have cause to say that to me now, because I then go and do Haydn and Mozart with them! 

Since I signed on to Medicare last year, I’m learning that orchestras are getting younger and younger. Many years ago when I first conducted one of the major East Coast orchestras—I won’t say which one—I’m sure that every single one of the principal players was over 70. When you go back there now, I’d say they’re all under 40.

What that means, of course, is that many of these younger players have studied at places like Julliard, where there’s a dedicated early music program. Some of them may even have had experience playing period instruments. They’ve had a go at playing the Baroque violin or flute, and they’ve heard a lot of it on the radio.

Q: I think that’s absolutely right.

A: It’s much easier for me now, as a 66-year-old, to say to a 35-year-old that it’s “this, this and this”, rather than the other way around. But I do feel that it’s very important not to preach. Making music is not a science; you’ve got to make it work for the people who are playing, otherwise it’s artificial. It’s like giving them clothes that don’t fit.
So I never say, “This is how it’s going to go, and I don’t care how you feel about it”. I do make a point of bringing my own music, which means it’s marked the way I want. I do explain a few things, but I don’t talk a lot, I guess. I just let people have a good time playing and expressing themselves. If there’s something that needs to be changed, I will say so. My job is to encourage. I think there’s nothing worse than a conductor who has his thumb pressing down over the proceedings, making everyone feel either scared or inhibited.
Q: That sums it up nicely. I guess that’s why the DSO musicians can’t wait for you to come back.

A: Well, I can’t wait to see them again. I forget when the next time is. Last time, rather than giving a concert in Orchestra Hall we went on a wonderful little tour in and around the suburbs.
Q: They’ve been doing a lot of that lately.

A: A sort of “neighborhood series”—absolutely fantastic. Had a great time. We had soloists from the orchestra—your first horn, who’s terrific.
Q: He is.

A: The fun thing about coming back to orchestras like Detroit or St. Louis—which I do on a regular basis—is to see all the new faces. The kid who I remember as a nine-year-old is now graduated and playing in the orchestra. People who were newlyweds before are now grandparents. Time flies.
Q: Sure does.

A: One of the things I do in the summer is go to Aspen, where many of the Detroit musicians come for several weeks. I like to go there to get a sort of “top off”.

Q: Several of my friends in the DSO go there to clear the cobwebs and play chamber music.

A: Absolutely. One of the things I like about Aspen is that you get to meet with other conductors—that almost never happens during the regular season. If I’m visiting in Detroit, it’s because Leonard is somewhere else. But in Aspen, there might be four or five of us around in the summer. I get to see Bob Spano, I get to see whoever’s doing the opera, and so on. It’s just tremendous.

Q: I confess that I missed the last time you conducted at one of the Neighborhood Concerts. But the next time you’re here, I will definitely be in attendance and say hello after the concert.
A: It will be nice to see you after all these years. And be sure to ask your wife about the Stones! [laughs]
A. SCARLATTI La Gloria di Primavera ( Nicholas McGegan, cond; Diana Moore (mez); Suzana Ograjenšek (sop); Clint van der Linde (ct); Nicholas Phan (ten); Douglas Williams (bbar); Philharmonia Baroque O & Ch (period instruments) ( PHILHARMONIA BAROQUE 09 (2 CDs: 138:36 ()

In reviewing this latest release from San Francisco’s Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra and Nicholas McGegan, it’s hard not to regard the group and its ebullient director as a sort of pinnacle, a sine qua non of the North American early music scene. Along with two or three other orchestras—Toronto’s Tafelmusik, Boston Baroque and possibly Apollo’s Fire in Cleveland—Philharmonia Baroque has reached a level of achievement that would have been unimaginable when the group was founded 35 years ago. Its roster, thankfully printed in full in the booklet along with the instruments used, reads like a veritable Who’s Who of the American period-instrument scene. Distinguished conductor and scholar Nicholas McGegan is the moving force and palpable presence behind this production, as he has been from the very beginning when the orchestra released its first CD on the Harmonia Label in 1985, a performance of Handel’s Apollo e Dafne. If you have followed this group, as I have, through its remarkable trajectory—and provided you have no ingrained prejudice against period instruments—you will be suitably impressed by the superlative, committed musicianship evidenced on this 2-CD set.

Scarlatti wrote his serenata to commemorate the birth of Archduke Leopold Johann, the son of Holy Roman Emperor Charles VI and his wife Elisabeth Christine, who is perhaps best remembered as the mother of Empress Maria Theresa. Alas, little Leopold Johann died only months after the premier. But the music lives on, a succession of recitatives, arias and ensemble pieces in two parts, each half prefaced by a sinfonia. In other words, a typical Baroque opera in everything but name. The poetry is rather forgettable; the five protagonists, Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter, and Giove (Jove) expound on the nature of war, peace, and humanity in general, and wax enthusiastic about the prospects of the young prince. In typical 18th-century Italian fashion, there is much use of naturalistic imagery: rushing rivers, flowery banks, the sweetly-singing nightingale, and so on. I found echoes of Vivaldi’s Le quattro stagione in the music, although of course there is no direct connection between the two works; it simply points out the existence of the musical “well” from which Vivaldi and Scarlatti, along with many others, drew their inspiration.

The five singers are uniformly excellent, but I was most impressed by Slovenian soprano Suzana Ograjenšek; her sunny, crystal-clear voice is the perfect embodiment of summer. The orchestra plays magnificently in the two sinfonie and in the accompaniments to the arias. The first sinfonia, in particular, is arresting in its use of the winds, especially the trumpets—you might be fooled into thinking that this is a piece by Handel. (But interestingly, there are no horns in Scarlatti’s score). Several of the arias feature oboe obbligato, ably played by America’s dean of the Baroque oboe, Marc Schachman. The sound from the continuo section is full-bodied and features a prominent lute—essential, in my view, for any performance of 18th century opera.

High production values—full texts and translation, and superlative sound—complete the picture. A feather in the cap of all concerned, and a fitting tribute to the orchestra and conductor McGegan in this anniversary year. Highest recommendation. Christopher Brodersen
