Vespers, the evening prayer service, has at its heart the reading or singing of Psalms. The tradition crosses denominational lines and national boundaries, but 17th- and 18th-century Italian composers raised the art of musical Psalm settings to a new level. The dual thread of psalmody and Italianate musical style runs through all the works on tonight’s program. Scarlatti, Bach, and Handel each came to the Italian musical tradition by different routes, and their professional experiences and liturgical backgrounds led them down different paths. 

F. Scarlatti. Miserere

Francesco Scarlatti (1666–ca. 1741) was born into a musical Sicilian family. Francesco’s fortunes never seemed to match his talent, which must have been particularly frustrating given that his older brother Alessandro and nephew Domenico were counted among Italy’s most important musicians. Perhaps to escape the shadow of his famous relatives, Francesco traveled to London in 1719, but his luck there was no better. In the 1720s he moved on to Dublin, where he remained in debt and obscurity until his death. 
One of only four surviving vocal works by Francesco Scarlatti, Miserere mei, Deus (Psalm 51) dates from 1717. Scarlatti’s music displays his expressive melodic gift, colorful harmonies, and contrapuntal skill. His experience as an opera composer is evident in this dramatic yet restrained plea for mercy. The work is scored for 5 voices, strings, and continuo. 
J.S. Bach. Singet dem Herrn ein neues Lied, BWV 225

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) never set foot outside his native Germany. He spent the last three decades of his life as music director at Leipzig’s St. Thomas Church, just 90 miles from his birthplace in Eisenach. Bach made up for his lack of travel by studying an astonishing amount of music from across Europe, including works by Gabrieli, Frescobaldi, Corelli, and Vivaldi, He incorporated Italian techniques into his uniquely personal musical language, which remained solidly Germanic and Lutheran despite strong international influences.

Bach wrote his motet Singet dem Herrn in the Italian concerto form with alternating fast-flow-fast movements. The work, for two SATB choruses with instrumental support, looks back to 17th-century Venetian tradition of music for multiple choruses and requires an instrumental virtuosity from the singers. The first movement is based on Psalm 149, verses 1-3. One choir repeatedly urges the other choir to sing, and they are answered with joyful, elaborate outbursts. Both choirs then launch into a dazzling fugue. In the gentle second movement, one choir sings a verse from the Lutheran hymn “Nun lob, mein Seel, den Herren” while the other choir elaborates on the chorale’s sentiment. The third movement, from Psalm 150, verses 2 and 6, also begins as a dialogue between the choirs, but the singers at last join together as a single SATB group for the closing fugue, “Let everything that hath breath praise the Lord!”

G.F. Handel. Dixit Dominus, HWV 232

George Frideric Handel (1685–1759) was a most cosmopolitan individual. The young German quickly established himself as an accomplished harpsichordist and composer even though his father had forbade him to study music. In 1706, Handel traveled to Italy, absorbing first-hand the influences of Corelli’s concerto grosso style and the drama of Italian opera. By the time Handel returned to Germany in 1710, he was on his way to being an international superstar. In 1712 he went to England to make his fame and fortune as a composer and producer of Italian opera. Handel lived in London for nearly 50 years, a German writing music in the Italian style who was known as England’s most famous composer.
Handel was just 22 years old in 1707 when he wrote Dixit Dominus during his sojourn in Italy. Psalm 110, a text of kingly sovereignty and Messianic prophecy, was commonly part of the Roman Catholic office of Vespers and a logical choice for Handel to show off his talents. This is a young man’s music, energetic, brilliant, harmonically daring, and technically assured. The work is scored for soloists, 5-part chorus, strings and continuo. 

There are eight movements, one for each of the Psalm’s seven verses, plus a concluding “Gloria Patri.” The alternation of solo and choral vocal sections with instrumental passages in the opening movement shows Handel’s adaptation of concerto grosso technique. Handel was also skilled at picturesque text setting. The fourth movement begins with startling dissonances that make the declamation of “Juravit Dominus” (The Lord hath sworn…) urgently expressive. During the sixth movement, the chorus percussively strikes the word “conquasabit” over and over, mimicking the blows that “shall wound the heads over many countries.” In movement seven, the two solo sopranos sing melodies that intertwine like waters of a flowing brook while the chorus men chant beneath. In the final “Gloria Patri” instruments and singers alike navigate rapid violinistic passagework and repeated octave jumps to bring the work to a dizzying close.

