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1
            Prelude

         

         ‘Hang on, you’re heading home at nine this morning?’ The taxi driver had barely drawn breath in the twenty minutes since we’d left BBC Broadcasting House and, stopping at the lights, it was as if he had suddenly realised the time. It’s the lot of a Radio 3 Breakfast presenter, I tell him. Quick as a flash, he replies: ‘Radio 3 – the classical one?’ I nod. ‘Oh, I know classical music,’ he says, and bursts into the opening of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons before adding: ‘Proper classics, those are.’

         The lights change. Pedal to the metal, and I’m pinned to the back of the seat. Not bad for 300 years old either, I muse out loud as we skid to a halt again. ‘No – 300? Well, they’ve done all right.’ I ask him if classical music is his bag. ‘Don’t know really, but I like The Four Seasons – Vivaldi, and Frankie Valli.’

         Antonio Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons has long been a gateway into classical music. There’s a power in the work’s attention-grabbing melodies, toe-tapping motor-rhythms and rich harmonies that gets into the bones. My daughter had an interactive story book when she was little, a journey through the seasons that we’d read every day. She’d haul the heavy hard-backed book onto the sofa so we could curl up and trace our fingers around the 2beautiful illustrations, tracking the changing scenes through spring flowers, summer sun, autumn leaves and winter snow. There were buttons to press and snippets of Vivaldi’s music would strike up, prompting her to leap to her feet and dance. She’d march, lips pouting and arms swinging, then twirl with reckless abandon around the living room. At what point do we stop doing this? When does our dancing to classical music become confined to the privacy of a kitchen or a shower, if anywhere at all? This music was always supposed to make us move.

         While dancing may not be on the cards, crowds continue to step out for The Four Seasons – especially when candlelit performances are promised. But for all their richly deserved popularity, the worldwide fame of these four violin concertos has made them victims of their own success. They’re the stuff of on-hold music, the strains to which you roll your eyes, before inevitably humming along as you wait for a GP receptionist, airline company or bank. They are tasked with powers of jollity in any number of patience-sapping scenarios.

         If you’re new to classical music, Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons is a perfect way in. It’s music that has drama, tension, great tunes and an impressive soloist – exactly what you might imagine classical music ought to deliver.

         If you’re not new to classical music, The Four Seasons remains a set of four concertos that you think you know, or you might even consider you’ve heard one too many times. However, I’d wager that if you sit down and give 3the work a close listen, you’ll realise you don’t actually know these four concertos as well as you thought you did. It turns out that there’s far more to this work than first meets the ear – stories to be told and secrets to be unlocked, which help explain how it has stood the test of time.

         Back to my cabbie, and there’s been minimal progress getting home. London’s rush hour spills on into the morning and as we inch along the Holloway Road, he’s moved on to another bit of The Four Seasons. The singing has also evolved into whistling and, having been up since 4 a.m., I’m not wild about this development. He swings an impromptu right turn and we take off down a rat-run littered with excruciatingly bouncy speed bumps. Our conversation about classical music wanders freely, in the way that new companions jabber on about half-baked ideas and personal experience. Then it strikes me how, in certain situations, a companion is all you need to give you the confidence to explore.

         In the depths of the pandemic, a listener wrote to me: ‘I’ve not left the house for days, but I’ve had you on the radio, so I’ve not really been on my own.’ Radio presenters across the country were overwhelmed with messages like that; the radio was the companionable, friendly voice in dark and lonely days. Ironically, the process of making radio can be pretty solitary. Preparation and production may be a team sport, but when you’re presenting live, everyone else is on the other side of a soundproofed glass 4window. Yes, you can wave at them, and discuss and adapt the show while the music plays out, but when your mic is live, you’re on your own. To counter this, I often imagine an eclectic bunch of friends in my car, or around my kitchen table – that way I can tell each of them different things about the music that might interest them.

         Arriving home, I flop onto the sofa, open my notebook and scribble down: The Four Seasons, a Companion. My taxi driver had well and truly proven that The Four Seasons is still a way into classical music, and that there are plenty of people who just need a geeky friend like me to lead them past the on-hold music to Vivaldi’s world beyond. That’s where we find that these seasonal violin concertos have the power to ground us in our own experience of marking, observing and celebrating the rolling year.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Introduction

         

         Nestled between the likes of Beethoven’s ‘Ode to Joy’ and Puccini’s ‘Nessun dorma’, Vivaldi’s Le quattro stagioni (The Four Seasons) is consistently found in the top-ten charts of popular classical music. Countless concert programmes, more than one hundred film soundtracks and any number of TV and radio adverts have ingrained these concertos into the classical music of our cultural consciousness. But what do we truly know about this iconic music? The short and rather surprising answer is: not a lot.

         Vivaldi’s original manuscript is lost, and with it all the information we’d usually garner to work out the origins of the composition and its first performances. It’s one of the many black holes in the history of music. A fair amount of detail about Vivaldi’s life is lost, too. That’s less surprising, perhaps: few musicians of the age kept a diary and employment records were famously patchy, but in this case it’s led to some pretty wild theories. For example, we know that he was a priest; however, there has been speculation from some quarters that he could have also been a spy. While this is highly unlikely, he was certainly an extraordinary man with an extraordinary musical mind, and one of the most important composers of his age. 6

         The Four Seasons has survived and thrived because it was published as part of a collection of twelve violin concertos by Vivaldi in Amsterdam in 1725. This is not where its story begins, but it’s the first point of certainty in its origin. It confirms that Vivaldi himself ascribed the individual titles La primavera, L’estate, L’autunno and L’inverno (Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter), and included corresponding sonnets, likely of his own creation. He very deliberately and comprehensively tapped into the ultimate shared human experience: the seasons of the year.

         Across art, literature, architecture and fashion the idea of the turning – and returning – four seasons is universal. They offer a neat and tidy view of the year, a concept as popular in naming hotels and restaurants as it is in inspiring artistic tableaux – although perhaps their most famous representation is in the pizza. The four distinct toppings of a Quattro stagioni resonate with Vivaldi’s compact concertos in that there’s little time to be bored by a single flavour. Perhaps it’s the rapid pace at which Vivaldi’s musical ideas form and evolve that makes them, like the pizzas, so instantly appealing and artistically nutritious.

         There are plenty of fresh, dramatic concertos from eighteenth-century Italy, but very few have such memorable subject matter. Seasons, when they are not explicitly linked to months, allow for a universality of understanding, and their simple titles transcend any language barrier. You certainly don’t need to be aware 7that Vivaldi put poetry alongside The Four Seasons to appreciate these concertos – in fact, many people who’ve known the work for years remain blissfully unaware of the sonnets. In their wordless form, the concertos are untethered to time and place and remain relevant in every age.

         Time marches, but the years roll – season to season. It’s a neat analogy for someone like me, who currently uses a wheelchair. The roll is constant and waits for no one, whether progressing smoothly and predictably, or cartwheeling chaotically. But without that constant circularity of the turning year, we wouldn’t experience the yearning for the return of a particular season. Knowingly or not, we ache for the seasons to turn, longing for the cyclic moments that bring happiness and contentment, whether lighter evenings or festival celebrations. It’s not just the big stuff either, but the little wins of life: stretching our toes wide in sandals or reaching for a winter coat only to rediscover lost gloves and a favourite lip balm.

         Our seasonal experiences are bound up in memory. For me, spring sparks renewed outrage at the injustice of being allergic to pollen yet adoring the smell of freshly cut grass. Thoughts of summer drift to my honeymoon: a route plotted across Tuscan towns according to gelaterias as much as the sights, and long evenings dreaming up plans while swallows soared the pink skies. In my mind’s eye, autumn is the sight of my toddler jumping for joy in the golden leaves that carpet Ontario’s woodlands, 8her discovery of long shadows and her wide-eyed reaction to her first taste of warm apple cider (the Canadian, non-alcoholic variety). And finally, winter evokes the visceral memory of riding hairy ponies across Yorkshire moors in the bitter cold, teenage hands blue on the reins as we raced the fading light to get home. I know that you will have your own equivalent memories inexorably attached to each season.

         Is Vivaldi’s Four Seasons a musical postcard of memories from eighteenth-century northern Italy? The vibrant port of Venice and the more rural setting of Mantua perhaps go some way to explaining these four concertos’ alchemy of lyricism, scenery and poetry. Are they a keepsake of events from the composer’s own life, a musical equivalent of his photobook of annual events? Vivaldi’s seasons are certainly a clear-cut, equal quartering of the year, characterised by distinctive key colours, and textures. While never sugar-coating the brutality of each season, they remain the epitome of the year’s dependable pattern. If that’s the reassurance we seek – consciously or not – in our fragile, fractious lives, then they continue to deliver in spades, and it only adds to their popularity. Yet increasingly, those neatly compartmentalised seasons are not our shared twenty-first-century experience. Thanks to air conditioning, central heating, ease of travel and the availability of food from around the world, we can live our lives in spite of the seasons. Add into this mix the 9widespread and devastating impact of climate change, which is wreaking havoc with seasonal weather, and no wonder our body clocks are out of whack.

         A poster takes pride of place in our kitchen, ‘A Seasonal Guide to British Fruit and Vegetables’, and we vaguely attempt to live by it. My husband is militant about asparagus. It’s been singled out for special attention, and we eat it by the lorryload, but only from mid-April until the end of June. It’s off the menu when it’s flown in from Peru. I approve of that, though I miss it the rest of the year and am loath to highlight the short season of aubergines … The calendar is aspirational, and as tidy as Vivaldi’s four quarterings, but in reality we know the year is messy. Harvest times vary with unseasonable weather, and at best the seasons blur at the edges rather than cadencing at the end of a concerto. Their durations and characteristics are now changing so fast that there may well come a time when Vivaldi’s seasons carry keener nostalgia for their defining qualities and segmented vision of the year.

         Change may feel inevitable, far from our control, but the rhythm of the seasons can still serve to counter the accelerating pace of life if we’re prepared to embrace it. Take the recent trends in field-to-fork cookery: the move to living according to the bounty of seasonal produce is a way to help us treasure the resonances and qualities of the year. There’s a healthiness and power to be found in observing seasonal change, which can in turn generate a 10grounding effect in our lives, particularly when we spend so much of them online. Can music play a part in this?

         There’s rarely any mysticism in the way you listen to classical music: you might put it on as you cook, clean or work, and if I say that’s listening ‘passively’, it’s not to suggest you’re not listening properly; rather, that we frequently appreciate music while doing something else. To stop and listen more consciously demands your time – yet it offers rewards in abundance: experiences that catch you staring into the middle distance, or staying put in your car in order to hear to the end of a piece. Your day is altered because of it; you stopped, and it stays with you. Think of this as active listening, something you commit to as if you’d decided to attend a live performance.

         Why don’t you try it now, for fifteen minutes or so? Perhaps with Winter from The Four Seasons. No one is watching you; no one is judging you. It’s an experience in which you choose who you want to be; in my musical mind palace I often walk around, something I certainly can’t do in reality. Closing your eyes might help, or sipping a drink, or doodling on the back of an envelope to stop your mind wandering to work, a to-do list or any area of potential stress. There are no rules, no correct or incorrect reactions. You don’t need to know the names of the musicians playing, where they’re from, how old they are, how good their techniques are. Instead, you might marvel at textures in the music, as if they emerge like fabrics. Your ear might be drawn to the top-line tune, or 11to the bass or the inner parts, perceiving the layers of music as if Vivaldi was coating a canvas with paint.

         Stopping for just fifteen minutes is enough to make a world of difference to your day – and longer term, too, if it becomes a habit. You probably took deeper breaths while listening, your mind whisked away from the moment – not necessarily completely calmed, but distracted, distanced from day-to-day stresses. The fact is, for that short time you were part of a creative process. Vivaldi’s musical designs always involved you – he wasn’t writing for himself; he intended you to be caught up in the world he created and to feel you belonged there. You could say that listening in this way is escapism, but perhaps it’s better described as a grounding.

         A way to expand this listening experiment is to listen to each of The Four Seasons in its specific season. If you do, you’ll hear more immediate resonances with the natural world around you; there is purpose and meaning to be found in listening to music according to the season it was intended for. Many years ago, when I was lecturing at the Royal Academy of Music, I gave my class of students the task of listening to Johann Sebastian Bach’s Christmas Oratorio over the Christmas holiday. Pretty heavenly homework, by all accounts, but there was a catch. I didn’t want them to just bung it on when they were getting glammed up for a Christmas party, or while they were distractedly checking for updates on social media. I especially didn’t want them to listen to it all in 12one go the day before term started again. You see, contrary to the suggestion made by its title, the Christmas Oratorio is not one work, but six cantatas written for church services over six feast days of the festive period. The dates and themes are as follows:

         
            25 December (Christmas Day) – the birth of Jesus

            26 December – the announcement to the shepherds

            27 December – the adoration of the shepherds

            1 January (New Year’s Day) – the circumcision and naming of Jesus

            The first Sunday in the New Year – the journey of the Magi

            6 January (Epiphany) – the adoration of the Magi

         

         The longest cantata is about twenty-seven minutes and the shortest is around twenty-two minutes, so I asked my students to set aside a maximum of half an hour on each day to do their listening. I sent them an email on each specific date, with a link to a recording – all they were required to do was check their emails, click on through and listen. It was up to them how they wanted to listen – on their own or not, with a score or not, with a translation of the words if they wanted. They could make notes if they felt the urge to, but I didn’t need to see them; I just wanted to talk about their experiences in the first class of the new term. The point was that they made time for a cantata on each of the set days. Here is some of the feedback they gave: 13

         
            I liked that we were all listening to the same things each day even though we were in different places across the world.

            It’s a cool way to listen to a really long piece.

            It feels like I’ve had a Bach-style Christmas experience.

            The music stayed with me through the day.

            I missed listening on the quiet days between the feast days.

         

         These comments summarised, to my mind, the essence of seasonal listening. The Christmas Oratorio experiment captured the sounds of a very particular time and place, and in the hyper-individualised modern day made a musical experience feel more communal, more connected. Each year I listen to it in this way; it makes me part of a continuum of people experiencing the passing year and expressing it in music.

         That is the impetus for this book: a companion for exploring one of the most famous pieces of music in the world and with it, entry into a world of seasonal listening. Read it any way you wish, cover to cover or dipping into a season; perhaps enjoy listening to each seasonal concerto before or as you read about it.

         Until the fall of the Republic of Venice in May 1797, the city eschewed our familiar Gregorian calendar, and followed the ancient Roman custom of beginning the year on 1 March. I’m therefore mirroring Vivaldi’s musical year in the structure of this book, with a life 14cycle of the seasons starting, as he did, in spring. Spending a year with these four concertos offers us the chance to unlock their secrets, and the potential to answer the questions of where, when, why and for whom they were written. I’ve divided each season into three chapters, corresponding with the three movements of each concerto and their accompanying sonnets, which are newly translated here by poet Kate Wakeling. Through each chapter, possibilities open up for us to hear afresh the sounds Vivaldi heard, imagine the air he breathed, taste the harvest and glimpse the effects of severe meteorological events on his landscapes. Even though this music has such a strong narrative, it prompts wildly subjective interpretations and so, in addition to the views of myriad musicians, I seek out the perspectives of cooks, ornithologists, architects, art historians, wine experts and medics in order to gain a broader understanding of Vivaldi’s world. When time and action slow in the middle movements, there’s an opportunity to glimpse Vivaldi as he progresses through the seasons of his own life, and between each concerto we see the development of the Four Seasons themselves. Using the analogy of nature, we can track the concertos’ life cycle – from seeds of ideas and innovations to their long legacy far beyond Vivaldi’s Italy. We find their roots and shoots in early eighteenth-century performances and witness them branching out through publication in 1725 before gathering the fruits and flowers of recordings and 15sowing new seeds through the many re-imagined, re-composed versions of the concertos over the last century.

         My aim is not to demystify The Four Seasons – the work’s aura is far too strong for that; rather, this is an invitation to give time to these concertos, to be surprised by them – however well you think you might know them – and see where they might take you. Whether we engage with seasonal music on the go or with new-found focus and curiosity, listening habits can ground us in the year, providing a sense of stability and change, and a reminder that messages of hope and comfort are always there if we stop to look for them.
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            The Inspiration of The Four Seasons

         

         Antonio Vivaldi’s name may be synonymous with The Four Seasons, but he was far from the first Baroque composer to be inspired by the subject of the rolling year; seeds of the seasons can be found scattered all over Europe.

         In the mid-seventeenth century, Christopher Simpson (c.1605–69), a distinguished viol player, composer and one of the most important English writers on music of his age, composed The Seasons, a set of four suites for viol consort (forerunners of today’s string instruments). Each begins with a Fantasia, or Fancy, and is followed up by two elaborate, embellished dance movements: an Ayre, or Almain, and a Galliard. Simpson leaves no further instructions, nor descriptions of the seasons, but your mind’s eye might take you to his family seat up on the North York Moors to conjure migratory birds soaring the big skies, shadows playing on Yorkshire stone, and the vast landscape of heather and gorse either baked by the summer sun or frozen solid in midwinter.

         If you stay on these shores, but head to the end of the seventeenth century, you’ll find Henry Purcell (1659–95) inspired by the seasons in his semi-opera The Fairy Queen, dubbed the most lavish and expensive show of the decade. 17In Act IV, Oberon announces the end of winter, wakes Titania and commands a ‘Masque of the Seasons’ to celebrate their reconciliation. A springtime soprano bids ‘all your sweets before him lay / Then round his altar, sing and play’, while a high tenor keeps the mood buoyant for summer with flowers for all who are ‘smiling, wanton, fresh and fair’. The voice parts get lower with each season, and the tempo slows too; and so by autumn, a melancholy baritone offers ‘many-colour’d fields and loaded trees’, and winter’s bass sings of a season that’s ‘pale, meagre, and old / First trembling with age, / And then quiv’ring with cold.’ As the music is numbed by frosts and snow, the bass singer prays to Phoebus to restore the seasons and roll them back round to sprightly spring. It’s a vision of the seasons associated with music, and not only the weather, but also age and activity.

         Over in France, Henry Purcell’s near contemporaries, the composers Jean-Baptiste Lully (1632–87) and Pascal Collasse (1649–1709), hit upon the idea of the four seasons for their Ballet des saisons. A spectacle for the grounds of the Château de Fontainebleau, it was an event that held up a mirror to current power play at court. To give a taste, meet three aptly cast main characters. First, King Louis XIV in the role of ‘Spring’, setting forth his plans for France – to renew hope and vigour among his subjects. This seems proper and predictable; however, opposite him is ‘Diana, Goddess of Light and Queen of the Open Sky’, played not by his pregnant queen but by 18the wife of the king’s brother Philippe. ‘Madame, la duchesse d’Orléans’, known not by her given name of Henrietta, but simply as ‘Madame’, was rumoured to be having an affair with Louis at the time – and as the pair often met outdoors, ‘Queen of the Open Sky’ was particularly fitting. Lest he should forget his situation, Philippe was very deliberately cast as a lowly grape harvester in melancholy autumn. Symbols and allegories lived long in the memory when it came to courtly entertainment, and the Ballet des saisons was an ideal vehicle for sending messages to spectators.

         When Collasse added extra music to the ballet in 1695, he introduced four pairs of lovers, each to be tested by the quarters of the year. The flighty young Zephyr and Flora appeal to the pleasures in ‘Spring’; the doubting Pomona and her changeable love Vertumnus eventually unite in ‘Summer’; a wine-fuelled Bacchus and Ariadne extol marriage in ‘Autumn’; and ‘Winter’ tells the icy tale of Boreas and Orithyia overcoming all jealousy. In the conclusion, Apollo appears and congratulates the seasons on banishing discord, inviting everyone to enjoy games and pleasures.

         If you sensed a little seasonal competition there, it’s made explicit in the popular Baroque opera Pomona. Its most famous setting was made in 1702 by the leading German opera composer Reinhard Keiser, and the plot sees seasonal deities take part in a superiority contest. Among a cast of gods and goddesses familiar from 19Collasse’s ballet, Pomona – goddess of fruit-bearing trees and gardens and this time assigned to autumn – spells out the idea of the seasons as life’s stations, but spats break out on stage as the gods insist on the relative merits of each. Finally, the ruler of the gods, Jupiter, arrives to resolve matters and for inspiration looks to the patron of the production: the King of Denmark. Equating King Frederick IV and Queen Louise with the divine autumnal pair Pomona and Vertumnus, Jupiter decides in favour of marriage, and so Pomona receives the crown of victory – and the title of the opera.

         This sample of Baroque operas and suites paints a picture of the four seasons as a familiar trope for seventeenth- and eighteenth-century audiences. The associations with particular deities, stages of human life and visions of the weather and landscape were deep-rooted, represented in illuminations, tapestries, paintings and poetry.

         Enter Antonio Vivaldi and some new ideas. His first innovation in The Four Seasons is in the detailed narrative of the music – his decision both to publish accompanying sonnets and to label the music to show exactly what is being depicted and where. As a result, he is often credited with writing the first ‘programme music’, not that he knew or used the phrase himself. It was the piano virtuoso and composer Franz Liszt, who articulated the concept a century later, describing ‘a programme’ as ‘a preface added to a piece of instrumental music, by means 20of which the composer intends to guard the listener against a wrong poetical interpretation, and to direct his attention to the poetical idea of the whole or to a particular part of it.’1 Liszt admitted that composers had been doing this for years, whenever a descriptive title was added to a piece of instrumental music. It had been commonplace in keyboard pieces: for example, William Byrd’s fifteen-movement suite The Battell, which he completed in 1591 and to which he added subtitles including ‘The Marche to the Fight’, ‘The Retraite’ (The Retreat) and ‘The Burying of the Dead’. In The Four Seasons Vivaldi not only adds titles and introduces sonnets, but also, in contrast to his predecessors, describes extra effects directly in the performers’ printed parts. He fully intended to make the seasonal scenes explicit in the music, giving the musicians the poetic directions that previously would have been the preserve of singers in the texts of songs.

         The second of Vivaldi’s major innovations in The Four Seasons was the decision to express a seasonal narrative through violin concertos. A virtuosic piece for soloist and band of string players may seem a natural choice for a talented violinist like Vivaldi, and the concerto as a genre was currently very much in fashion. However, it was a fixed form principally defined by solo sections and a ritornello. Literally the ‘little return’, the ritornello was an instrumental chorus that the ensemble players would come back to after each virtuosic display from the 21violin soloist. The form quickly became standard, but Vivaldi proved that it could be far more flexible. A concerto could follow the narrative through delaying or altering the ritornello, and in doing so toy with audience expectations. In The Four Seasons, this plays into the gradual revelation of the shifting fortunes of various characters throughout the year.

         Vivaldi didn’t stop there, either. Rather than portraying the allegorical visions of the year, as favoured by previous composers, he introduced the modern concerns of the eighteenth century. You can still find plenty of mythological elements – his north Italian musicians would have known the names of the winds, or spotted the Arcadian themes – but it’s the psychological responses to nature that define his account of the rolling year. For Vivaldi, the priority is not to portray a bucolic idyll but to engage emotionally with the fears and joys prompted by the realities of each season. This had been done before in isolated operatic storm scenes, or depictions in songs of individual seasons, but to reassemble the complete year in this way points to a new philosophy and way of portraying the world in music.

         You can see this immediately in an overview of Vivaldi’s choice of musical keys for each concerto, a decision keenly relevant in an age that placed increasing emphasis on the power of different keys to draw specific emotional responses. Spring begins in E major, not a key Vivaldi often used, but one that the eighteenth-century French 22composer Jean-Philippe Rameau maintained carried associations with tenderness, grandeur and magnificence – a natural choice for the feelings of new life in spring. Summer is in G minor, a key that for early eighteenth-century composers signified anxiety or threat. It’s the key Vivaldi uses for many of the fast movements in his concertos depicting storms – his musical palette for violence in nature, and human discomfort. Autumn breaks out in the key of F major, the natural key of hunting horns and, in the ears of German theorist Johann Mattheson, a key of generosity, which makes it ideal for the harvest. Finally, Winter slips into F minor, which Mattheson notes is ‘mild and relaxed, yet at the same time profound and heavy with despair and fatal anxiety’, a contradiction perhaps, but so is winter weather.2

         These keys, from the four sharps of Spring to the four flats of Winter, describe the musical plan of The Four Seasons on the broadest scale – the overall characteristics rather than nuances of movements or specific episodes within them – but they show that Vivaldi chose keys with deep-rooted musical and emotional associations. He opted for major keys for temperate spring and autumn, in which nature is idealised and benign, and minor keys for the extreme temperatures of summer and winter, in which it is rampantly malign and where the focus is on suffering. Taking the long view of the year, this brings balance; a very eighteenth-century way of viewing life, whether in the body, the weather, the world or the universe.

         
            Notes

            1 Roger Scruton, ‘Programme music’, Grove Music Online (published 2001) <https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.22394>, accessed 13 August 2024.

            2 The key relationships are discussed at length in Joshua L. Dissmore, ‘Baroque Music and the Doctrine of Affections: Putting the Affections into Effect’, Cedarville University Research and Scholarship Symposium, No. 18 (2017) <http://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/research_scholarship_symposium/2017/podium_presentations/18>, accessed 16 September 2024. See also Paul Everett, Vivaldi: The Four Seasons and Other Concertos, Op. 8 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 45. Johann Mattheson’s words are captured in Hans Lenneberg and Johann Mattheson, ‘Johann Mattheson on Affect and Rhetoric in Music’, Journal of Music Theory Vol. 2, No. 2 (1958), p. 236.
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            PART ONE

            Spring
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            I: Allegro

         

         
            
               Spring has come again.

            

            
               Hear how the birds sing glad greetings,

               how the streams chuckle and murmur

               at the warm touch of the breeze.

            

            
               The sky is cloaked in darkness

               (spring will bring her storms)

               but soon the bellow of thunder passes.

               Peace breathes across the blue

               and the birds begin once more

               their clear, bright song.1

            

         

         A warm spring breeze flutters through Venice in March. As it wends its way from the leafy boulevards on the eastern island of Sant’Elena to the waterfront promenades of Zattere and the secret palace courtyards in Santa Croce, the city springs alive. Coffee machines hiss to the clatter of crockery, as tourists return to the cafes around St Mark’s Square and the already humid city emerges from the cold grip of winter. Just round the corner from where crowds throng the Basilica, the light plays across the trellises of a tiny secluded garden behind the Pietà Church and falls on a terracotta bust of Antonio 26Vivaldi. This is a place where he once sat, and if you stop for a moment, look up to the rooflines of the oldest buildings – and maybe squint a little – the centuries fall away. This is Vivaldi’s Venice.

         His depiction of the season of hope and renewal bursts into our ears with the brightest, most optimistic music of the age and rightly so: spring is the season of sound. Of the five senses, hearing is the one that eighteenth-century audiences would associate specifically with this time of the year. The soundscape of Spring is an eternally uplifting combination of courtly dance and birdsong. When we dance, endorphins are released, and when birds sing, there’s promise of life – it’s a marriage of fresh starts, which features in pretty much every culture. As the music of this brisk, lively opening Allegro unfurls, Vivaldi creates a vision of nature in perfect harmony.

         Spring also signifies the first stage in a creative process, in the genesis of a work of art. Violinist Adrian Chandler points out that this concerto is extremely unusual in that Vivaldi chooses not to repeat the opening musical idea. The first six bars are only heard once, and it is the second melody that Vivaldi treats as the ritornello. Perhaps in this way these opening bars instil in us the reality that you can only have a true beginning once. As art often mirrors life, we may find inspiration for this first concerto of The Four Seasons in the activities back in the springtime of Vivaldi’s own life: his performances, teaching and early operatic ventures. Late seventeenth-century 27Venice was not, however, an idyllic setting of dancing and birdsong; rather, it was the gloaming of a golden age. The city’s financial fortunes were in decline, and it no longer enjoyed its former status as a world economic or political powerhouse. This dynamic trading post had lost its monopoly on links to modern-day China as other European states expanded their colonies; the Ottoman Empire had taken its lands in the eastern Mediterranean; and, come the new century, old alliances with countries like Austria would collapse in Venice’s ongoing wars against the Turks. In short, the merchants and shipping tycoons who had ruled the city needed to diversify, turning into financiers and venture capitalists in the pursuit of transforming Venice from a trading crossroads into a cultural destination. Antonio Vivaldi entered the stage at a moment in which chances could be taken and opportunities seized, although not without risk, and with more than a whiff of financial jeopardy.

         Spring brings its own degree of jeopardy, too, as we find in this opening Allegro: dark clouds gather, and thunder threatens. ‘March comes in like a lion and goes out like a lamb’, goes the old saying, as the temperatures at the beginning of spring are still cold, and in Europe the variability of very localised weather keeps everyone on their toes. Willing temperatures to rise and watching for sudden downpours is a national obsession, not only for Venetians, or Italians, but for Europeans in general. In rural communities – the landscape of Vivaldi’s 28concertos – the threat of bad weather is at the forefront of everyone’s mind, since spring is the season of planting, and the rest of the year depends on it.

         ‘Spring is in the air’, we gleefully declare at the first opportunity, and it’s a phrase that carries both literal and symbolic truths, because the season’s ancient corresponding element is air. It’s initially represented by Vivaldi through the zephyrs, the warm breezes that promise good weather to come. But air is a volatile element. Aristotle reported its hot and wet properties, which make the air we breathe and the weather that defines the season so changeable. A heated dialogue between the cascading downpour of the band and the frenetic thunder and lightning of the soloist brings a brief early storm to proceedings. That Vivaldi throws in a storm immediately after introducing us to Spring’s birds and brook is symptomatic not only of the unpredictability of springtime weather, but also of the idea that the planting of seeds in any new phase, cycle or project will be accompanied by doubts, fears and hazards. However, there’s another old saying, ‘If it thunders on All Fools’ Day, it brings good crops of corn and hay’, so this storm heralding spring isn’t necessarily ominous. Thunderstorms occur when warm air rises rapidly to charge cumulonimbus clouds, and for the ground to be warm enough for thunderstorms at this time of year suggests an early start to a good growing season. Happily, this appears to be the case in this concerto – a storm in a 29teacup, the rumble and dramatic flash of a mere twelve bars of turbulence is just enough to ruffle the feathers and promise a year of good crops. The fact that birds have already returned by the end of the movement reminds us that hope springs eternal – and that Vivaldi is a master of birdsong.

         
            *

         

         Wherever the location, spring, the season of sound, opens our ears to the everyday joys of nature. There’s nothing out of the ordinary in the babble of a stream, or even the roar of thunder; they are part of the annual waking of the world to new life. However, birds are conspicuous throughout each of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, either by their presence or their absence, and so I seek the expert advice of a fellow presenter and keen ornithologist at BBC Radio 3, Tom McKinney, on its cast of feathered characters. In Summer, the birds are named in the score, and Tom promises to take me out to find them in situ, but here in Spring their songs are sung by a generic flock that takes centre-stage after a brief introduction. That these birds are not named specifically suggests a memory, a deeply ingrained soundscape that Vivaldi and his contemporaries would have associated with the start of the season.

         We know nothing of Vivaldi’s pursuits as a child or young man, but it’s unlikely he was an outdoorsy type. His pale skin would have quickly burnt, but more significantly, a childhood respiratory condition would certainly have limited his physical activities. The birds he and his 30contemporaries heard in spring were no doubt indicative of the Northern Italian skies in general, with distinctive calls that people didn’t have to travel to the countryside to hear, but would have recognised from outside their own windows. These were the sounds that would have cut through the babble of life, a life without today’s roar of traffic and planes to distract the ear, and remind people that a new season had begun.

         Tom and I pore over the score and agree that, based on the different figures or motifs that Vivaldi writes, there are at least three types of bird here. This creates a depth of sound, which Tom points out is a little like sitting in a hide where you can hear layers of birdsong. The soloist and first violin begin with a duet on one type of call: an accelerating repeated note that turns into a flourish. Tom instantly identifies this as the nightingale, the repeated note entirely characteristic of its call. Having wintered in West Africa, the songbird would reappear in Europe by mid-April at the latest and its call was a universal signal of spring’s arrival.

         Unintentionally, and yet aptly, Tom and I meet on the centenary of the BBC broadcasting a historic live duet from a wood in Surrey between cellist Beatrice Harrison and a nightingale – a feat of early on-location recording that resonates with Vivaldi capturing the birdsong of the eighteenth century. Nightingales are bountifully represented in music – they intrigue us with their elusive nocturnal song and spring’s symbolic link with coming 31of age, and their call has inspired composers for as long as anyone can remember. They appear in traditional songs like ‘One Morning in May’; they are the topic of madrigals by the likes of the Renaissance composers William Byrd and Thomas Weelkes or the Dutch Golden Age composer Jacob van Eyck; depictions of their song abound in pieces such as Clément Janequin’s Le Rossignol, and Baroque compositions such as Heinrich Biber’s Sonata Representativa for violin, George Frideric Handel’s aria ‘Sweet Bird’ from L’Allegro, il Penseroso ed il Moderato (The Cheerful Man, the Thoughtful Man and the Moderate Man), or his organ concerto The Cuckoo and the Nightingale. Vivaldi had all manner of precedents, to say nothing of a specific handbook resource in Athanasius Kircher’s 1650 Musurgia Universalis. A vast treaty on the workings of music, documenting everything from the mysteries of harmony to the history of instruments and the science of acoustics, it was Kircher’s most celebrated work. Among its pages is a much-referenced catalogue of musical birdsong – one that was widely referenced by the likes of Biber, Bach, and Beethoven.232

         
            
[image: ]Fig. 1: ‘De reliquarum volucrium vocibus’ (On the voices of other birds) in Athanasius Kircher’s Musurgia Universalis.

            

         

         33While the images of the birds may be far from realistic (Tom explains that many would be drawn from dead birds, which accounts for the somewhat lifeless depictions), their notated calls are fascinatingly accurate. The song of the nightingale is the most extensive, with six staves of written-out examples. Here we see a direct correlation with Vivaldi’s springtime birdsong: the repeated notes that halve in length as the call grows in intensity, the bird’s oscillating calls and the dotted rhythms. There was no need for Vivaldi to spell out the nightingale’s identity in the score; like Tom, his audiences would have immediately recognised its song.

         But what of the identity of the other birds? The second violin part brings a punctuating flourish, trills, little descending phrases and a dotted, swung rhythm that turns into a trill. Tom spends a while over this one, but decides a contender would be the blackcap: a tiny bird with a big voice, whose song includes a downward sweep and short punctuated chirrups.

         A third violin joins in to form a trio for the next call – a fast, leaping song and a series of independent trills. Skylarks would be a good fit for this, Tom reckons. They are exactly the type of bird to be perpetually on the move; and, having been silent throughout the winter, would have arrived in early spring to sing again in northern Italy.

         Vittore Carpaccio (c.1465–1525) was considered a definitive painter of Venice, and so we consult an online catalogue of his landscapes for long-standing clues to 34back up these ideas. Hunting on the Lagoon hangs in the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles and is a prime example of Carpaccio’s meticulous attention to the details of the city and its activities. Seven flat-bottomed vessels are featured across the full canvas, propelled by standing oarsmen or gondoliers. They carry hunters and fishers across a rural stretch of lagoon – a stark contrast to the usual view of Venice’s gondoliers ferrying tourists across the Grand Canal. The fishing takes place with the help of cormorants, trained to dive and bring fish to the boat; the hunters also shoot with bows and arrows in the shallow waters and drape large silver fish over the bows of the boats. There are reed fences across the water, possibly to corral the fish for their sport, and poles stuck deep into the mud to attract mussels. But could these hunters be after birds, too?

         Tom and I zoom in on the background, past the V formation of swans and a solitary crane in flight, to the unmistakable landscape of reedbeds. A scene like this strengthens the idea of the birds that herald the return of spring in Vivaldi’s concerto being early-arriving migrating warblers like nightingales, larks and other songbirds, who might make a stop, or even a nest, amid the reeds and mud flats of Venice. We travel to wildlife sanctuaries to catch sight of these birds today, but before the advent of complex road systems and urban sprawl they were far less confined to the reedbeds; these were calls Vivaldi would have heard across the city.35

         We think of Venice as a city of seafood, but fowl caught by hunters in scenes such as Carpaccio’s were a key part of the local diet. Menus or recipes may give further clues to the avian sounds of springtime, Tom suggests, and I turn to a legendary historical Italian cookbook from 1570, a huge tome by Bartolomeo Scappi called L’arte et prudenza d’un maestro cuoco (The Art and Craft of a Master Cook). Scappi was arguably the most famous chef of the Italian Renaissance, overseeing meals served to cardinals and acting as personal cook to two popes. At the height of this career, he recorded more than a thousand recipes along with numerous menus that reflected medieval customs and the food fashions of the day, and anticipated upcoming trends. His book was the accepted authority on cooking for some two hundred years, and he dedicates the second of his six chapters to fowl. The first thing to strike me from the latest translation of these recipes is the sheer variety of birds eaten, ranging from familiar ducks, chickens and geese to the types of birds that Vivaldi might have eaten inland in Mantua: pheasant, partridge, quail and grouse. There are recipes for birds as big as turkeys, cranes (crane lasagne anyone?) and peacocks (a major culinary undertaking), but significantly, it seems the Italians, like the Romans before them, had a particular fondness for small game birds. These include songbirds such as larks, thrushes, turtle doves and sparrows, along with waterfowl such as small coots and teal ducks, and many more generic small birds, which we can assume included nightingales. 36These recipes linger in detail over care in preparation, including the differences when cooking a young, old, male or female bird. Recipe No. 135 seems most relevant to Vivaldi’s Spring:3

         
            To spit-roast sparrows, robins, and other small birds, and to do them up.

            In the spring when sparrows, robins and other small birds are young, when they are plucked dry immediately after being killed, and without being drawn, they can be roasted on a spit with slices of pork fat between them. In winter though, old birds can be cooked in a larded broth.

         

         Scappi suggests the broth should be made with slices of prosciutto and pork jowl, common spices, prunes and dry visciola cherries, sage tips, must syrup or sugar, and common or muscatel raisins. Admittedly, there is a propensity throughout history for chucking sugar and juices at dishes in order to either preserve or disguise the taste, but the flavour here is much more linked with seasonality. When a bird was in season it would be plucked immediately without fear of the meat being bitter, so the taste of the meat did not need masking with as many fruits. These were lives lived much more by the turning of the year than ours today, and when a bird or any other produce came into season, people clearly adopted a beak-to-claw attitude to reducing waste, with recipes giving ideas as to what to do with gizzards, livers and so on. As a result, 37delicacies sprang up, such as the bird tongues beloved of the Venetians, the best of which were imported from Cyprus, and which were preserved in fennel flower and then added to fricassees and pottages, parboiled and fried in rendered fat, or, if fresh, cooked on the coals with a little salt. Some of the recipes are not for the faint-hearted, but they show the diversity of diet and bring another aspect to the festive nature of spring – returning songs signal that new dishes will be on the menu. The modern Italian dessert polenta e osei, a sponge cake made with hazelnut cream, coated with marzipan and topped with apricot jam and chocolate birds, has memorialised one old savoury recipe that featured polenta topped with quails – or whatever other birds were available.

         Back to Vivaldi’s first movement of Spring: when the birds return after the storm, we only hear one, the repeated call of the nightingale. I’m not suggesting that all the others have been eaten, but it’s not out of the question. On the repeat, the nightingale is the only bird required to reinforce the idea of spring, and it signals good weather is on the way. Tom confirms that small songbirds can die of hypothermia if they get rain-soaked, so they hunker down until bad weather passes, and the male birds sing when the rain stops. Shy nightingales keep a low profile at the best of times, so Vivaldi is unlikely to have seen them – and perhaps that’s the reason for them being unnamed in Spring. But he undoubtedly heard them; their song was truly a common touchstone 38sound of the season in his time. It’s one we should now treasure, as their numbers are falling dramatically – a drop of 90 per cent in the last fifty years is thought to be the result of climate change affecting habitats in Africa, and evolving farming practices across Europe leaving their favourite fallow ground hard to find.

         Not long after Vivaldi wrote The Four Seasons, he travelled to Rome, where he wrote a number of sacred motets. Among them is Canta in prato, ride in monte (Sing in the meadow, smile in the mountain), an alternately joyful and doleful number for soprano that is infused with the same sort of birdsong as we hear in the first movement of Spring. The first aria of the motet evokes the nightingale – styled in classical fashion as Philomela – who from the opening bars repeats the characteristic call of the songbird that we hear in Spring. Vivaldi would develop birdsong of all kinds in various concertos, sometimes making the birds’ identities explicit through titles such as ‘The Goldfinch’ or ‘The Cuckoo’. In this Roman motet we can hear the birds from Spring are still on his mind. The soprano who performed it was likely to have been one of the principal singers from his opera productions, as the part demands an excellent voice, and she, like the nightingale itself, would migrate with ease, in her case between theatre stage and church choir. It’s further evidence, lest we need it, of how Vivaldi’s mind could also move with ease between different musical contexts, and how they met in his seasonal concertos.

         
            Notes

            1 The sonnets are produced here in a new English translation by poet Kate Wakeling. The original Italian of the first sonnet reads:

            
               Giunt’ è la Primavera e festosetti

               La Salutan gl’ Augei con lieto canto,

               E i fonti allo spirar de’ Zeffiretti

               Con dolce mormorio scorrono intanto:

               Vengon’ coprendo l’aer di nero amanto

               E Lampi, e tuoni ad annuntiarla eletti

               Indi tacendo questi, gl’Augelletti;

               Tornan’ di nuovo al lor canoro incanto

            

            Original Italian texts taken from Paul Everett, Vivaldi: The Four Seasons and Other Concertos, Op. 8 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 72–5. 346

            2 You can view the whole of Athanasius Kircher’s Musurgia Universalis online: <https://archive.org/details/chepfl-lipr-AXC19_01>

            3 Bartolomeo Scappi, The Opera of Bartolomeo Scappi (1570): L’arte e prudenza d’un maestro cuoco: The Art and Craft of a Master Cook, translated with commentary by Terence Scully, The lorenzo Da Ponte Italian Library, General Editors: Luigi Ballerini and Massimo Ciavolella (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008), p. 203.
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