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- MusicWeb International July 12, 2023

The best-know organ versions of Vivaldi’s concerti are those transcribed by J. S. Bach. Working in
the court of Prince Johann Ernst of Saxe-Weimar, he was encouraged by his patron to write and
transcribe Italianate concerto for use in the ducal court. The Prince often travelled to Amsterdam to
attend organ recitals and heard transcriptions of concerti being played and Dutch publishers issued
works by Corelli, Torelli, Albinoni, Locatelli as well as Vivaldi. Thus these works became known in
the rest of Europe through the work of Dutch publishers.

The source used for the works on this recording is Anne Dawson’s Book, a collection held in the
Henry Watson Music Library, Manchester (UK). The arranger is anonymous, but it is clear that his
main priority was fidelity to the score. He simplifies the orchestral part, possibly because the likely
player of these arrangements may not have been a professional musician. Anne Dawson was clearly
an accomplished amateur, but care seems to have been taken not to write beyond her technical
abilities.

Bach’s approach appears to have been the diametric opposite; firstly, in all probability he would have
been writing for himself, so no concessions to technical shortcomings would be necessary. Secondly,
Bach regards Vivaldi’s original score as merely the starting point. He has no scruples about
recomposing the work to make it, in his view, more effective and so they become concertos for solo
organ ‘after Vivaldi’, sometime quite a long way after. It is perhaps worth noting that the very
characterful instrument chosen for this recording is one upon which it would be impossible to play
Bach’s versions of the concerti. The compass of both the pedals and manuals is too short and there is
only one (divided) manual. However, the versions chosen here fit the instrument to a nicety and, if
one dare say it, are probably closer in spirit to the orchestral original than Bach’s much more
sophisticated exercises in the same manner. Luca Scandali is a most persuasive advocate, choosing
tempi which have all the vivacity the music requires, while working within the mechanical limitations
of the organ. The various colours are pungent, even initially rather startling, but have the ring of
authenticity. The sound of the organ is very well captured and creates the impression that one is
almost sitting with the the player. A hugely enjoyable disc.

Martyn Strachan

- Fono Forum 09/23

Von der Musik-druck-Metropole Amsterdam aus verbreitete sich das neue Medium des Concerto
grosso (ber ganz Europa. Und weil viele diese kontrastreiche, rhythmisch und harmonisch
mitreilende Musik gern auch zu Hause spielen wollten, entstanden Transkriptionen, oft fur den
Privatgebrauch. So auch das Notenbuch der Anne Dawson von etwa 1716, heute in Manchester
aufbewahrt, das unter anderem Concerti aus Vivaldis Sammlung ,,La Stravaganza* op. 4 enthélt. Luca
Scandali hat sie ein einer Callido-Orgel von 1774 in Albacina eingespielt, einem 2014 restaurierten
Instrument, dessen strahlender italienischer Klangfundus bereits Concertino-Farben wie das
Terzregister ,,Cornetta” enthalt, dazu herrlich plarrende Tromboncini, die markant das Tutti farben.
Scandali spielt rhythmisch straff und belebt die Solo-passagen mit expressiven Freiheiten — der
Spielimpuls Ubertrégt sich beim Horen ganz direkt.

Handelt es sich hier um eher einfache Ubertragungen, so erkannten auch virtuose Orgelspieler die
konzertanten und formalen Mdglichkeiten italienischer Concerti.

Friedrich Sprondel

- MusicWeb International January 22, 2024



Italy has been the birthplace of many musical developments and genres. One of the latter was the solo
concerto, which emerged around 1700 and in Vivaldi’s oeuvre received the form which was to
become the standard for most of the 18th century.

In Germany, Johann Sebastian Bach can be considered one of the first who composed solo concertos
in the Italian style. However, it was an aristocrat, Johann Ernst Prince of Saxe-Weimar, who was
largely responsible for Bach’s becoming acquainted with the Italian concerto. He was the second son
of Johann Ernst IX of the Ernestine branch of the Saxon house of Wettin. He was educated at the
violin and received keyboard lessons from Johann Gottfried Walther. In February 1711 Johann Ernst
left for the Netherlands to further his education. In Amsterdam he heard Jan Jacob de Graaf, organist
of the Nieuwe Kerk, who used to play Italian solo concertos in his own adaptations for organ. This
made such an impression on the young prince that he started to collect Italian concertos. Many of
such works were published by Roger in Amsterdam. After his return to Weimar, Johann Ernst started
to compose concertos in that style and asked his teacher Walther and Bach — who from 1708 to 1717
was court organist — to arrange them for organ or harpsichord.

Adaptations of music for different (combinations of) instruments were pretty common during the
baroque period. Such adaptations could take different forms. Bach’s concertos for organ and
harpsichord are often called “transcriptions’, but that does not do them full justice. Bach often made
quite drastic changes, for instance by omitting certain passages or adding lines in order to make the
counterpoint more complex. It is more appropriate to call them ‘arrangements’. It may be one of the
reasons that especially the organ concertos are among his most popular works.

The present disc comprises seven concertos in keyboard transcriptions from a different source, known
as Anne Dawson’s book. Nothing is known about this lady from the 18th century. This ‘book’ is an
anthology of keyboard transcriptions, and may well be intended as a collection of exercises.
According to Luca Scandali, in his liner-notes, it includes ten transcriptions of Vivaldi concertos:
three from his Op. 3 and seven from his Op. 4. However, an edition of the concertos Op. 3 by Edmund
Correia and Eleanor Selfridge-Field (1998-2005) comprises four concertos from the Op. 3. In his
recording Scandali confines himself to the concertos from Op. 4, which were printed in Amsterdam
in 1716. Apart from transcribing Vivaldi’s concertos, Anne Dawson added her own embellishments.
As one can see in the tracklist, a number of concertos have been transposed to a different key. The
liner-notes don’t indicate whether these transpositions are part of the book or the result of decisions
by Scandali. The key of RV 316a is given as D minor, without an indication of transposition; the
original key is G minor.

The frontispiece of this disc says that these are transcriptions for organ. That is not correct. Eleanor
Selfridge-Field states: “The transcriptions of Vivaldi’s concertos found in the book compiled for
Anne Dawson appear to have been written for a single-manual instrument (simultaneous duplication
of tones between hands is carefully avoided).” She even thinks that they may have been inspired by
the virginal, a keyboard instrument that was very popular in England until the late 17th century. That
said, they may have been played on the spinet or on the harpsichord, the latter probably with a short
octave. That does not exclude the possibility to play them on the organ. One should remember that in
England organs with two manuals were rare. The organ that Scandali has chosen for this recording is
also an instrument with one manual.

One may argue that an English instrument from the early 18th century would have been more suitable
but I don’t know whether an appropriate instrument would be available. The organ played here is
certainly a very nice instrument, which suits the character of Vivaldi’s music well. It was built in
1774 by Gaetano Callido, one of the main organ builders of the 18th century in Italy. The pitch is
a’=435 Hz, the tuning ‘modified Tartini-Vallotti’. It is probably due to the tuning that the inventive
harmonic progressions in Vivaldi’s concertos come off to full extent.

Scandali is an engaging performer, who obviously takes to this repertoire like a duck to water. Under
his nimble fingers, Vivaldi’s concertos lose nothing of their brilliance and theatrical character. It is
easy to understand why a composer like Bach and the unknown Anne Dawson felt attracted to them
and wanted to study and to play them with their own means.



Those who love Bach’s concerto arrangements will certainly appreciate these more modest
transcriptions, which have a value of their own. They are a nice complement to the better-known
Bach works.

Johan van Veen



