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Music history, as we learn it, unjustly treats the baroque music from Spain 
as from a faraway corner of Europe, where the developments that took place 
elsewhere were late to be noticed, if they were noticed at all. Admittedly, giants 
like Bach and Handel lived in Leipzig, Rome, and London. But there was a third 
giant, born the same year: Domenico Scarlatti (1685–1757).

Born in Naples, the largest city in Europe, with five (!) opera houses, 
 Domenico got his first education from his father, Alessandro. At sixteen he got 
the job of composer and organist at the Royal Chapel of Naples, but his father 
had other plans for him: he sent him to Florence. Alessandro’s letter of recom-
mendation to Fernando de’ Medici reads: 

I have forcibly removed [Domenico] from Naples where, though there was scope 
for his talent, it was not the kind of talent for such a place. I am removing him 
from Rome as well, because Rome has no shelter for music, which lives there as a 
beggar. This son of mine is an eagle whose wings are grown; he must not remain 
idle in the nest, and I must not hinder his flight.

Those eagle wings eventually brought Domenico to Lisbon where he became the 
harpsichord teacher of King João V’s talented daughter Maria Barbara de Bragan-
ça. When, at eighteen years old, she married the Spanish Crown Prince Fernando 
and moved to Sevilla, Scarlatti came along as part of her household. He stayed 
in her service until the end of his life, traveling with the royal family from one 
palace to another, including El Escorial, La Granja, Aranjuez, and Madrid. In all 
these places Scarlatti heard Spanish folk music, and he was enchanted by the 
guitars, the castanets, the melancholy melodies. He incorporated what he heard 
in his more than 555 keyboard sonatas, written for Maria Barbara (first cousin of 
the empress Maria Teresa of Austria!), who dedicated much time to music. Be-
fore Fernando became king, his despotic stepmother Elisabetta Farnese forbade 
the young couple to move outside the court.

In the realm of musical theatre (such as opera, especially its forms where 
spoken text is alternated with arias, like zarzuela and melodráma escénico) in 
Madrid, José Blasco de Nebra (1702–68) was a leading figure. More than two new 
productions per year prove his popularity. Nebra, who was also organist at the 
Royal Chapel and the convent of the Descalzas Reales in Madrid, cleverly mixed 
drama with buffoonery—a Spanish tradition we also see in the villancicos* that 
were played in order to attract audiences to the services in church at Christ-
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mas and other holidays. And when the queen died in 1758, Nebra was given the 
honor of writing a requiem for Maria Barbara. 

The church was a hub of musical activity in every large Spanish city. Juan 
Francés de Iribarren Echevarria (1699–1767) and his successor Jayme Torrens 
(1741–1803) were both Maestro de Capilla at the Cathedral of Málaga. Iribar-
ren produced an enormous, mainly religious, repertoire. He wrote more than 
500 villancicos, cantatas, and arias in Spanish, and nearly 400 motets, psalms, 
masses, and other works in Latin. 

In the cantata Prosigue Acorde Lira, Iribarren borrows from an extremely 
popular piece of music in the eighteenth century—a movement of violin 
sonata Op. 5, No. 4 by Arcangelo Corelli! This practice was not at all considered 
plagiarism at the time. After all, didn’t Johann Sebastian Bach rework concerti 
by Vivaldi and other composers? Didn’t Telemann use a Handel organ concerto 
for one of the movements of his Tafelmusik II? Francesco Geminiani (1687–1762) 
transcribed another work of Corelli’s—the variations on La Follia, a dance of 
Spanish origin. He expanded a violin sonata into a concerto grosso! 

Geminiani, who had known Scarlatti in his younger years in Rome in the 
salons of Cardinal Ottoboni and Queen Maria Casimira of Poland, moved to 
London, where he became a famous virtuoso, well-known for his exquisite 
performances (occasionally accompanied by Handel!), and a sought-after violin 
instructor. He also wrote an important treatise, The Art of Playing the Violin 
(1751). Not only did he write technical instructions, extensive ornamentation, 
and stylistic explanations, he also gave this advice: “The intention of music is 
not only to please the ear, but to express sentiments, strike the imagination, 
affect the mind, and command the passions.”

Charles Avison (1709–70) moved from Newcastle to London to study with 
 Geminiani. In his “Essay on Musical Expression” he states: “A full chord struck, 
or a beautiful succession of single sounds produced, is no less ravishing to the 
ear, than just symmetry or exquisite colors to the eye.” Like his teacher, Gemin-
iani, Avison transcribed works from other composers. One book of his concerti 
grossi is based on keyboard sonatas of none other than Domenico Scarlatti! 

My dear friend Wim ten Have, now retired as first violist of the Leonhardt 
Consort and the Orchestra of the 18th Century, who made an invaluable con-
tribution to the editions of Boccherini’s chamber music, continued this tradi-
tion of transcribing. Among his successes are transcriptions of lieder-cycles by 
Schumann for voice and string quartet, Mozart’s keyboard preludes for Bach 
fugues, which Mozart himself transcribed for orchestra, and the two Scarlatti 
sonatas you can hear tonight. 

*Lyra Baroque Orchestra recorded a CD featuring Villancicos by Antonio Soler for the  
Glossa label
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