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Alessandro Scarlatti 1660-1725
Il Dolore di Maria Vergine
Oratorio in 2 parts for 4 solo voices, strings, flute, oboe, trumpet and b.c.
Edited by: Estévan Velardi

CD1 77’20
Part 1
1. Sinfonia: Vivace 0’50
2. Adagio 0’53
3. Allegro 1’24
4.  Recitativo accompagnato: “Ove corro, ove vado” (St John) 0’50
5.  Aria: “Fra dirupi negl’antri profondi” (St John) 3’47
6.  Recitativo: “Qual novello dolore” (Mary) 1’07
7.  Aria: “Il mio figlio ov’è? (Mary) 6’10
8.  Recitativo: “Madre, infelice madre” (St John, Mary) 1’11
9.  Aria: “Non è nuova” (Mary) 5’38
10.  Recitativo: “Da un discepolo infido” (St John, Mary) 1’17
11.  Recitativo accompagnato: “Ecco, l’acciaro acuto” (Mary) 0’46
12.  Aria: “Ecco suona la tromba ferale” (Mary) 2’42
13.  Recitativo: “Di quanto t’ho narrato” (St John) 1’48
14.  Aria: “Col suo flebil mormorio” (Mary) 9’08
15.  Recitativo composto: “Madre, raffrena il pianto”  

(St John, Mary, Nicodemus, Onìa) 2’39
16.  Duetto doppio: “Apri,/E qual sperar poss’io”  

(Nicodemus, Onìa, Mary, St John) 3’02
17.  Recitativo: “E seduttor tu chiami” (Nicodemus, Onìa) 1’08
18.  Aria: “Questo è quel tanto bramato” (Nicodemus) 3’37
19.  Recitativo: “Lascia, lascia Giovanni” (Mary, Onìa, Nicodemus) 2’11
20.  Aria: “Non punir l’indegno e l’empio” (Onìa) 2’45

21.  Recitativo: “Signor, ciò che s’impone” (Maria, St John, Nicodemus, Onìa) 2’21
22.  Aria: “Spira o ciel nel petto mio” (Onìa) 2’48
23.  Recitativo: “Inutili miei sforzi!” (Nicodemus, Mary) 1’00
24.  Aria: “Ti perderò sì, sì” (Mary) 6’52
25.  Recitativo: “Vergine, è vano il pianto” (Nicodemus, St John) 0’46
26.  Aria: “Dà tregua al pianto”(Nicodemus) 3’09
27.  Recitativo: “A gran speranza” (St John, Mary) 0’22
28.  Aria: “Aura lieve di speranza” (Mary) 6’53

CD2 68’54
1.  Recitativo: “Padre del ciel deh” (St John, Mary) 1’43
2.  Duetto: “Tu piangi/io piango” (St John, Mary) 7’19

Part 2
3.  Ritornello e Recitativo: “Maria, Giovanni” (Nicodemus, Mary, St John) 1’45
4.  Aria: “Soffri costante” (St John) 2’46
5.  Recitativo: “A penare e soffrire” (Mary, St John, Nicodemus) 1’49
6.  Aria: “Non sei tu sola” (St John) 3’18
7.  Recitativo composto: “Dite, dite voi” (Mary, Onìa) 1’15
8. Aria: “Quella tromba” (Onìa) 1’53
9.  Recitativo: “Ancor, ancor sazio non sei” (Mary) 0’18
10. Aria: “Saziati!” (Mary) 6’57
11.  Recitativo: “Donna qual sii t’inganni” (Onìa, Nicodemus, Mary, St John) 2’07
12.  Recitativo composto: “E in si misero stato” (Mary, St John) 2’11
13.  Aria: “Figlio, a morte tu t’en vai” (Mary) 8’43
14.  Recitativo: “Maria, io dir non posso” (Nicodemus, St John, Mary) 1’08
15.  Terzetto: “Se il mio cor” (Mary, St John, Nicodemus) 3’01
16.  Recitativo: “Or ch’il reo Nazzareno” (Onìa, Mary, St John, Nicodemus) 2’40
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At the age of eighteen, Alessandro Scarlatti (1660 - 1725) became maestro di cappella 
at the church of S. Giacomo in Augusta in Rome, a building designed with in mind 
the polychoral nature of the music of the time and so enabling the listener to achieve 
a sense of auditory perspective. Rome was also where Scarlatti first had his oratorios 
performed at the Oratorio del SS.mo Crocifisso di S. Marcello, a location where 
various groups of performers were placed on a number of separate "stages" to 
achieve that sense of auditory perspective called for by this musical genre. Another 
venue in Rome for the performance of oratorios was a room in the Palazzo della 
Cancelleria (Chancery Palace). There Scarlatti's Per la Passione di Nostro Signore 
Gesù Cristo (For The Passion Of Our Lord Jesus Christ), or La Colpa, il Pentimento 
e la Grazia (Fault, Repentance And Grace) was staged with props and scenery 
designed to underscore the emotional content of the work, despite there being only 
three characters, (the score calls for a choir but only at the end of the work). It has 
been said that the music of Scarlatti's day was predominantly informed by the spirit 
of drama and in that spirit Scarlatti's creativity covers a wide range of subjects in his 
oratorios from both the Old and New Testament, the lives of the saints and that of 
the Virgin Mary.

The Sorrow Of The Virgin Mary is dated 1717 and so belongs to the period of 
Scarlatti's maturity; indeed, it may confidently be called the most outstanding oratorio 
he ever composed. The challenge for both Scarlatti and his unknown librettist was to 
make a mere four characters effective as vehicles for conveying the drama of the story 
comprising the capture of Jesus in Gethsemane, Jesus before the Sanhedrin and Pilate, 
his scourging and crowning with thorns, Jesus sentenced to death, his walk bearing 
the cross to Calvary and his crucifixion and death. The four characters indicated 
earlier are John the Evangelist, Mary the Mother of Jesus, Nicodemus the high priest 
favourable to Jesus and Onìa the high priest hostile to Jesus. Both the drama which 
the audience see directly and the events of which they hear through the characters, (a 
technique enabling what is practically the unity of place, time and action of ancient 

17.  Aria: “Madre eccelsa, afflitta” (St John) 4’54
18.  Recitativo composto: “Nell’alte mani” (Nicodemus, Mary) 2’08
19.  Recitativo accompagnato: “Ma, ma qual moto improvviso” (Onìa) 0’30
20. Aria: “Sotto il piè” (Onìa) 2’30
21.  Recitativo: “Ah, non è sazia ancora” (St John, Mary, Nicodemus) 1’40
22.  Aria: “Scintillante d’eterni splendori” (St John) 2’06
23.  Recitativo composto: “Ma, dal legno penoso” (Nicodemus, St John, Mary) 1’27
24.  Terzetto: “Io ti bacio/Io t’adoro” (Mary, St John, Nicodemus) 4’34

MARY Rosita Frisani soprano
ST JOHN Anna Chierichetti soprano

NICODEMUS Gianluca Belfiori Doro alto
ONÌA Mario Cecchetti tenor

Alessandro Stradella Consort
On original instruments
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Giorgio Matteoli cello II & flute · Maurizio Less bass violin
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Giorgio Paronuzzi harpsichord I & organ · Nicola Reniero harpsichord II & organ

Estévan Velardi conductor
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sense of confusion and uncertainty in the development of the story, which becomes all 
the more tragic when the hopes which are raised are promptly dashed.

Scarlatti's writing is thoroughly in keeping with the characters of the oratorio. Thus 
Onìa the high priest's part is scored with fast rhythms and hammered out with a sense 
of sudden attack underscoring this character's utter certainty that Jesus is guilty. This 
is in marked contrast to the halting, anxiety-ridden music sung by both Nicodemus 
the high priest on Jesus' side and by the disciple John as they attempt to oppose Onìa, 
react to what happens to Jesus and to the suffering of Mary, which they realize they 
are powerless to alleviate. The character of Mary is that of a woman at the end of her 
tether, who knows that the anguish she has always felt over her son's life in the public 
eye can only get worse and this is of course perfectly illustrated in the way Scarlatti 
tackles the scoring for this part. One of the most significant points in this respect 
occurs when Onìa speaks for the Jews in defying the blood of Jesus to fall on them 
and their descendants and Mary declares that it will indeed fall but as redemption, the 
latter being the reason why it was shed in the first place.

Part two contains ten "closed pieces" with six accompanied recitatives, plus several 
more recitatives with only basso continuo accompaniment. As the story approaches 
its inevitable conclusion, the sense of tragedy is so keenly felt by the characters that 
they can scarcely describe events and their reaction to them. A climax is reached when 
Scarlatti, in a brilliantly devised piece of theatre, breaks off the part sung by Mary 
with a single, harrowingly lonely note on the trumpet that heightens the agony even 
further, being the signal that Jesus has been sentenced to death. (The manuscript score 
has the wording: "Here the Trumpet sounds this single note ("D" on the fourth line 
of the stave in the key of G) beginning loud and falling away little by little"). And 
from this moment on, the four characters are even more directly involved in events 
than they were earlier as catastrophe begins to loom.

Each of the final six tragic sections of the story is started by a recitative, either 
accompanied or with only basso continuo, of such musical power that it is virtually 
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Greek tragedy), centre on Mary and so affect this character's development. Her 
anxiety, attempts to save her son and final grief-stricken immobility are treated by 
the composer in a wholly sympathetic manner, since the subject matter is evidently 
intimately related to Scarlatti's own religious beliefs and devotion to the cult of the 
Virgin Mary. He might well have approached things with greater detachment had he 
been writing a tragedy based on a myth from classical antiquity.

In both his Stabat Mater and Fault, Repentance And Grace, Scarlatti's aim was 
not to entertain with music that simply outwardly attractive but to get to the heart 
of essential religious meaning and the spiritual, transcendent values of Christianity 
of which Jesus' sacrifice is part, from the creation of Man to the last judgement. And 
it is because of this commitment to his subject matter that Scarlatti's music has such 
unique expressive power and originality. With the oratorio The Sorrow Of The Virgin 
Mary, however, the composer goes beyond even the heights he reached in Stabat 
Mater and Fault, Repentance And Grace in the intensity of his religious commitment 
and empathy with his subject. The tone of the whole work is that of a lament with 
neither beginning nor end in sight and the drama thereof is made all the greater by 
the conflict between the two sides involved in this recounting of the Passion of Christ. 
And again, as in the two works mentioned earlier, the composer's apparent lack of 
concern with "art" paradoxically contributes to this oratorio's position as one of 
the greatest works ever in the history of music. Scarlatti's success in producing his 
masterpiece is in no small part due to the quality of his libretto. Whoever wrote it was 
certainly far better than the standard versifiers of the day, drawing the audience in 
with a use of language wholly commensurate with the emotions and reactions of the 
four characters of the oratorio.

The oratorio opens with an intensely emotional symphony in three parts. Part 
one proper comprises a succession of thirteen "closed pieces", i.e. arias, duets, trios, 
quartets and three recitatives with accompaniment plus several other recitatives with 
basso continuo only. Scarlatti arranges these pieces in such a way as to heighten the 
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part of Mary in the work on the present recording together with the composer's 
recurrent use of the diminished seventh chord, all of which is yet further evidence of 
Scarlatti's wholehearted commitment to his subject.

Naturally, a composer of Scarlatti's stature would hardly have been likely not to 
ensure that any oratorio which he composed was anything less than of a piece both 
structurally and thematically. It is nonetheless undeniable that, even when set against 
the composer's own high standards, II Dolore di Maria Vergine towers over anything 
else Scarlatti ever achieved. By focussing everything in the story on the central figure 
of Mary, Scarlatti's composition is compact and unified, yet also demonstrates a 
broad and varied range of musical and theatrical devices.

The presence of manuscript scores in Rome, Naples (incomplete) and Brussels, 
together with the fact that a fragment of II Dolore di Maria Vergine was put by 
Charles Burney (1726 - 1814) into his General History Of Music (1776 - 1789) are 
all sufficient indication of how well-received this oratorio was from the very outset. 
Further valuable information was provided on this work by such scholars as Andrea 
Della Corte (1883 - 1958) and Guido Pannain (1891 - 1977) in their Storia Della 
Musica (History Of Music) 1936 -1964, with plenty of detailed examples from the 
score.

The present recording is the very first of this work and its completeness and 
faithfulness to the original score, together with its ability to reach into the very 
spirit of the oratorio and involve the listener fully in its drama make it the definitive, 
essential modern edition of II Dolore di Maria Vergine.
© Lino Bianchi

the seed from which the following section will grow. John sees and so shares with 
Mary the sight of "thy son that below such grave burden doth struggle and groan." 
Onìa then revels in cruelty as he recounts the crucifixion in minute detail and while 
one recitative has John and Mary accepting Jesus' dying wish that they should be a 
son and mother to each other, in another recitative Onìa defies Christ to come down 
from the cross. There is also great contrast in the movingly tender recitative for 
Nicodemus, "Bowing his head to the earth that's redeemed he gave up the ghost" and 
the "Presto" where the strings surge ahead into the accompanied recitative for Onìa 
who in terrified astonishment describes the earthquake and darkness which follow the 
death of Jesus. John has an outburst of pained indignation in his recitative describing 
the spear that rends the breast of the dead Christ. Tenderness then returns in the 
recitative for Nicodemus "But now from the wood of hardship that the holy limbs 
they have taken".

Throughout the insistently thrusting waves of recitatives which carry the audience 
ever deeper into the drama of the final "closed pieces", Scarlatti's commitment 
and creativity never waver. As the tragedy draws to its close, everything focuses 
increasingly on Mary and Scarlatti and his librettist both ensure that her grief-stricken 
response to events is not only that of a particular character in a particular story but is 
such that anyone and everyone can identify with it, hence the universal appeal of the 
figure of Mary.

Musically, the incisiveness of Scarlatti's approach in this oratorio will be readily 
apparent to anyone comparing the instrumental "fantasmagoria" employed by 
the composer in his oratorio Il Giardino di Rose (The Rose Garden) to the highly 
effective sobriety of his orchestration in Il Dolore di Maria Vergine using just strings, 
albeit in various combinations, together with an occasional oboe or trumpet. Another 
telling contrast may be made between the fluid clarity of melody and harmony in 
Scarlatti's oratorio entitled L'Immacolata Concezione (The Immaculate Conception) 
and the continual twists and turns through all possible intervals in the score for the 
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a countertenor's, and I cast Belfiori Doro, an extraordinary artist whose vocalism 
is particularly apt to this part. Should not I have had the possibility of casting 
him, I would have preferred to choose a mezzo soprano for this role. The choice 
of a peculiar vocal style is extremely important also for the role of Onìa: he is a 
particularly hostile and severe character, but, towards the end, he is touched by doubt 
and afterthought. It is therefore necessary to choose a brilliant, widely expressive 
voice. The great majority of closed forms are headed by a tempo indication. 
Among Mary's arias, Ecco suona la tromba ferale is the only one to bear Moderato 
indication; all the others are Lento. The Allegros are quite rare and generally set to 
the other characters.

Though the prevailing rhythm is quite slow, it never lacks expressive strength and 
pathos. It quite seems as if Scarlatti meant to plunge the listener into a kind of surreal 
atmosphere in which the dramatic and moving events of Christ's Passion unfold. In 
the second, more fluent part, Scarlatti skilfully emphasizes two main dramatic events. 
The first is a sudden trumpet blare which comes to interrupt the dialogue of Mary 
and John, while Jesus is sentenced. The second is the sudden earthquake, and the 
following sun eclipse, depicted in the words of a frightened Onìa - who sings without 
instrumental accompaniment, quite as in a forceful madrigal - at the moment of 
Christ's death. The song of the astonished Onìa is concluded by the words: Par ch'in 
duolo Profondo, al morir di costui s'attristi il mondo! (It seems as if the whole world 
is plunged into a deep sorrow at his death!)

Of the two duets included in the first part, the first one is split: its section A is sung by 
male voices, section B by female voices. Two trios are also included in the second part 
of the oratorio. A peculiarity of the first one, Se il mio cor, voi poteste mirare (If you 
could see my heart) is to be written in a closed form without Da Capo (an innovation 
in forms and schemes). The second, wonderful trio, an apex of Scarlatti's contrapuntal 
skill, Io ti bacio amato volto (I kiss you, beloved face) concludes the oratorio.

It is an ending of extraordinary impact, both from an expressive and an aesthetic 

Alessandro Scarlatti should be considered one of the most outstanding figures in the 
musical genre of "oratorio" of all the times. If we consider his many compositions 
of such genre, after a careful analysis of the many oratorios he wrote in his creative 
course, we should agree that Il Dolore di Maria Vergine (The Sorrow of the Virgin 
Mary) - the last one he wrote, apart from the rewording of the wonderful Per la 
Passione di Nostro Signore Gesù Cristo, ovvero La Colpa, Il Pentimento e La Grazia 
(The Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ, or Sin, Repentance and Mercy) in 1708, and 
its Latin version of 1725, the year of his death - represents the achievement of his 
artistic and creative maturity.

The dramatic elements are intense and fully developed, every theme has a 
psychological characterization, the instruments of the orchestra are essential and 
participatory yet never prevailing. Il Dolore di Maria Vergine is a deeply human 
work: one might as well venture the conjecture that it reflects some autobiographical 
hints of the sad condition the composer was living. The whole oratorio features a 
great unitariness and an astonishing adherence of music to the wonderful lyrical text, 
thus anticipating of more than a century the later developments of the music. The 
predominance of string accompanied recitatives witnesses Scarlatti's emancipation from 
the mould of contemporary musical language. He therefore renovates and revitalizes, 
bringing them to the perfection, those writing strategies he himself had created.

The events of Christ's Passion are plunged into a very intimism atmosphere, 
but the characters are very clearly musically engraved. Therefore, the choice of the 
interpreters' voices has to be extremely accurate and punctual. Scarlatti requires two 
sopranos, one contralto and one tenor. To my opinion, Mary has to be interpreted by 
a coloratura soprano, in modern terms, and not by a dramatic or a mezzo soprano, 
even if the texture of her role is developed on the middle and low register; in the 
whole score, in fact, only one natural B below the middle C of the treble clef can be 
found. I chose, for the role of Saint John, a soprano with a clearer voice. For the role 
of Nicodemus I chose a male contralto, with a vocal range absolutely different from 
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It is not possible to venture any well-grounded hypothesis about the date of the first 
performance of Il Dolore di Maria Vergine. The manuscript once held in the Archive 
of the Archconfraternity of St Jerome of Charity in Rome, a very rich and active 
religious institution at the beginning of the Eighteenth century, dates to 1717, but 
there is no extant document or bill to prove the reason why the manuscript was there.

Studying the documents of the Archive of St. Jerome of Charity, at present 
preserved in the Record Office of Rome, I could not find any evidence of a 
performance of this oratorio at the Archconfraternity, during the Easter celebrations 
of 1717. 

There is evidence, though, that in 1717 the Archconfraternity was endowed with 
a choral and instrumental ensemble; Maestro di Cappella della Veneranda Chiesa di 
S.Girolamo della Carità (Chapelmaster of the Holy Church of St. Jerome of Charity) 
(as it is attested by the documents) was a certain Giovanbattista Pioselli. In the 
occasion of the main festivities, singers and musicians used to take part to the musical 
events which were usually organized.

A bill of March, 15th, 1717, bears this writing: Note if the musicians and players 
employed in the Or (atorio) of St. Jerome of Charity for the second time, to be 
performed next Easter. A list of singers and musicians follows: five soloists (two 
sopranos, contralto, tenor and bass) who received the same wage (7 scudi and a half), 
three violins, one viola, three continuous players, one harpsichord player and the 
tuner, plus the choirmaster, whose wage was inferior to the singers' (6 scudi), adding 
up to 62,10 scudi. Nothing to share with our oratorio, however, since the ensemble of 
the performers is different. The same amount of money was paid also at Christmas: 
same number of musicians and singers, but different names. We therefore ignore the 
occasion and the client Scarlatti composed this oratorio for, in Rome, yet, it is one of 
the highest and most significant expressions of Italian musical art.
© Estévan Velardi

point of view: Mary's voice is heard echoing on the word "languishing", accompanied 
by the violins and the violas, while the bass and the continuo cease soon after the 
other two actors have pronounced the word "to suffer".

Only two manuscripts, in Rome and Brussels, are complete, of the four still 
preserved (see technical notes on cover). The main manuscript I worked on is the 
Roman one, a wonderful copy with a regular lineation of 12 pentagrams, very clear 
and legible; dimensions 22x32 cm, pages 1r - 80v. The pages are bound by a white 
sheet, with a watermark representing a donkey inscribed into a circle.

The text on title page has been scraped off, and is therefore full of gaps; only the 
words Orat... di Maria Vergine, written in a different calligraphy and ink, can be 
read. This oratorio, known to scholars of the past century, had been given by Gevaert 
the title La Vergine Addolorata (Our Lady of Sorrows), but, in my opinion, this title 
does not fit the depth and the intensity of the Virgin's sorrows, not, at least, with 
the same pathos of the lyrical text. I believe that the title I chose, II dolore di Maria 
Vergine (The sorrow of the Virgin Mary) is more adequate. The musicologists of 
the past century could not have studied the whole oratorio because they only knew 
an incomplete manuscript of it held in the Musical Archive of the Fathers of the 
Oratory in Naples. Even if the author of the libretto is unknown, an accurate analysis 
of the poetical text reveals the beauty of the verses, their dramatic intensity and the 
psychological characterization of the four dramatis personae. Metastasio had also 
written a libretto entitled La Passione di Nostro Signore Gesù Cristo (The Passion of 
Our Holy Lord Jesus Christ), set to music by Caldara, Jommelli, Piccinni and other 
less famous composers. The similarity of the incipit of the two texts has struck my 
attention:

Metastasio: Dove son! Dove, Dove corro? (Where am I! Where, where shall I run?)
 Scarlatti: Ove corro, ove vado, ove m'ascondo? (Where shall I run, where shall I 
go, where shall I hide?)
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premiere of this work. As a specialist in baroque music, he has rediscovered and 
performed numerous operas, oratorios and vocal and instrumental works by three 
great Italian composers of the late 17th century; Alessandro Stradella, Alessandro 
Melani and Alessandro Scarlatti. He is tireless in exploring the treasures Italian music 
of the 17th and 18th centuries. He has published and recorded for Bongiovanni, 
Nuova Era Records, Dynamic, Chandos and Brilliant Classics. He has a degree in 
Social Studies in the Performing Arts from the University of Venice (Ca’ Foscari) 
under the supervision of Sandro Cappelletto, with the thesis “From project to 
product: Vivaldi’s Il Giustino.

At the present time he teaches orchestral practice at the Piccinni Conservatory of Bari.
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holds degrees in choral music and 
choral conducting. He was a pupil of 
M. Couraud and G. Bertola in choral 
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Gallini, A. Détév and D. Nénov. He took 
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Velardi has conducted and participated in the revival of many works in their first 
performances in modern times throughout Italy and other countries. He collaborates 
with Sergio Vartolo at the XXX Festival oh Chaise-Dieux / France) and with René 
Clemencic at the Musikverein in Vienna, Teatro Real in Madrid, Gulbenkian 
Foundation in Lisbon, Alter Oper in Frankfurt, Nordwest Deutscher Rundfunk in 
Hamburg, and others. He has worked with such renowned stage directors as Pierluigi 
Pizzi. After eleven long years of research he recovered the manuscript (thought to be 
lost) of Stradella’s opera La Doriclea. In 2004 he performed and recorded the world 
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