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Giovanni Battista Bononcini 1670-1747
Divertimenti da Camera, Transcription for Harpsichord (Walsh 1722)

Divertimento I in C
1. I. Largo 1’56
2. II. Con spirito 2’29
3. III. Lento 1’30
4. IV. Vivace 0’49
 
Divertimento II in A minor
5. I. Affettuoso e andante 3’07
6. II. Presto 1’24
7. III. Largo 1’32
8. IV. Vivace 1’00
 
Divertimento III in E minor
9. I. Tempo giusto 3’05
10. II. Allegro 1’00
11. III. Lento 2’04
12. IV. Presto assai 1’11
 
Divertimento IV in D minor
13. I. Andante et affettuoso 3’01
14. II. Allegro 2’04
15. III. Vivace 0’51
 

Divertimento V in G
16. I. Andante 1’57
17. II. Largo 2’56
18. III. Presto assai 1’06
19. IV. Vivace 1’22

Divertimento VI in G minor
20. I. Larghetto 2’32
21. II. Vivace 1’59
22. III. Largo 1’12
23. IV. Vivace 2’20
 
Divertimento VII in F
24. I. Affettuoso 1’54
25. II. Allegro 2’11
26. III. Lento 2’01
27. IV. Allegro 0’50
 
Divertimento VIII in C minor
28. I. Largo 1’42
29. II. [Allegro] 1’55
30. III. Presto Assai 1’22

Giovanni Paganelli harpsichord

Divertimenti da camera or Suites de clavecin: what’s in a name?
The light and airy chamber-scaled divertimenti on this recording were composed in 
London in the early 1720s. They must have been among the first works with which 
Giovanni Bononcini sought to make an impression on the discerning audiences and 
business-minded entrepreneurs who, at the time, were instrumental to a music-rich 
environment that made the city one of the main centres of European culture. 

Arriving in 1720 at the age of 50, Bononcini would have been all too well aware of 
the dominant figure on the scene: George Frideric Handel, who had made his home 
in London eight years earlier and established himself as both an astute entrepreneur 
and purveyor of refined entertainment to everyone from George I downwards: after 
all, it was only three years before Bononcini’s arrival, in 1717, that Handel had 
endeared himself to the ever-growing populace at large by supplying outdoor music 
for a procession of royal barges down the Thames that became known as the suites of 
Water Music. 

Nothing daunted, however, Bononcini swiftly made his name in London as a fluent 
composer of both instrumental and dramatic music. A mark of how successfully 
he established himself was the 1722 publication of the Divertimenti da camera 
(dedicated to the Duke of Rutland) by the most important local music publisher of the 
day, John Walsh, who must have reckoned on a ready market for such free-flowing 
and tuneful music. Originally scored for basso continuo with the melody line written 
for either recorder or violin, the divertimenti were almost immediately republished 
(and then reprinted once more) in a harpsichord-only version, one evidently aimed at 
the increasingly lucrative market for domestic music-making and giving a further sign 
of both the composer’s reputation and the particular popularity that had attached 
itself to this set of eight works. 

Although that market was expanding at all levels of technical accomplishment 
from the most humbly equipped amateurs upwards, these transcriptions (by whose 
hand is now unclear) were designed for musicians of considerable prowess. The 
melody parts are elaborated with all kinds of decorative figuration that would have 
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been impractical for the recorder or violin. The cast of one or two movements is 
Scarlattian, notably the con spirito movement of the first divertimento, which ends its 
two sections on a dominant and tonic trill respectively.

Born in Modena, Bononcini had completed his early musical studies in Bologna 
under the guidance of his father, Giovanni Maria and Giovanni Paolo Colonna, 
a composer and a virtuoso on the cello. Dedicating the 12 Sinfonie a 5, 6, 7 e 8 
Istromenti op 3 to Colonna, Bononcini says that by ‘supporting my meagre wealth 
and [developing] my feeble skill [you] have dragged me from the depths of despair, 
and set me ... on my way to fame. Thus I must honour you as more than a father.’ 
This statement suggests that Colonna’s interest in Bononcini was closer than a normal 
pupil-teacher relationship, probably because of a friendship between Colonna and 
Giovanni Maria. 

By the age of 16, in May 1686, Giovanni had been appointed the youngest member 
of the famous Bolognese Accademia Filarmonica. After leaving Modena he worked 
in Milan, Rome, Venice, Vienna and Berlin, producing much chamber music such as 
the eight collections published in Italy of sonatas for two and three instruments with 
basso continuo, as well as sinfonias with trumpets and strings for use at the basilica of 
S. Petronio in Modena. He joined the permanent orchestra of the church as a violinist 
in January 1687 at a salary of three lire a month, and remained in the church’s 
employ until 31 May 1688. In the following years his services were sufficiently in 
demand for him to negotiate between different ducal courts in Milan and Modena, 
and he wrote oratorios for both of them. 

However, it was opera that had secured Bononcini’s reputation and fortune from 
the time of Xerse onwards, written for Rome in 1694; Handel’s Serse borrows not 
only the libretto but several of the younger composer’s musical ideas! Perhaps, then, 
the two men were destined to end up as direct rivals for bragging rights over the 
operatic stage in 1720s London. Indeed this rivalry gave birth to a common English 
catchphrase, coined by the poet John Byrom in a well-turned piece of satirical 
doggerel:

Some say, that Signor Bononcini,
Compared to Handel’s a mere ninny;
Others aver, to him, that Handel
Is scarcely fit to hold a candle.
Strange! that such high dispute should be
’Twixt Tweedledum and Tweedledee. 

The Italian composer enjoyed the protection of the Duke of Marlborough, and, after 
the Duke’s death, that of his daughter Henrietta, who granted him a pension of £500 
per year; no mean sum, for which he organised twice-weekly concerts, apparently 
consisting entirely of his own music, in the Duchess’s London home. Such evenings 
would inevitably have alternated operatic excerpts with instrumental trifles such as 
the divertimenti on this recording. 

In 1731, however, Bononcini’s fortunes turned over an accusation of plagiarism: 
he was charged with having passed off a madrigal by Antonio Lotti as his own to the 
distinguished Academy of Ancient Musick. Regardless of whether the accusations 
held water, Bononcini’s name was tarnished, and he left England in disgrace, and 
by 1733 he was in Paris, composing music for the Royal Chapel. By 1737 he was 
once more re-established in Vienna, where, in 1742, he was granted a pension by 
the empress Maria Teresa, which he enjoyed for the remainder of his life. He died in 
Vienna in 1747 – and in poverty, a stark contrast in estate to the sizeable fortune left 
by his nemesis Handel upon the latter’s demise a decade later. 

When the divertimenti reappeared in print in 1742, they did so under the banner 
of Suites de Pièces pour le Clavecin, placing them in direct competition with the 
collection of works under the same name by Handel, though by then the rivalry 
between him and Bononcini was notorious, and Walsh was evidently glad to exploit 
it to his full commercial advantage. There may even be identified direct quotations – 
borrowings, appropriations, call them what you will – from one pen to the other: the 
opening of the First Divertimento in C major is almost identical to that of Handel’s 



F major Suite. In death as in life, it seems, the music and reputation of Bononcini is 
inextricably entangled with his better-known contemporary. 
© Peter Quantrill

Sulla Musica
La “traduzione” per cembalo dei divertimenti da camera di Giovanni Bononcini è 
pubblicata da John Walsh, uno dei principali editori dell’epoca, subito dopo alla 
versione per flauto dolce o violino e basso continuo del 1722. Quasi in diretta 
risposta alle più famose “Suite de Pieces pour le Clavecin” dello storico rivale J.F. 
Handel del 1720, dello stesso editore, la raccolta si inserisce nella tradizione tutta 
Londinese di portare nei salotti di dilettanti e amatori i brani più apprezzati delle 
opere più rappresentate del periodo attraverso adattamenti per clavicembalo, adatti 
all’estensione della spinetta. 
Giovanni Bononcini compare più volte in raccolte come “The Lady’s Banquet” e 
“The Ladies Entertainment”, e il fatto che ai divertimenti per flauto dolce o violino 
venga dedicata la pubblicazione di una intera raccolta per tastiera sola costituisce una 
testimonianza inequivocabile della popolarità della musica del compositore modenese 
anche al di fuori del contesto teatrale e operistico.
Le trascrizioni per cembalo, talvolta tecnicamente virtuosistiche nell’aggiunta di 
ornamenti inusuali per la letteratura dell’epoca, sono perfino ripubblicate a vent’anni 
di distanza dallo stesso John Walsh, cambiando la copertina e trasformando il 
titolo in “Suites de Pieces pour le Clavecin”, quasi a sottolineare la dignità di queste 
trascrizioni nel panorama più vasto delle opere tastieristiche. Difficile non immaginare 
che l’intento fosse proprio quello di metterli in relazione alle “Suites de Pieces pour 
le Clavecin” del Caro Sassone anche date le citazioni letterali rese più evidenti 
dall’ornamentazione fantasiosa delle trascrizioni: la più eclatante si trova proprio 
all’inizio del divertimento 1 in Do maggiore, le cui prime due battute riprendono nota 
per nota l’inizio della famosissima Suite in Fa maggiore di G.F. Handel.



Giovanni Paganelli 
Diplomato in Clavicembalo e Organo a Parma, si specializza alla Musikhochschule di 
Friburgo in Brisgovia con Robert Hill.
Collabora con ensemble in Olanda, Francia, Germania e Svizzera, al cembalo, 
all’organo e come direttore; fa esperienza di direzione del repertorio sinfonico, 
teatrale e sacro del passato fondando un coro e un’orchestra; giunge ad appassionarsi 
alla musica colta contemporanea dirigendo l’ensemble Adm Soundscape.
Si appassiona, ricerca e approfondisce la musica italiana che ruota intorno alla 
casata d’Este e a Modena in particolare, sua città natale. Collabora intensamente 
con l’Associazione Musicale Estense e il Festival Grandezze & Meraviglie, con cui ha 
avviato l’Ensemble Francesco d’Este, volto a ridare luce a capolavori estensi del XVII 
e XVIII secolo.

Giovanni Paganelli
Born in 1992, the harpsichordist Giovanni Paganelli graduated from the 
Conservatorio di Musica Arrigo Boito in Parma, where he studied harpsichord with 
Francesco Baroni and organ with Mario Verdicchio. He continued his studies with 
Robert Hill at the Musikhochschule Freiburg and presently works as a harpsichordist, 
organist and conductor with ensembles in Holland, France, Germany and 
Switzerland. In 2011 he formed the Maria Yudina Orchestra to give performances of 
symphonic repertoire, and he has also worked extensively in opera, early music and 
new music as the founder-director of the ADM Soundscape Ensemble in partnership 
with the Amici della Musica di Modena, giving concerts in Modena, Rovereto and 
Genoa.

As both a scholar and performer, he has brought a particular focus to the 
composers and musicians associated with the aristocratic court of the d’Este family 
in his home city of Modena. He has enjoyed a long and fruitful association with 
the city’s Grandezze e Meraviglie early music festival, establishing and leading 
the Francesco d’Este ensemble for festival concerts of 16th- and 17th- century 
masterpieces of the Estense school, including performances of the harpsichord 
transcriptions of Bononcini’s Divertimenti da Camera to be heard on this recording. 

This album has been recorded in Monteombraro (MO), a small village in the 
Appennine Mountains near Modena and Bologna. This recording was possible 

thanks to the wonderful cooperation of the Festival “Grandezze & Meraviglie”, the 
municipality of “Monteobraro di Zocca”, and the funding from Bper: Banca.

A special thanks goes to Franco and Letizia, whose amazing hospitality in the “B&B 
Fontanini di sopra” made our staying in Monteombraro relaxed and productive.


