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Virginia Black writes:

I’ve always loved the music of Scarlatti for its total originality, the brilliance of the rhythms and his 
inventive genius, all combining to make his compositions a pleasure to perform.

Out of the more than 500 sonatas he composed, I have chosen 12 of my favourite works to play 
on this CD. I think that they vividly demonstrate the breadth of Scarlatti’s ambitions and talents.

To illustrate the diversity of Scarlatti’s writing, I’ve arranged the sonatas into 3 groups of 4. Each 
group contains an arresting sonata, a slow and contemplative piece, a medium-paced one and a 
dramatic, virtuosic sonata.

The first group begins with a trumpet-like opening in C major followed by a circular-type moto 
perpetuo in G major, both showing Scarlatti’s exuberance and joie de vivre. The third sonata 
is slower and more gentle, with yearning upward phrases in the right hand. It is full of Spanish 
flourishes, with intricate, innovative harmonies. The final sonata in this group is vibrant with the 
rhythm of clicking castanets and Spanish dance, fast-running scales adding to the excitement.

The middle group is very different in mood and shape, beginning with a gentle B minor piece 
using a crossed-hands theme and repetitive phrases, which produce a mesmerising effect, finally 
giving way to a satisfying harmonic conclusion. The sonata which follows, also in B minor, is one 
of Scarlatti’s most poignant and emotional pieces, prayer-like in its fervour. Next we see him 
back to his buoyant, optimistic self in the sonata in C major, suddenly giving way to a minor-key, 
more poetic middle section, only to return to the rapid major, fast-moving scales of the original 
ebullience. The group ends with a torrent of scales too, but in D minor, its left hand insistent bass-
line giving a thrilling impetus to this prestissimo piece. 

Finally, the last group explores more amazing diversities in Scarlatti’s writing, beginning with a 
ruminative piece in G major which goes further and further towards what seems an impossible 
harmonic outcome, but comes to fruition in a fascinating way. I particularly love playing this sonata 
and the one that follows! In A major, it has a sense of agitation and nervous excitement which 
carries on throughout the piece, even though each half ends with a series of trills and runs in 
which everything is resolved in a completely satisfying way. Then follows a poetic, andante sonata, 
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Now her career has gone full circle and she has returned to her roots as a pianist, and is 
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Virginia Black has long been renowned for her interpretation of Scarlatti’s music, and The 
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also in A major, and devastating in its simplicity. The disc ends with a G major piece which has a 
gentle start in each half but suddenly breaks into far-reaching repeated chords, the whole piece 
encapsulating Scarlatti’s genius in exploring every aspect of writing for the keyboard.

I hope you’ll enjoy this recording of what I think is a magical collection of some of Scarlatti’s finest 
compositions – it’s been a joy to play.

Domenico Scarlatti (1685-1757)

‘When we hear Scarlatti’s music, we know that we are in the climate of sunlight and warmth. 
It is Italy, it is Spain – the spirit of the Latin countries and the God of the Mediterranean.’

Wanda Landowska

There can be few composers who have inspired as much affection over such a long period as 
Domenico Scarlatti. Most music-lovers will surely admit to at least a soft spot for him, while in 
others passion for his art can achieve the status of an obsession. And the remarkable thing is 
that the fascination he has aroused, from his own time to ours, comes wholly and purely from 
the essential qualities and unique character of his music. With details of his life so frustratingly 
sketchy that one could almost believe them to have been wilfully concealed, it is the sheer 
power, excitement and poetry of his creative personality that have won him his following. Still 
more astounding is the fact that his treasured position in the pantheon rests on a single area 
of his output, a vast body of more than 500 single-movement sonatas for keyboard (originally 
harpsichord), only a few of which deviate from a standardised and simple formal design. Such is 
the stuff of genius.

Born in Naples in 1685, Scarlatti was the son of one of the most famous musicians of the day, 
Alessandro Scarlatti. Alessandro was primarily a composer of opera and church music, and in an 
early part of his career much dominated by his father Domenico seemed to be heading in the same 
direction, first in Naples, then in Venice and finally in Rome, where in 1713 he became assistant 
and later maestro at the Cappella Giulia at St Peter’s. It was his similar, parallel appointment at 
the private chapel of the Portuguese ambassador, however, which seems to have changed his life, 

6

Virginia Black is well known for her harpsichord recitals, concerto performances and recordings in 

a career which has spanned several decades. She has specialised in the virtuoso repertoire for the 

harpsichord and her CD of Soler sonatas earned her an “Editor’s Choice” in Gramophone, while 

her Bach Goldberg Variations CD won a comparative review with recordings made by Landowska, 

Gould, Leonhardt and Schiff.

She has travelled the world giving concerts for festivals, radio and television, at the same time 

furthering her work in music education by teaching harpsichord at the Royal Academy of Music.



4

as it was presumably this contact which led to his departure from Italy in the early 1720s to take 
charge of the patriarchal chapel in Lisbon. There he also acted as harpsichord tutor to the king’s 
daughter, the Infanta Maria Barbara, and when in 1728 she married the Spanish Crown Prince 
Fernando, Scarlatti followed her to Madrid. He would remain a member of the Spanish royal 
household, apparently quite happy despite duties confined to teaching and playing the harpsichord, 
until his death nearly thirty years later.

It was in Spain, and for Maria Barbara, that the majority of his sonatas were composed, and 
one need only listen to a few of them to recognise just how much the colours and sounds of 
his new adopted country captivated him. Yet many of their virtuoso keyboard techniques and 
textures Scarlatti had brought with him from Italy, even if in his hands the wide leaps, arpeggios 
and hand-crossings were taken to precarious new heights. The sonatas of Benedetto Marcello 
(whom Scarlatti must have known in Venice) and Francesco Durante (whom he could have known 
in Naples and/or Rome) offer potential models in this respect, while more conventional influences 
may have come from the likes of Bernardo Pasquini, Domenico Zipoli and, naturally, his own father. 

The single-movement sonata format – featuring two more or less equal halves, each repeated – 
seems to have been a direction that Scarlatti took after his arrival in the Iberian peninsula, but 
it is the rhythmic vigour, harmonic sensuousness, open-air excitement and drowsy lyricism of 
the sonatas that are the most unmistakable responses to the seductive atmosphere of Spain; in 
this regard it is hard to improve on the words of the harpsichordist and Scarlatti scholar Ralph 
Kirkpatrick: ‘No Spanish composer, not even Manuel de Falla, has expressed the essence of his 
native land as completely as did the foreigner Scarlatti. He has captured the click of castanets, 
the strumming of guitars, the thud of muffled drums, the harsh bitter wail of gypsy lament, the 
overwhelming gaiety of the village band, and above all the wiry tension of the Spanish dance.’

Whatever elements affected his style, however, Scarlatti was above all one of the great originals, 
an individualist whose position as one of the most potent voices in the history of keyboard 
music remains unchallenged. This is in spite of the fact that only a small number of his sonatas 
were published during his lifetime, the bulk of them in the 30 Essercizi per gravicembalo issued 
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in London in 1738. The following year a second, pirated edition, enlarged to offer 45 sonatas, 
attracted subscriptions from leading English musicians such as Arne, Avison, Boyce, Greene and 
Stanley. A Scarlatti cult had been born, one that was strong enough to transmit his influence 
via later London-based pianists such as Clementi and Cramer, on to the pianistic lions of the 
Romantic age (Czerny, Chopin, Liszt, Clara Wieck and Brahms all knew and performed his music), 
and beyond to 20th century Scarlatti masters of the likes of Horowitz, Michelangeli, Argerich and 
Pletnev.

For the 1738 publication Scarlatti contributed a charming preface in which, aware of the countless 
instances in which fantasy had broken through the accepted rules of composition (what the 
eighteenth-century English music historian Charles Burney called ‘original and happy freaks’), he 
politely asked the reader not to ‘find any profound intention in these compositions, but rather 
an ingenious jesting with art, by means of which you may attain freedom in harpsichord playing…  
Be therefore kind rather than critical, and your pleasure will be the greater…  
Vivi felice [live happily]’. No surer guide to the enjoyment of these miraculous pieces could 
possibly be imagined.

© Lindsay Kemp


