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MENU51:51Edinburgh 1742 
Barsanti & Handel, Parte Seconda

  Francesco Barsanti (c. 1690–1775)

  Concerto grosso in C major, Op. 3 No. 6
1  — Sostenuto 2:11

2  — Allegro 2:48

3  — Adagio 1:26

4  — Allegro 1:42

  Concerto grosso in C major, Op. 3 No. 7
5  — Sostenuto 2:13

6  — Allegro 1:41

7  — Andante largo 2:11

8  — Menuet 3:09

  Concerto grosso in C major, Op. 3 No. 8
9  — Largo 1:17

10  — Allegro 2:13

11  — Adagio 1:50

12 — Allegro 2:09

ENSEMBLE MARSYAS

PETER WHELAN director
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  A Collection of Old Scots Tunes
  Colin Scobie violin, Elizabeth Kenny baroque guitar

13 — Dumbarton’s drums 1:26

14 — Ettrick banks 1:31

15 — The bush aboon Traquair 1:10

16 — Cornriggs are bonnie 1:51

  Overture to Atalanta, HWV 35  George Frideric Handel (1685–1759)

17 — [untitled] 1:34

18 — Allegro 2:19

  Concerto grosso in D major, Op. 3 No. 9
19 — Tempo di March, Grave 1:26

20 — Allegro 2:38

21 — Adagio 1:08

22 — Menuet – Allegro 2:16

  Concerto grosso in D major, Op. 3 No. 10
23 — Largo 1:25

24 — Allegro 3:47

25 — Largo 1:52

26 — Allegro 0:28

27 — Andantino 0:48

28 — Allegro 0:32

  

  EDITION BY BRIAN CLARK, PRIMA LA MUSICA
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 This recording is intended as a complement and parallel to an earlier 
recording for Linn (CKD 567) by Ensemble Marsyas. It completes the recording 
of Francesco Barsanti’s Concerti grossi, Op. 3, with the five concertos for solo 
trumpet, two oboes, strings and continuo that form the second part of this 
collection; presents four more items from Barsanti’s collection of Scots tunes, 
on this occasion using baroque guitar to accompany the violin; and adds, as 
a piece anticipating both the instrumentation and to some extent the style of 
Barsanti’s concertos, Handel’s overture to his opera Atalanta. The two men-
tioned collections by Barsanti were both published in 1742 towards the end 
of the eight years (1735–1743) that this Italian composer spent, mostly in the 
Scottish capital, in the service of the Edinburgh Musical Society. They reflect 
both the democratic, participatory character of a music society (as distinct 
from that of, say, a theatre or court orchestra, or an orchestra recruited for 
public concerts) and the specifically Scottish environment, which Barsanti 
found especially congenial on account of his lifelong interest in antiquity,  
ethnography and traditional music.

 Barsanti left seven well-varied publications (discounting numerous 
arrangements of music by others): six Recorder Sonatas, Op. 1 (1724); six Flute 
Sonatas, Op. 2 (1728); a volume containing 28 Scottish melodies for unspecified 
treble instrument and bass; ten Concerti grossi, Op. 3 (1742); nine Overtures 

Edinburgh 1742
Barsanti & Handel, Parte Seconda
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for four-part strings, Op. 4 (c. 1743); six Motets (called Antifone) for five or six 
voices with continuo, Op. 5 (c. 1750); and six Trio Sonatas for two violins and bass, 
Op. 6 (1769).

 The publication without opus number issued in Edinburgh in January 
1742 and entitled in full A Collection of Old Scots Tunes with the Bass for 
Violoncello or Harpsichord pointedly leaves the choice of treble instru-
ment open. The compass fits violin, oboe and (usually) baroque flute equally 
well, and there is evidence that those who knew the words sometimes sang 
the tunes, perhaps self-accompanying at the keyboard. There is one respect 
in which the violin is ideal, however: the sensitive ornamentation, compri- 
sing trills, slides and appoggiaturas, that Barsanti prescribes for the tunes can  
easily be made to resemble the kind of portamento or cantillation typical of vocal 
production in Scottish traditional music, and the violin has the edge over its com-
petitors in this. Modern commentators have commended Barsanti’s settings for 
their fidelity to the folk melodies (where most contemporary arrangers of the 
same airs tended to iron out any features at variance with standard harmony and 
tonality). In fact, Barsanti, with his antiquarian leanings, which are given voice in 
his preface to the collection, valued the tunes precisely for their deviance from 
the norm. His basses are equally tasteful, being unfussy but sometimes attrac-
tively unusual in their harmonic implications.

 The four tunes selected for this recording, all in slow tempo, include 
two in the major (The bush aboon Traquair, Cornriggs are bonnie) and two in 
the minor (Dumbarton’s drums, Ettrick banks). Each one illustrates the Scottish 
melos to perfection, employing a wide compass, an imaginative mixture of 
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leaps and steps, capriciously diverse rhythms and many touches of pentato- 
nicism. Dumbarton’s drums wanders attractively between F major and its final 
cadence in D minor, while Ettrick banks closes on the dominant chord in typical 
fashion for traditional music.

 The Concerti grossi, published in Edinburgh in November 1742, 
were an altogether grander affair. Barsanti secured 139 subscribers for them, 
mostly from the cream of Edinburgh society but including other patrons from 
Yorkshire, London and Ireland, many of whom had supported him earlier. 
The dedicatee was James, 5th Earl of Wemyss (1699–1756), a Freemason and  
leading member of the Edinburgh Musical Society famous for his ownership of a  
claviorgan (a kind of combined organ and harpsichord). These were the first con-
certos ever published in Scotland, and the first published anywhere to include 
parts for timpani. The ten concertos subdivide into five (Nos. 1–5) scored for two 
horns, timpani and strings, and five (Nos. 6–10) scored for trumpet, two oboes, 
timpani and strings.

 Whereas the horn (or, more usually, a pair of horns) evoked the worlds 
of hunting or urban ceremonial, the trumpet had strong military associations. 
Every garrison town had a corps of trumpeters available, if sufficiently profi-
cient, to be co-opted into professional or amateur orchestras. The trumpet was 
not normally regarded as an instrument suitable for gentlemen to play, but one 
of the subscribers to Op. 3, James Macfarlane, a member of the Philharmonic 
Society in Dublin who had family links to Edinburgh, is proven to have been 
an amateur trumpeter by having his name written on the trumpet part of the 
set (that Society’s own subscription copy) preserved in Trinity College, Dublin. 
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Perhaps he was the original performer of the trumpet parts in Concertos 
6–10. Otherwise, military trumpeters were on hand in Edinburgh to do the  
honours. Trumpets, which in this period were ‘natural’ instruments confined to 
the notes of the harmonic series, were built in two standard pitches, C and D. 
This allowed performers to switch between one version of the instrument and the 
other, much as clarinettists today do between A and B flat instruments. Barsanti 
makes C major the central tonality of Concertos 6–8, and D major the key of the 
two final concertos. The addition of timpani (originally played by Barsanti him-
self?) and a pair of oboes to the ensemble allows the composer not merely to 
contrast strings and wind (plus, of course, timpani) but also to contrast in a con-
certante spirit different elements within the wind component: for example, the 
two oboes versus the trumpet supported by timpani. In most places Barsanti’s 
instrumentation is typically baroque in that the changes of scoring map neatly 
on to structural divisions, but one also sometimes sees anticipations of classi-
cal-period orchestration where instruments contribute isolated ‘dabs’ of colour 
or make brief interjections in a less rigid or predictable way. The wind instru-
ments frequently double the strings, and here one finds a similar combination of 
baroque and classical procedures. The coupling may either be maintained strictly 
in baroque fashion during the whole of a section, or the wind instruments may 
slip freely into and out of strict doubling.

 Except for Concerto 10, which has six movements (although its move-
ments 4–6 could be regarded as making up a single unit consisting of an 
Andantino framed by two similar Allegros), all five concertos are in four move-
ments configured slow-fast-slow-fast. The two slow (or moderately paced) 
movements are always greatly contrasted. The opening movement always has 
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a stately, clearly introductory character, while the internal slow movement inva- 
riably moves to the relative minor key a third below the main key, and is Barsanti’s 
favourite place for special musical effects or techniques. Similarly, the two fast 
movements are carefully differentiated: strenuous fugal writing is reserved for 
second movements, and the finales tend to be lighter and dance-like in style.

 The first two movements of Concerto 6 are modelled respectively on 
the two sections of a traditional French overture (the first slowish and employ-
ing fiercely jagged rhythms, the second faster and loosely fugal), with the twist 
that the first movement also contains fanfare-like passages for wind and timpani 
rather foreign to that genre. A delicate, shadowy Adagio ensues, before a brisk 
and bouncy finale in binary form closes the concerto in a dance-like spirit.

 Concerto 7 opens with a movement headed ‘Sostenuto’, a favou- 
rite marking for Barsanti that denotes a relaxed tempo. It begins and ends 
with strings alone, but in its central portion features attractive concertato 
exchanges between strings and wind. After a sturdily martial second move-
ment, we arrive at the jewel of this concerto, an Andante largo scored for 
two violins, both muted. This intimate texture, very popular in the middle of 
the eighteenth century, is reflected in the large number of sonatas for two  
unaccompanied violins. In the present instance, the first part has a continu-
ous melody supported in the second part by a bassetto, which is a bass part 
written an octave higher than the usual register. The finale takes the form of a 
C major minuet (Barsanti uses the French term ‘Menuet’) for the full ensemble 
encasing an alternate minuet in C minor for strings only. The second section of 
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the latter opens with long notes for Violin 1 directed to be played with a form of 
vibrato, which in the eighteenth century was used as a special ornament rather 
than the default manner of playing that it is today.

 Following a melodious Largo, Concerto 8 gets down to business with 
a gritty fugue on two subjects. Throughout his career Barsanti was particu-
larly drawn to the device of double counterpoint where each of two themes 
can serve satisfactorily as bass to the other, as this movement evidences. The 
eventual entry of the wind instruments and timpani a third of the way into the 
movement lightens the mood and injects a martial tone. The tender Adagio 
in third place places the two violin parts in a strict canon at the unison rem-
iniscent of the one between violin and harpsichord right hand in the third 
movement of J. S. Bach’s Sonata for Violin and Harpsichord, BWV 1015. Barsanti 
ends the concerto simply with a short Allegro in binary form dominated by  
fanfare-like expression.

 In heading the opening movement of Concerto 9 ‘Tempo di March, 
Grave’ Barsanti may have mingled languages bizarrely, but his descrip-
tion is otherwise apt. In this movement the strings play a purely supportive 
role: the wind instruments and especially the timpani take centre-stage as 
if in a military setting. The second movement is another fugue on two sub-
jects, which is succeeded by an Adagio in the style of a siciliana, a dance-type  
extraordinarily popular in England during the middle decades of the eighteenth 
century. Once again, Barsanti opts for a composite finale in which two state-
ments of the same minuet enclose a central section. This time, however, the 
alternate section is not a minuet but a dance-like Allegro in common time and 
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D minor. Almost every bar in this movement opens with an anapaestic rhythmic 
group comprising two semiquavers and a quaver, which would qualify it as a 
hornpipe if it were in triple time.

 The first two movements of Concerto 10 follow the now familiar pattern 
of an intrada followed by a double fugue. The third movement, Largo, once again 
provides novelty. To the ‘tutti’ for unmuted strings is added a part for a muted 
solo violin that inserts unaccompanied echoes of the previous phrase during 
pauses in the orchestra. Barsanti makes his onomatopoeic intention clear by 
heading the solo part ‘ad Imitation’ d’Echo’. The fourth and sixth movements, 
both marked Allegro though not thematically linked, are brief essays in a noisy 
(strepitoso) style recalling the ‘battle music’ of the previous century. Between 
them comes a gentle, minuet-like movement in D minor.

 The Handelian component in this recording is a work possessed by 
the Edinburgh Musical Society: the overture to the opera Atalanta (HWV 35), 
premiered at Covent Garden on 12 May 1736. This was a work in celebration 
of the wedding of the Prince of Wales, Frederick Louis, to Princess Augusta of 
Saxe-Gotha a fortnight earlier, and its festive quality is signalled by its over-
ture, which adds trumpet and two oboes to the strings, thereby providing a 
kind of prototype for Barsanti’s scoring in Concertos 6–10. Handel’s trumpeter 
for the occasion was identified by Burney as Valentine Snow, the leading player 
of his day in London. The overture proper conforms to the French type in its 
simplest form (i.e. without a return to slow tempo at the end of the second 
section). Handel shows great skill in giving the strings material that can be  
doubled or developed effectively by the trumpet. In fact, much of this material was 
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acquired at second hand from the overture to the second ‘production’ (instal-
ment) of Georg Philipp Telemann’s Tafelmusik of 1733, a large compendium of 
instrumental music which Handel, a subscriber to the publication, repeatedly 
raided for ideas. Echoes of Telemann’s personal style appear in the frequent 
switching from duplet to triplet groups (and back) in the melodic lines.

 Barsanti certainly knew Handel intimately, and in London their paths 
often crossed. The Italian copied out for his private archive (today in Hamburg) 
a vast collection of chamber cantatas for soprano that he could use to supply his 
customers, and several of these were by Handel. More significant is the two men’s 
collaboration in late 1743, shortly after Barsanti’s return from Scotland. Both 
men entered specially composed or arranged compositions into the same manu- 
script album of keyboard pieces and songs, today preserved in the Bibliotheca 
Bodmeriana in Cologny (Geneva). It has been mooted that this album was hur-
riedly compiled for the musically very talented Princess Louisa, a former pupil of 
Handel, just before she left for Denmark to marry crown prince Frederik. Handel’s 
contribution was four short songs designed to show off the princess’s mastery of 
both singing and foreign languages (German, French, Italian and Spanish), while 
Barsanti composed settings for voice and continuo of six racy French airs that 
form an interesting counterpart to the Old Scots Tunes, to which they may well 
have been conceived as a sequel. It appears that during the album’s compila-
tion Barsanti may have had access to Handel’s extensive private library for the 
melody and texts of his airs as well as for a group of keyboard pieces by Rameau 
that he copied into it.
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 In contrast, however, the personalities of Handel and Barsanti were 
entirely different. Handel was always ruthlessly self-promoting, employing not 
only his supreme musical talent and versatility but also his privileged connec-
tion to the still largely German-speaking court to rise above his rivals, whereas 
Barsanti, described by his contemporaries as a timid man, was self-effacing to a 
fault. His modesty and diligence won him some loyal friends but did not greatly 
advance his career. But in the end he does not seem to have died a disappointed 
man. He pursued his private musical interests with remarkable resilience, pro-
ducing a well-varied corpus of works skilful and original enough to deserve a 
permanent place in the early music repertoire.

© Michael Talbot, 2019

On Francesco Barsanti’s life, see: Jasmin Cameron and Michael Talbot, ‘A Many-sided 

Musician: the Life of Francesco Barsanti (c. 1690–1775) Revisited’, Recercare, 25/1–2 (2013), 

pp. 95–174.

On Barsanti’s attachment to the national music of several lands, see: Michael Talbot, 

‘Francesco Barsanti and the Lure of National Song’, Il saggiatore musicale, 22 (2015), pp. 

33–59.

On the album thought to have been compiled for Princess Louisa, see: Michael Talbot,  

‘A Leaving Present for Princess Louisa? Handel, Barsanti and Bodmer Ms. 11461–7’, Händel-

Jahrbuch, 61 (2015), pp. 343–81.

Further Reading
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 Formed in 2011 to explore the virtuoso wind music from the eigh- 
teenth century, the Edinburgh-based Ensemble Marsyas under Artistic Director 
Peter Whelan counts amongst its members some of the finest historical instru-
mentalists working in Europe today. Since winning the Bruges International 
Competition, Ensemble Marsyas has performed at the most prestigious  
venues and festivals across Europe in a wide array of formations, from chamber 
music to large projects with orchestra, choir and vocal soloists directed from the 
harpsichord by Peter Whelan.

 Ensemble Marsyas has received support from Creative Scotland and 
the Arts Council of Ireland, and have appeared at the Edinburgh International 
Festival, the Kilkenny Arts Festival, the Göttingen International Handel Festival, 
the East Neuk Festival, the Lammermuir Festival, the Tetbury Music Festival, the 
Bath Festival, Great Music in Irish Houses and the Zelenka Festival in Prague. In 
2020, Ensemble Marsyas was an ensemble in residence at the Wigmore Hall.

 Their 2017 recording on Linn, Edinburgh 1742: Barsanti & Handel, 
entered the UK Official Specialist Classical Chart at number 2 and was named 
Gramophone’s Editor’s Choice.

Ensemble Marsyas
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© Mirjam Devriendt
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‘[PETER IS] AS EXCITING A LIVE WIRE AS IRELAND HAS PRODUCED   
IN THE WORLD OF PERIOD PERFORMANCE.’

 — THE IRISH TIMES

Irish-born Peter Whelan is among the most exciting and versatile expo-
nents of historical performance of his generation, with a remarkable career as 
a conductor, keyboardist and solo bassoonist. He is Artistic Director of the Irish 
Baroque Orchestra and founding Artistic Director of Ensemble Marsyas.

 As conductor, Whelan has a passion for exploring and championing 
neglected music from the Baroque era. Recent projects funded by the Arts 
Council of Ireland and Creative Scotland involved recreating and staging live 
performances of choral and symphonic music from eighteenth-century Dublin 
and Edinburgh. This led to his award-winning album Edinburgh 1742: Barsanti & 
Handel for Linn and his 2017 reconstruction of the ‘Irish State Musick’ in its ori- 
ginal venue of Dublin Castle.

Peter Whelan
director & harpsichord
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 A regular collaborator with the Irish National Opera, Whelan has per-
formed Vivaldi’s Griselda with the Irish Baroque Orchestra and Mozart’s Die 
Entführung aus dem Serail with the Irish Chamber Orchestra. Further engage-
ments with the Irish Baroque Orchestra include performances at the National 
Concert Hall, Dublin, productions of Handel’s Messiah, and an Ireland tour with 
mezzo-soprano Tara Erraught. Whelan has also conducted the Netherlands 
Chamber Orchestra, Stavanger Symphony Orchestra, The English Concert, 
Academy of Ancient Music and Scottish Chamber Orchestra.

© Jen Owens
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violin
Cecilia Bernardini
Sarah Sexton
Guy Button

Louis Creac’h
Henry Tong
Claudia Norz
Colin Scobie

viola
Alfonso Leal del Ojo
Emilia Benjamin

cello
Andrew Skidmore
Marcus van den Munckhof

double bass
Carina Cosgrave

trumpet
David Blackadder

timpani
Alan Emslie

harpsichord/organ
Emmanuel Frankenberg

oboe
Alex Bellamy
Hannah McLaughlin

lute & baroque guitar
Elizabeth Kenny

Ensemble Marsyas
Peter Whelan director & harpsichord
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CKD 654 - DIGITAL ONLY CKR 467

CKD 543CKD 567

Also available on Linn
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