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‘Domenico Scarlatti was without doubt, the most
original keyboard composer of his time’, wrote Ralph
Kirkpatrick, Scarlatti’s biographer.1

He was born in Naples on October 26th 1685, the
same year as Bach and Handel. It was not until around
1720 however, that his compositional skills developed
fully following an appointment in Portugal as chapel
music master to King João V, - and harpsichord
teacher to his younger brother Don Antonio - and his
nine-year-old daughter, Princess Maria Barbara.

Following her marriage in 1729 to Fernando, Felipe
V’s son (heir to the Spanish throne) Domenico was to
remain as her music master for the rest of his life.

The Court in 1729 moved first to Seville, residing in
the Alcazar, ancient palace of Moorish kings.This area
of Andalusia in Southern Spain is considered the home
of Flamenco, and frequent visits by the court to major
towns afforded ample opportunity for a discerning
ear, as Burney states to, ‘imitate the tunes sung by
carriers, muleteers and common people’.2

This then, is where Scarlatti first heard the hypnotic
sounds of Andalucian gypsy music that were to
become an endless source of inspiration for many
sonatas, all as far as we know, written for his royal
pupil.

The court remained in Seville for four years before
moving northward to Madrid. The annual itinerary
writes Ralph Kirkpatrick, ‘…was then divided
between the royal residences. Easter, Buen Retiro
near Madrid; Spring and early summer in Aranjuez,
the ancient seat of Carlos V and Felipe II in the Tagus
valley between Madrid and Toledo; La Granja, high up
in the Guadarrama mountains toward Segovia;
Autumn at the Escorial on a lonely hillside
overlooking the great plain toward Madrid, – and
January to mid-March at the old hunting lodge of the
Pardo.’

When Felipe died in 1746, Fernando VI and Queen
Maria Barbara made their state entry into Madrid. It
is thought that between 1738 and 1756, Scarlatti
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near the jack rail. The length of the instrument (8ft
3ins) allows for a rich and resonant bass and the
tapering of the soundboard in certain areas produces
a sonorous treble.The case is of pine with tulipwood
veneer, spruce soundboard with walnut bridges and
the keys, like Queen Maria Barbara’s instruments are
of ebony and mother of pearl.

The harpsichord played on Discs 1-2 is a copy of a
two-manual English harpsichord by Stephen Wessell,
the original being discovered in a barn in Eastcote.
The specification consists of two eight-foot registers,
a four-foot, and a harp stop on the lower eight-foot.

Two of the sonatas on this recording, K287 and K288
are marked “Per Organo da Camera con due tastatura
flautato e trombone” (For chamber organ with two
keyboards of flutes and reeds).These are recorded on
the organ of All Saints Church, Friern Barnet which is
a delightful  instrument built in 1984 with two
manuals and 25 stops by Church and Co. with a
specification similar to the instrument in the Chapel
of the Royal Palace in Madrid. Both instruments
include horizontal trumpets heard on the recording
contrasted with flutes up to mixture.

Richard Lester

Through this single recorded marathon Richard
Lester has now established an international reputation

as a virtuoso harpsichordist. His piano teachers have
included Bernard Roberts - and on the harpsichord,
George Malcolm - who sponsored  his London debut
recital. His many solo engagements have included
broadcasts for BBC radio and television, recitals at the
Royal Festival Hall Purcell Room, Wigmore Hall,
Bath International Festival, Bruges Festival, many
concerts abroad - and master classes at Dartington
Summer School.

It was at Dartington that he met the great
Spanish/American harpsichordist, Fernando Valenti,
who ignited Lester’s enthusiasm and passion for
Scarlatti’s sonatas. He subsequently recorded an
album of Scarlatti sonatas which was hailed by all the
major recording magazines as ‘brilliant’. He has
written extensively for music magazines and
contributed two chapters on Scarlatti to a leading
Hungarian book on early music, Regi Zene.

His reputation as an organist is clearly celebrated and
includes numerous recitals at King’s College,
Cambridge, St Paul’s Cathedral, Coventry Cathedral
and many other cathedrals and churches in this
country and abroad. During a busy musical life
Richard Lester has also held positions as Head of
music at the Mall school in Twickenham, Oakley Hall
School in Cirencester - and as Master of the
Choristers at Cirencester Parish church.



wrote the majority of his keyboard sonatas. Little is
known of him during his time in Spain, although we
know that he married twice and had nine children. He
was knighted in 1738 and remained in loyal service
until his death on July 23, 1757.

Between 1752 and 1757, thirteen volumes containing
thirty sonatas in each were copied out for the Queen.
Only volume X contains four extra. To this series of
volumes, two others were added numbered XIV and
XV and dated 1742 and 1749. These fifteen volumes
were bound in red morocco and engraved in gold on
the front, together with the arms of Spain and
Portugal. The Queen bequeathed these to Farinelli,
the famous castrato who carried much favour at the
Spanish court. Some years after his death in 1782,
they were housed in the Biblioteca Marciana, in
Venice. These are now referred to as the Venice
manuscripts and constitute the principal source for
these recordings.

In addition, a further fifteen duplicate volumes were
copied out mostly by the same copyist, possibly Padre

Antonio Soler, who studied with Scarlatti. These
volumes are now housed in the Biblioteca Palatina, in
Parma.

Further sonatas have also been discovered and
authenticated (included in volume 7 of this series) by
W. Dean Sutcliffe, author of The Keyboard Works of
Domenico Scarlatti. I am indeed indebted to him for
furnishing copies of manuscripts, which have enabled
me to compile what is to date, the only complete
recording of Scarlatti’s keyboard sonatas. Sonatas in
Scarlatti’s hand have completely disappeared and in
fact examples of his writing are scarce.

Although the Ralph Kirkpatrick numbers are used in
this recorded edition the chronology follows Queen
Maria Barbara’s manuscripts which are now housed in
the Biblioteca Marciana in Venice.

1 Domenico Scarlatti by Ralph Kirkpatrick. (Princeton
University Press)
2 Burney. The present state of music in Germany.Vol.1
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The Instruments

In choosing instruments on which to perform the
complete cycle of sonatas, I was guided by the
Queen’s inventory in which quite a detailed account
of the instruments in her possession is presented. She
owned twelve keyboard instruments distributed
between the royal palaces of Buen Retiro, Aranjuez
and the Escorial. Seven were various types of
harpsichords and five were pianofortes made in
Florence.These were probably made by Cristofori or
his pupil Ferrini. It is interesting to note that two of
these instruments had been converted into
harpsichords. Either the instruments had been
unsatisfactory as pianos, or were of more use as
harpsichords; still the favourite keyboard instrument.

The largest harpsichord in the collection is described
as possessing five registers and four sets of strings, one
of which was probably a sixteen-foot stop. A further
two harpsichords with three sets of strings, - and a
Flemish instrument with a similar disposition is also
referred to. Another harpsichord is listed with two
sets of strings and sixty-one keys in ebony and mother
of pearl. In addition, two harpsichords of similar
specification are also mentioned; all three were quite
possibly Spanish in origin.

The keyboard compass of all these instruments
presents some interesting puzzles.The most elaborate
harpsichord with four sets of strings had a limited
keyboard compass of fifty-six keys and the two
instruments with three sets of strings possessed
respectively fifty-six and fifty-eight keys. The pianos

also had short compasses of fifty-nine, fifty-four and
fifty-six keys respectively. Many of Scarlatti’s sonatas
demand a full five-octave range which would have
excluded their performance on many instruments in
the collection. It is also interesting that sonatas,
suggestive of the piano’s expressiveness, actually fall
outside of the instruments’ compass. Of all the
instruments in Queen Maria Barbara’s collection, the
three Spanish harpsichords referred to in her
inventory were probably the most frequently used.

The Portuguese family of Antunes were prominent
harpsichord and piano makers in the 18th century and
shared a workshop in Lisbon, and it is quite probable
that Scarlatti was familiar with their excellent work.
Joachim José (1731-1811) was probably the most
notable and at least four instruments exist. It is a fine
copy of the 1785 instrument by Michael Cole of
Cheltenham that we hear on Disc 3 - 6.The original is
housed in the Finchcocks Collection of Musical
Instruments in Kent. On the original there are two
eight-foot registers strung in brass with a harp stop on
each. There are two pedals, one engaging one eight-
foot, the other operating the harp. Generally
speaking on instruments of this type, one eight foot
register was fixed, but it is possible that at some stage
both ‘eights’ were independent allowing greater tonal
variety. It is not clear, however, if this arrangement is
original and on the copy the two pedals operate the
eight-foots independently. This device allows the
performer to make subtle crescendos and
diminuendos by gradually adding or subtracting a
register. There is a separate stop for the harp located



Harpsichord by Stephen Wessel, 1976.Tuned in equal temperament A 415.
Recorded in All Hallows Church, South Cerney, Gloucestershire, England.

September 21st 2001, by Raymond Fenton, Atkyns Sound.
Dedicated to my son, Christian.With love.
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VENICE III (1753) - DISC 1
1 K206 E major Andante 5.31
2 K207 E major Allegro 3.39
3 K208 A major Andante-Cantabile 3.48
4 K209 A major Allegro 4.41
5 K210 G major Andante 2.46
6 K211 A major Andantino 4.11
7 K212 A major Allegro molto 4.16
8 K213 D minor Andante 7.54
9 K214 D major Allegro Vivo 4.29
10 K215 E major Andante 6.45
11 K216 E major Allegro 5.25
12 K217 A minor Andante 9.58
13 K218 A minor Vivo 3.32
14 K219 A major Andante 5.40
15 K220 A major Allegro 2.58

Total playing time 75.33

VENICE III (1753) - DISC 2
1 K221 A major Allegro 5.07
2 K222 A major Vivo 3.24
3 K223 D major Allegro 2.36
4 K224 D major Vivo 3.57
5 K225 C major Allegro 3.26
6 K226 C minor Allegro 4.43
7 K227 B minor Allegro 5.34
8 K228 B flat major Allegro 3.33
9 K229 B flat major Allegro vivo 3.51
10 K230 C minor Allegro 5.32
11 K231 C major Allegro 4.34
12 K232 E minor Andante 3.18
13 K233 E minor Allegro 5.29
14 K234 G minor Andante 4.44
15 K235 G major Allegro 4.21

Total playing time 64.12

Dances are less well represented in this volume
although there are a fair share. It is not until K269
however, that we really feel this element. K276 is a
light fandango style sonata that I refer to later in the
complete series. This particular piece makes clever
use of the ‘Phrygian fall’,A-G-F-E, (transposable into
any key) and frequently heard in the folk music of
Andalusia. K282, like 265 in the previous volume
departs from binary form in pseudo-rondo form.

K287 and 288 are specifically marked, ‘’Per Organo
da Camera con due Tastatura Flautato e Trombone’’
(for chamber organ with two keyboards of flutes and
reeds). These are in reality, a pair of voluntaries
without a double bar and are really quite tame in
comparison to other sonatas. The interest is
generated by the exciting sound of horizontal
trumpets that are a feature of Spanish organs.

Sonatas that share the element of the dance in this
volume are K269, 271, 273, 276, 278, 280, 286,
290, 292, 295 and 284 which is reminiscent of a
peasant dance from Galicia, harmonies alternating
between major and minor. Bagpipe drones can be
clearly identified in this piece, a feature of the
muinera, a popular Galician dance. This sonata is also
in a sort of modified rondo format.

K278 and 280 are almost certainly influenced by the
canarios, with a marked 6/8 rhythm overlaid by 3/4.
Gaspar Sanz in his guitar treatise of 1674 makes
reference to this in a lively version of the dance.
Leonard Bernstein also used the rhythm in his famous
tune, ‘America’. The more vocal sonatas in this
volume are K277, 279, 281, and 291.

Venice III, dated 1753, opens with what Ralph
Kirkpatrick describes as, ‘one of those increasingly
frequent pieces which stretch themselves over a variety
of moods’. Later he describes the sonatas in this
volume and volume IV as ‘warm, free and – direct
communications of experience.’

K206 opens the set with an example of pure cante
experimentation, allowing opportunities for the type
of vocal ornamentation added by cante singers, that
includes turns and appoggiaturas. The modulations
enhanced by scrunching chords add further validity to
what is one of the most emotional sonatas in the whole
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VENICE V (1753) - DISC 5

1 K266 B flat major Andante 2.41
2 K267 B flat major Allegro 4.09
3 K268 A major Allegro 5.16
4 K269 A major Allegro 3.56
5 K270 C major Alla breve 5.28
6 K271 C major Vivo 3.14
7 K272 B flat major Allegro 4.21
8 K273 B flat major Vivo-Moderato 4.15
9 K274 F major Andante 1.44
10 K275 F major Allegro 4.33
11 K276 F major Allegro 1.52
12 K277 D major Cantabile-Andante 2.18
13 K278 D major Con Velocita 2.46
14 K279 A major Andante 3.57
15 K280 A major Allegro 3.51

Total playing time 54.21

VENICE V (1753) - DISC 6

1 K281 D major Andante 2.37
2 K282 D major Allegro-Andante 7.35
3 K283 G major Andante-Allegro 4.14
4 K284 G major Allegro 2.39
5 K285 A major Allegro 2.26
6 K286 A major Allegro 2.52
7 K287 D major Andante-Allegro 2.18
8 K288 D major Allegro 2.03
9 K289 G major Allegro 2.51
10 K290 G major Allegro 3.46
11 K291 E minor Andante 2.51
12 K292 E minor Allegro 3.41
13 K293 B minor Allegro 5.12
14 K294 B minor Andante 3.02
15 K295 D minor Allegro 3.06

Total playing time 51.13

Harpsichord by Michael Cole after José Joachim Antunes, (Lisbon, 1785).
Original in the Finchcocks Collection, Kent, England.

Tuned to A 415 Werkmeister III.
Organ tuned to A 440 Werkmeister III

Grateful thanks to John and Eric Shepherd for ensuring that the organ was in tune.
Recorded at Wistaria Lodge, Cirencester, Gloucestershire, England.

Summer 2002, by Raymond Fenton, Atkyns Sound.
Dedicated to my great friends the Rev’d Alan and Shirley Talbot.With love.

set.Wilfred Mellers writes in the The Mask of Orpheus:
’The tempo is slow, the sonority plangent, twanging
and whining like a street beggar’s guitar…The music
stops and starts, like life itself. The common man,
even a gypsy beggar, finds his voice, which may be
tender, pathetic, desperate, as well as aggressive.’ It is
extremely difficult to place the influence of this
sonata in any category of flamenco music.The wailing
gypsy voice is certainly there, but there is a subtlety
about it. We catch fleeting glimpses only of modal
excursions and rustic charm, which are then snatched
away as if ‘cleansed by western refinement’.

K207 is most certainly influenced by the jota, a lively
dance originating in Aragon. Tonic/dominant
harmonies, ascending and descending thirds - plus
castanet effects are all present – and together with
K209 represents the few sonatas inspired by this
particular dance. A jota castanet rhythm is shown
below.

Sonatas stimulated by dance are: K214, 216, 217
(dramatic discords); 220 (very Spanish); 221
(inspired by the sevillanas); 222 (cross rhythms
imposed by disorienting hemiolas); 224, 225 (a
gentle dance with a cante melodic line embellished
with appoggiaturas and sighing motifs, perhaps
recalling the siguiriya gitana (fundamentally a lament,

touched by the immense fatalism that stamps the
gypsy music of Andalusia); 226 (very Spanish with
bien parado effects where the dancers stop, remaining
motionless before continuing); 227(duple time first
section with a surprising change to triple for the
second half of the sonata); 228, 231, 233 and 235.

Cante influenced sonatas are K208, which is described
by Ralph Kirkpatrick as ‘Scarlatti’s impression of the
vocal arabesques spun over random guitar chords in
long arcades of extended breath, such as are still
heard among the gypsies of southern Spain. This is
courtly flamenco music rendered elegant and suitable
for the confines of the royal palace…’

The gentle repeated note of K211 imitate the
mandolin, although the instrument favoured for its
higher tessitura was in fact the bandurria, a kind of six
stringed, flat backed mandolin. Like the mandolin, it
is plucked with a pua, (plectrum) and is favoured by
the Aragonese, mainly for accompanying the jota,
alongside other members of the guitar family.

K215 contains an extraordinary second half. Violent
discords which have no connection whatsoever with
the preceding section act as a wake-up call after
lulling the listener into a false sense of oblivion.This
type of highly original modulation extends as we will
see, into the next volume.
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The sonatas of Venice III and IV show an even greater
maturity of style, with more slow movements than
before, (K238, 256, 258, 259 and 263). Startling
modulations also pervade this volume, which catch
the listener unawares, (K244, 247,248, 249, 250,
251, 252, 253, 260, 261, 262, and 264). K238
reminds Kirkpatrick of a folk song from the
Extremadura and K239 recalls wind instruments with
overblown sfortzatos. K238 certainly has the opening
of a folk tune, but K239 is most certainly an embryo
of a fandango with customary heel beats and castanet
rhythms. Imagine the castanet rhythm below as the
sonata ‘parties’ and you will sense the atmosphere.

K247 is one of the most Spanish sounding sonatas of
all, - a masterpiece of imaginative impressionism.

K255 is marked ‘Oytabado’ and ‘Tortorilla’ in certain
parts of the score which, Kirkpatrick seems to think
are references to the organ. Another theory put
forward by Luigi Tagliavini is that the former could
derive from the Portuguese word ‘oitavado’ referring
to a popular dance in the 18th century. There are
certainly some novel effects.

K260 is full of the most imaginative modulations and
to my mind is conceived in terms of the guitar.

K265 moves away from the binary format to establish
a type of Rondo format abacada.

Dance sonatas are in abundance K237, 241, 243
(replete with bagpipe drones and high-pitched flute,
heard to this day in Galicia); 244, 245, 249, 251 (a
rather premature tongue-in–cheek allusion to a waltz,
perhaps?); 253, 262 and 264.

VENICE IV (1753) - DISC 3

1 K236 D major Allegro 4.19
2 K237 D major Allegro 3.06
3 K238 F minor Andante 5.31
4 K239 F minor Allegro 3.53
5 K240 G major Allegro 5.09
6 K241 G major Allegro 2.57
7 K242 C major Vivo 5.03
8 K243 C major Allegro 3.42
9 K244 B major Allegro 4.28
10 K245 B major Allegro 3.50
11 K246 C sharp minor

Alla breve-Allegro 3.27
12 K247 C sharp minor Allegro 5.29
13 K248 B flat major

Alla breve-Allegro 6.30
14 K249 B flat major Allegro 5.17
15 K250 C major Allegro 2.59

Total playing time 65.40

VENICE IV (1753) - DISC 4
1 K251 C major Allegro 3.36
2 K252 E flat major Allegro 4.07
3 K253 E flat major Allegro 3.50
4 K254 C minor Alla breve-Allegro 4.10
5 K255 C major Allegro 4.28
6 K256 F major Andante 5.30
7 K257 F major Allegro 3.53
8 K258 D major Andante 4.51
9 K259 G major Andante 3.18
10 K260 G major Allegro 7.36
11 K261 B major Allegro 5.34
12 K262 B major Vivo 5.11
13 K263 E minor Alla breve-Andante 8.19
14 K264 E major Vivo 6.12
15 K265 A minor Allegro 3.01 

Total playing time 73.36

Harpsichord by Michael Cole after José Joachim Antunes, (Lisbon, 1785).
Original in the Finchcocks Collection, Kent, England.

Tuned to A 415 Kirnberger III.
Recorded at Wistaria Lodge, Cirencester, Gloucestershire, England.

Spring 2002, by Raymond Fenton, Atkyns Sound.
Dedicated to the memory of Frederick Charles and Elizabeth Woolford.With love
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