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This Friday (April 8) will see the release of the 
ninth album from Philharmonia Baroque 
Productions, all of which have been based on 
concert recordings by the Philharmonia 
Baroque Orchestra led by Music Director 
Nicholas McGegan. It is a two-CD set that 
presents a full-length performance of music 
that his been ignored for about 300 years. The 
music is a serenata (a dramatic cantata with a 
eulogistic or celebratory text) composed by 
Alessandro Scarlatti entitled La Gloria di 
Primavera (the glory of spring). 

The story behind the neglect of this music is a 
relatively sad one. The music was written to 
celebrate the birth on April 13, 1716 of 
Archduke Leopold, the male heir of Holy 
Roman Emperor Charles VI. However, in the 
grander scheme of things, the celebration 

involved more than the continuation of the Hapsburg line. The historical context reaches back to 1713, the 
year in which the signing of the Treaty of Utrecht put an end of the prolonged and devastating War of 
Spanish Succession. Scarlatti’s serenata was thus celebrating the return of peace and wisdom to the Holy 
Roman Empire and its neighbors. (To be a bit more specific, it also celebrated the incorporation of the 
Kingdom of Naples into the Holy Roman Empire, one of the terms of the Treaty of Utrecht. Thus, the 
selection of a Neapolitan composer was a significant one.) Leopold was thus not just an heir but a symbol 
of a “new world order.” It is therefore painfully ironic that he would die only a few months after the 
celebration of his birth; and, like Leopold himself, Scarlatti’s music would become a distant, all-but-
forgotten memory. 

Scarlatti’s libretto was both allegorical and political. The author was the Abbate Nicolo Giovo, private 
secretary to Aurora Sanseverino, wife of the Neapolitan Prince Gaetano d'Aragona. As the title suggests, 
the allegory involves the embodiment of the four seasons, all praising the return of peace and Leopold’s 
birth. However, a dramatic tone enters when it becomes evident that each of the seasons is competing with 
the other three to garner the most attention; and, in the second of the serenata’s two parts, Jove descends 
from a cloud (suggesting elaborate stage machinery for the original performance) to serve as judge for a 
competition. Scarlatti’s choice of title gives away who the winner will be. 
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As might be expected, each of the seasons is represented by a soloist in a different vocal range. In the 
Philharmonia Baroque performances these were soprano Suzana Ograjenšek (Summer), mezzo Diana 
Moore (Spring), countertenor Clint van der Linde (Autumn), and tenor Nicholas Phan (Winter). Jove, in 
turn, is a suitably jovial bass-baritone (Douglas Williams). These solos are often punctuated by laudatory 
choral work performed by the Philharmonia Chorale prepared by Bruce Lamott. 

Also consistent with expectations is that this is music that goes on for some time. Clocking in at about two 
and one-half hours, the music was clearly conceived for a full evening’s entertainment. This mattered little 
to most of us in the audience for one of these performances, since all vocal and instrumental work was 
consistently engaging, even if the dramatic turns themselves were highly predictable. Furthermore, the 
decision to perform this music extended far beyond the politics of the Holy Roman Empire and reached 
into the immediate present. 

McGegan selected this music for the first concert of the 2015–2016 Philharmonia Baroque season. This 
was a particularly auspicious occasion. Not only did it mark the beginning of the ensemble’s 35th season, 
but also it celebrated McGegan’s 30th season as Music Director. In San Francisco the beginning of the 
season also celebrated the return of the ensemble of Herbst Theatre following two years of renovations that 
included significantly improved acoustics and far more conducive backstage resources. Those of us in 
Herbst had no trouble taking the time to savor the responsiveness of those acoustics to the many different 
rhetorical turns that Scarlatti’s music took as McGegan unfolded his score. 

Nevertheless, as has been the case with all previous Philharmonia Baroque Productions, the recordings for 
this album took place at the First Congregational Church in Berkeley. This has consistently been the venue 
of choice for Swineshead Productions, which has full responsibility for recording, engineering, editing, and 
mastering; and there has yet to be a reason to depart from work practices that have so well served the audio 
capture of historically-informed performances for so many years. This time the result is a truly joyous 
document of an occasion that turned out to be as celebratory in the present as it had been 300 years earlier. 

 


