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ABSTRACT

Antonio Vivaldi’s cycle of violin concertos dramatizing the four seasons marked a substantial shift in the way
that the seasons were depicted in the arts. Moving away from religious and mythological allegory, they exemplify
a growing interest in descriptive representation of nature’s power and in humanity’s complex physical and
emotional relationship with elements beyond its control. Positing new connections to Arcadian reform ideals of
verisimilitude, this article addresses important questions concerning Vivaldi’s pairing of sonnets with concertos
and the aesthetic factors behind his choice of narrative topics to depict in the music. The article also demonstrates
how Vivaldi used diverse textures and sonorities to create powerful contrasts that heighten the emotional impact
of the aural imagery while underlining recurring expressive and pictorial motifs throughout the cycle. These last
aspects, in particular, provide a new understanding of the historical significance of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons as a
powerful demonstration of both the expressive potential of the concerto genre and the still underappreciated art
of orchestration during the early eighteenth century.

How might a composer in the early eighteenth century use music to convey the excitement of the hunt, the
oppression of summer heat, the terror of a thunderstorm or the joys of the harvest? The use of any expressive
medium to represent the cycle of the seasons was an audacious artistic venture. While people in seasonal
climates are affected by changing conditions throughout the year, there are many aspects of the day-to-day
experience of each season that are repetitive or unremarkable. To command an audience’s attention, artists
needed to be able to dramatize, allegorize or even defamiliarize the mundane.
This is part of the challenge undertaken inAntonioVivaldi’s cycle of concertos known asLe quattro stagioni

(the title by which Vivaldi referred to them in the dedication of his Op. 8), works that were highly popular
in his own day and are among the most ubiquitous examples of baroque music for many modern listeners.
None the less, familiarity with these works has dulled our awareness of how little we actually know about
them and the extent to which this cycle differs substantially from early modern approaches to the subject of
the seasons.1 Indeed, Vivaldi drew upon motifs from traditional seasonal depictions in literature, poetry, the
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of this article was presented at the 2016 Meeting of the Society for Eighteenth-Century Music, held at the University of
Texas at Austin, 25–28 February 2016.
1 Michael Talbot is among the few scholarly writers to touch upon the sense of novelty in Vivaldi’s cycle (without,
however, discussing its relationship to previous seasonal representations), noting that ‘the uninhibited and sometimes
remarkably original way in which Vivaldi depicts situations permits use of the epithet “romantic”’. Michael Talbot,
Vivaldi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 122.
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visual and decorative arts and (to a lesser extent) music, but he introduced a level of visceral extremes that, as
we shall see, exemplifies the emerging eighteenth-century aesthetics of nature and the sublime. The means
through which he accomplished this are no less remarkable. Whereas visual artists created vivid imagery by
using, for example, contrasting textiles in a tapestry or colours of paint on a canvas, Vivaldi heightened the
affective experience of his four concertos through orchestration – that is, the effects created through the artful
manipulation and combination of specific sonorities and textures. The orchestration of The Four Seasons, in
fact, provides the key to appreciating the concertos’ originality because it allows Vivaldi to direct his listeners’
attention to specific musical events and enhances the impact of bold, expressive contrasts.
In this article I outline the special challenges that Vivaldi faced in this artistic endeavour and the ways

in which his treatment of the subject of the changing seasons radically departs from tradition. At the same
time, he embraced several ideals of the Arcadian reforms that became widely influential in Italian culture
during the early eighteenth century. I offer new insights into Vivaldi’s motivations for pairing the concertos
with sonnets and then analyse the role of orchestration as a fundamental tool for accomplishing his aesthetic
goals. I demonstrate how Vivaldi employs his sonic resources not only to evoke vivid aural imagery, but also
to heighten the sense of physical intensity behind those images. Some of the power of these works emanates
from the dramatic way in which Vivaldi juxtaposes highly contrasted textures. At the same time, he uses
those specific textures and sonorities to unify expressive and pictorial motifs throughout the cycle, much
as a painter might use a particular colour scheme or similar placement of figures to link multiple images.
I also show how the expressive aura of each season is shaped by choices of texture and sonority. Finally, I
reveal how the effects used to depict the seasons manifest an art of orchestration that had developed in early
eighteenth-century instrumental music to a greater extent than scholars have recognized.
Throughout this article I use words such as ‘representation’, ‘depiction’ and ‘narrative’ with reference

to both sonnets and music of The Four Seasons. Massimo Ossi argues that Vivaldi, like some of his
contemporaries, believed that music had the power to represent through imitation. He points out that
Vivaldi’s letter of dedication prefacing the first edition of The Four Seasons claims that the captions inserted
throughout the printed partbooks constitute ‘clear indications of all the things that are illustrated in [the
concertos]’.2 Thus, according to Vivaldi’s own words, the concertos contain musical representations of such
extramusical elements as thunderstorms, barking dogs and people falling to the ground. There is room to
argue about how closely the music resembles these things, but Vivaldi’s likely objective was to stimulate
the imagination of his listeners through the suggestion of extramusical content rather than document the
physical world in a scientific way. In using terms such as ‘illustrate’, ‘depict’ and ‘represent’, I therefore mean
that Vivaldi used musical ideas to suggest an object, organism, sensation or emotion to his audience through
the interplay of topoi and mimesis; these suggestions are to some degree clarified and expanded in the
accompanying sonnets and captions. Likewise, although it can be argued that The Four Seasons is closer
to a series of episodes than a continuous plot, I use the word ‘narrative’ because the cycle permits a listener
(in both Vivaldi’s day and ours) to establish a cause-and-effect chain of events.

A DIFFERENT APPROACH TO THE FOUR SEASONS AS SUBJECT MATTER

‘this is winter, but one that brings joy’ (L’Inverno/Winter)

We know surprisingly little about Vivaldi’s motivation for writing a seasonal cycle and pairing sonnets with
music, or about which models, if any, he drew upon for inspiration. For instance, while the concertos were
first published in 1725, as part of his Il cimento dell’armonia e dell’inventione, Op. 8, Paul Everett’s research
suggests that the entire set of twelve works was completed and assembled c1720, with the possibility that The

2 Massimo Ossi, ‘Musical Representation and Vivaldi’s Concerto Il Proteo, ò Il mondo al rovverscio, RV 544/572’, Journal
of the American Musicological Society 69/1 (2016), 118.
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Four Seasons are older still.3 Likewise, although the set, as Op. 8, was eventually dedicated to Count Václav
Morzin (1676–1737), and Vivaldi’s letter of dedication mentions that The Four Seasons were familiar to the
count prior to their publication, we do not know if they were written for a particular patron or event.
AlthoughVivaldi’s are the first known concertos on the subject of the four seasons, therewere several visual

and literary precedents for treating the concept of the seasons, individually or cyclically.4 But relatively few
musical works had done so. Among themost significant examples were Christopher Simpson’s consort suites
The Seasons, Jean-Baptiste Lully’s Ballet des Saisons (1661), Henry Purcell’s frost scene in King Arthur (1691)
and his ‘Masque of the Seasons’ in The Fairy Queen (1692), Pascal Collasse’s Ballet des saisons (1695), Johann
Caspar Fischer’s Journal du Printemps (1695) and Johann Abraham Schmierer’s Zodiaci Musici (1698).5 None
of these works appears to have exerted a particularly strong influence upon Vivaldi’s cycle, although they
draw upon a similar body of musical figures to represent such aspects as rapid winds and shivering in the
cold.
It is also significant that Vivaldi opted to use the emerging genre of the concerto, since there had been a

long history of using dance suites and sonatas for descriptive music. This meant that, while the concerto’s
form was not as rigid as it would later become, he was working with a comparatively fixed scheme of three
movements in a particular sequence (fast – slow– fast) and the somewhat regular tonal structures appropriate
for ritornello form. In addition, he had to take into account the soloist’s role in relation to the rest of the
ensemble.
As it turns out, the concerto proved to be a surprisingly malleable genre. On the surface, the expected

returns provided by ritornello form might seem too unyielding to support a narrative trajectory, but Vivaldi
demonstrated just how flexible and powerful the form could be. The absence of an expected tutti ritornello
could, for instance, be used to alter perceptions of time, space andnarrative pacing, implying that the previous
activity has been discontinued or that the scene has changed. The opposite effect – where the individually
depicted events are still part of a broader, continuous scene – could be created, even emphasized, by largely
unvaried appearances of a ritornello period. The availability of a solo violin part permitted multiple textural
relationships with the rest of the ensemble and allowed Vivaldi to use the soloist to distinguish between the
actions, thoughts or emotions of individuals (human or animal) and larger groups, in addition to juxtaposing
the principal and ensemble voices to increase dramatic tension.6 These possibilities allowed Vivaldi to
highlight the challenges and rewards of using the concerto genre to suggest narrative content.
Yet by far the most fascinating uncertainty about these pieces involves the motivation behind their

narrative content, as there has been surprisingly little attention paid to Vivaldi’s decisions about what to
represent within each season and how those choices locate his work within traditions of depicting and
interpreting the seasons. Medieval and early modern cyclic representations in illuminations, paintings,
sculptures, tapestries and literature tended to focus on the seasons as personified deities (popular choices
including Flora or Venus for spring, Vertumnus or Ceres for summer, Bacchus for autumn and Aeolus for

3 Paul Everett, Vivaldi: The Four Seasons and Other Concertos, Op. 8 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996),
18–24.

4 See Shane Adler, ‘Seasons’, in The Encyclopedia of Comparative Iconography: Themes Depicted in Works of Art, ed.
Helene E. Roberts (Chicago: FitzroyDearborn, 1998), volume 2, 793–795. Everett,The Four Seasons, 77–80, hypothesizes
that Vivaldi was influenced by an as-yet-unidentified link to specific ideas and imagery in Milton’s poems L’allegro and
Il pensoroso. However, the shared imagery is so limited, general and situated within the context of existing seasonal
depictions that there is no reason to posit a specific link between Milton and Vivaldi.

5 On the musical precedents for many of the representational themes in Vivaldi’s seasons see Cesare Fertonani, Antonio
Vivaldi: la simbologia musicale nei concerti a programma (Pordenone: Tesi, 1992), 3–39 and 63–96, andReinhard Strohm,
The Operas of Antonio Vivaldi, two volumes (Florence: Olschki, 2008), volume 1, 102–108. Fertonani also mentions a
lost ‘divertimento scenico-allegorico’ called La contesa delle stagioni, with a libretto by Carlo Sigismondo Capeci and
music by an unknown composer, that was performed in Rome in 1698 (Fertonani, Antonio Vivaldi, 55).

6 Vivaldi’s division of background and foreground elements between ritornellos and episodes in these concertos is also
noted by Talbot, Vivaldi, 122.
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winter), or as a cycle of humanity’s relationship with the fruits of working the land, which might also be used
as an allegory of the stages of human life or as a consequence of the biblical story of the fall of Adam and
Eve.7

Vivaldi’s music, sonnets (reprinted, with translations, as Table 1) and captions share certain characteristics
inherited from these older traditions while introducing aspects that were decidedly modern for the early
eighteenth century.8 For instance, Vivaldi retains a fragment of the mythological apparatus, but only in an
indirect manner. The brief references to Zephyrs and Boreas are almost as much a literary stand-in as an
invocation of the mythical figures themselves: they were common names used to refer to the west and north
winds respectively in Venetian arts and culture of the period.9 Similarly, the name of Bacchus is referred to
in Autumn only once – when the phrase ‘the liquor of Bacchus’ is used as a substitute for ‘wine’.10

Vivaldi also drew upon existing traditions of representing seasonal labours, although he greatly expanded
the view of humanity’s changing relationships with nature. Historically, this theme was most often
represented as the sequence of planting seeds amidst the new growth of spring, harvesting crops and enjoying
the sun-fed bounties of summer (often with the sun as an allegory of royal or divine assistance), frolicking in
the merriment of an autumn wine season and seeking warmth by the fireside in winter (often supplemented
with or replaced by recreational ice-skating).11 Vivaldi doesn’t reject this theme entirely, but places more
emphasis on emotional and psychological responses to the events of each season than was typical in earlier
treatments, especially fearful anticipation in summer and winter.12

A glance at Vivaldi’s treatment of summer reveals how he broke with convention to form a vision of the
seasons marked by a complex relationship between humans and their surroundings. Instead of physical
labour and a bountiful harvest, Vivaldi focuses attention on the physical violence of natural forces and a
person’s inner turmoil, turning a traditionally positive image of summer into a scene of fear and oppression;
even the negative portrayal of extreme heat was an unusual contribution. Humanity’s efforts to benefit from
the land are thus challenged in the face of the naturalworld’s indiscriminate destruction, although the autumn
celebrations will ultimately suggest that all is not in vain. The uncontrollable quality of nature is evoked not
only in the lengthy focus on explosive summer storms, but also in the great rift between the devastation of
summer and the mirth that precedes and follows it.

7 For an overview of competing traditions (allegorical and genre scenes) in the later sixteenth century see Christiane
Lauterbach, ‘Masked Allegory: The Cycle of the Four Seasons by Hendrick Goltzius, 1594–95’, Simiolus: Netherlands
Quarterly for the History of Art 31/4 (2004–2005), 310–321. On the multiple traditions portraying the seasons as a
consequence of the fall of Adam and Eve, see S. Viswanathan, ‘Milton and the Seasons’ Difference’, Studies in English
Literature, 1500–1900 13/1 (1973), 127–133, especially 128.

8 The unsupported and vague assertion, widely found on the internet and in programme notes, that Vivaldi was inspired
by an unidentified or lost cycle of paintings by Marco Ricci appears to be spurious conjecture, probably based on
a misapplication of general remarks drawing broad intellectual parallels between the aesthetics of Vivaldi and Ricci
(amongst other Venetian contemporaries), such as those found in David Burrows, ‘Style in Culture: Vivaldi, Zeno, and
Ricci’, The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 4/1 (1973), 1–23. Vivaldi scholars have not identified any specific Ricci
works that provided a catalyst for Vivaldi’s concerto cycle.

9 Bella Brover-Lubovsky, ‘Sirocco, Borea, e tutti i venti: Wind Allegory in Venetian Music’, in Musik – Raum – Akkord –
Bild: Festschrift zum 65. Geburtstag von Dorothea Baumann, ed. Antonio Baldassarre (Bern: Lang, 2012), 149–162.

10 It is also possible to see, in the emphasis on powerful winds in Winter, an indirect reference to Aeolus.
11 See, for example, Lauterbach, ‘Masked Allegory’, 310–313; Michiel C. Plomp’s entries for items 105, 106, 109 and 110
in Pieter Bruegel the Elder: Drawings and Prints, ed. Nadine M. Orenstein (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001),
236–238 and 243–245; and Evelyn Svec Ward, ‘Four Seasons Tapestries from Gobelins’, The Bulletin of the Cleveland
Museum of Art 40/6 (1953), part 1, 113–114 and 118–119.

12 There is a tangential allusion to the traditional depiction of the summer harvest when the Summer concerto sonnet
concludes with the destruction of stalks of corn, but the theme of tending crops is no longer the focus in Vivaldi’s vision
of summer.
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Table 1 Sonnets from The Four Seasons (cue letters omitted). Adapted from Paul Everett, Vivaldi: The
Four Seasons and Other Concertos, Op. 8 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 72–75. Copyright
© 1996 Cambridge University Press. Reprinted with the permission of Cambridge University Press.

Sonetto Dimostrativo
Sopra il Concerto Intitolato La
PRIMAVERA
DEL SIG.re D. ANTONIO VIVALDI

Illustrative Sonnet
on the concerto entitled
Spring
by Don Antonio Vivaldi

Guint’è la Primavera e festosetti
La salutan gl’Augei con lieto canto,
E i fonti allo pirar de’ Zeffiretti
Con dolce mormorio scorrono intanto:

Spring has arrived and merrily
the birds greet her with happy song
and, meanwhile, at the breath of the Zephyrs,
the streams flow with a sweet murmur:

Vengon’ coprendo l’aer di nero amanto
E Lampi, e tuoni ad annuntiarla eletti
Indi tacendo questi, gl’Augelletti;
Tornan’ di nuovo al lor canoro incanto:

Thunder and lightning, chosen to proclaim her,
come covering the sky with a black mantle,
and then, when these fall silent, the little birds;
return once more to their melodious incantation:

E quindi sul fiorito ameno prato
Al caro mormorio di fronde e piante
Dorme ‘l Caprar col fido can’ à lato.

And so, on the pleasant, flowery meadow,
to the welcome murmuring of fronds and trees,
the goatherd sleeps with his trusty dog beside him.

Di pastoral Zampogna al suon festante
Danzan Ninfe e Pastor nel tetto amato
Di primavera all’apparir brillante.

To the festive sound of a shepherd’s bagpipe,
nymphs and shepherds dance under the beloved sky
at the brilliant appearance of spring.

. . . L’ESTADE . . . . . . Summer . . .

Sotto dura staggion dal sole accesa
Langue l’huom, langue ‘l gregge, ed arde il Pino;
Scioglie il Cucco la Voce, e tosto intesa
Canta la Tortorella e ‘l gardelino.

Beneath the harsh season inflamed by the sun
Man languishes, the flock languishes and the pine tree
burns;
the cuckoo unleashes its voice and, as soon as it is heard,
the turtledove sings and the goldfinch too.

Zeffiro dolce spira, mà contesa
Muove Borea improviso al suo vicino;
E piange il Pastorel, perche sospesa
Teme fiera borasca, e ‘l suo destino;

Sweet Zephyrus blows, but Boreas suddenly
opens a dispute with his neighbor;
and the shepherd weeps, for he fears
a fierce storm looming – and his destiny;

Toglie alle membra lasse il suo riposo
Il timore de’ Lampi, e tuoni fieri
E de mosche, e mossoni il stuol furioso!

the fear of lightning and fierce thunder
and the furious swarm of flies and blowflies
deprives his weary limbs of repose.

Ah che pur troppo i suoi timor son veri
Tuona e fulmina il Ciel e grandinoso
Tronca il capo alle spiche e a’ grani alteri.

Oh alas! his fears are only too true.
The sky thunders, flares, and with hailstones
severs the heads of corn and the proud grains.

. . . L’AUTUNNO . . . . . . Autumn . . .

Celebra il Vilanel con balli e Canti
Del felice raccolto il bel piacere
E del liquor di Bacco accesi tanti
Finiscono col sonno il lor godere

The peasant celebrates in dance and song
the sweet pleasure of the rich harvest
and, fired by Bacchus’ liquor,
many end their enjoyment in slumber.

Fà ch’ ogn’uno tralasci e balli e canti
L’aria che temperata dà piacere,
E la Staggion ch’invita tanti e tanti
D’un dolcissimo sonno al bel godere.

The air, which, fresher now, lends contentment,
and the season which invites so many
to the great pleasure of sweetest slumber,
make each one abandon dance and song.
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I cacciator alla nov’alba à caccia
Con corni, schioppi, e cani escono fuore
Fugge la belva, e seguono la traccia;

At the new dawn the hunters set out on the hunt
with horns, guns and dogs.
The wild beast flees, and they follow its track;

Già sbigottita, e lassa al gran rumore
De’ schioppi e canni, ferita minaccia
Languida di fuggir, mà oppressa muore.

already bewildered, and wearied by the great noise
of the guns and dogs, wounded,
it threatens feebly to escape, but, overwhelmed, dies.

. . . L’INVERNO . . . . . . Winter . . .

Aggiacciato tremar trà nevi algenti
Al severo spirar d’orrido Vento,
Correr battendo i piedi ogni momento;
E pel soverchio gel batter i denti;

To shiver, frozen, amid icy snows,
at the harsh wind’s chill breath;
to run, stamping one’s feet at every moment;
with one’s teeth chattering on account of the excessive cold;

Passar al foco i di quieti e contenti
Mentre la pioggia fuor bagna ben cento
Caminar sopra ‘l giaccio, e à passo lento
Per timor di cader gersene intenti;

to pass the days of calm and contentment by the fireside
while the rain outside drenches a hundred others;
to walk on the ice, and with slow steps
to move about cautiously for fear of falling;

Gir forte, sdruzziolar, cader à terra
Di nuovo ir sopra ‘l giaccio e correr forte
Sin ch’ il giaccio si rompe, e si disserra;

to go fast, slip, fall to the ground;
to go on the ice again and run fast
until the ice cracks and breaks opens;

Sentir uscir dalle ferrate porte
Sirocco, Borea, e tutti i Venti in guerra
Quest’è ‘l verno, mà tal, che gioia apporte.

to hear, as they leave the iron gates,
Sirocco, Boreas, and all the winds at war.
This is winter, but one that brings joy.

Likewise, winter is no longer focused entirely on pleasant domestic interiors or amusements such as ice-
skating; inVivaldi’s theatre it has become a setting of extremephysical conditions: bitter cold, fiercewinds and
violently rifting ice. Here, humanity struggles to stay warm. Nevertheless, Vivaldi also highlights moments
of joy in the season, as emphasized in the final line of the sonnet (translated at the head of this section). The
underlying message here, as with the cycle as a whole, is one of balance.13

While a few of the more intense experiences, such as the extreme cold of winter, find precedents in
independent treatments of a particular season or topic (such as winter landscape paintings or operatic
storm scenes), the character of Vivaldi’s seasons is so markedly different from the bucolic representations
of earlier musical works that his cycle appears to be influenced by a different philosophical underpinning.
By representing hardships brought by the extreme conditions of summer and winter, he opened the way to
depicting pain and violence. In order to find the motivation for this change, we must consider other, non-
musical aspects of Vivaldi’s cultural milieu. For this, we do well to take a fresh look at the pairing of sonnets
and concertos.

SONNETS, VERISIM ILITUDE AND ARCADIAN REFORM

The most frequently discussed mystery associated with The Four Seasons concerns the origin of the sonnets
that accompany the concertos, poetic expressions of the ideas and images alignedwith specific passages in the
partbooks through a series of letter cues, captions and reproductions of lines from the sonnets themselves.
The scholarly consensus has been that Vivaldi had the basic content in mind as he composed the music
and wrote the sonnets himself at some point afterwards, with the captions being added specifically for

13 Fertonani sees the final portion of the sonnet as a cyclic commentary on how the full scope of humanity’s relationship
with nature includes both positive andnegative experiences. Cesare Fertonani,La musica strumentale di Antonio Vivaldi
(Florence: Olschki, 1998), 351.
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the publication of the concertos.14 However, we might also wonder why he chose to accompany the cycle
with sonnets when a simple descriptive paragraph for each would have sufficed to explain the extra-musical
references. In fact, his choice of the sonnet as a poetic form provides some important clues about Vivaldi’s
broader aesthetic concerns.
As one of the most important forms in Italian poetry, the sonnet has intimate musical connections, not

least through its name (meaning ‘little sound’ or ‘short melody’) and metrical structure.15 Sonnets had often
been used as explanatory tools for visual art, literary works, card games, geographical accounts and emblem
books.16 It is this broader convention thatVivaldi tapped intowith his ‘Sonetti dimostrativi’ for each concerto,
and this indicates his desire for the narrative content of the music to be understood and appreciated even by
those whose comprehension of Italian exceeded their musical literacy.17 It seems reasonable to suppose that
listeners inVivaldi’s day, as in our own, often heard thismusic without reading or hearing the sonnets. In such
cases, their ability to decipher the representations would have depended, at least in part, on their familiarity
with similar musical figures in other works and an ability to link the figures together in order to apprehend
their narrative significance. Vivaldi’s sonnets are a tool to assist his listeners in this act of translating musical
figures into a narrative framework.
Part of the reason the sonnetwas a preferredmedium for this type of explanationwas its dialectic structure,

with two major sections that could be used in several ways to make a point. For example, lines 1–8 of
Spring (see Table 1) describe how the natural world forms a tranquil scene that is temporarily disrupted
by a thunderstorm, while lines 9–14 detail various ways that people enjoy the pleasant aspects of spring.
Vivaldi may have wanted to demonstrate similar potential in the relatively new genre of the solo concerto,
where the opportunity for a dialectical relationship between solo and tutti passages offered numerous ways
to contextualize melodic-rhythmic gestures and tonal architecture in a purely instrumental work.
The sonnet was also of great importance in Vivaldi’s day to the literary reformers associated with

the Accademia degli Arcadi and its satellite groups, being one of the poetic forms most commonly
selected for public recitation and official publication by the Arcadians.18 While no evidence has emerged
of Vivaldi’s membership in any such academy, their ideas were highly influential, thanks to the efforts
of important writers such as Giovanni Mario Crescimbeni, Ludovico Antonio Muratori, Gian Gioseffo
Orsi, Giovanni Vincenzo Gravina, Eustachio Manfredi, Scipione Maffei and Apostolo Zeno, the last two
being authors of librettos that Vivaldi set to music. In addition to their promotion of the sonnet, they
also argued for the importance of verisimilitude as a hallmark of good taste. As Susan Dixon notes, the
Arcadians sought to simplify the relationship between allegory and narrative by focusing on structural
clarity and topical references that are easily understood.19 Compared to the complex allegorical narratives
of seventeenth-century seasonal depictions, Vivaldi’s cycle exemplifies this new aesthetic orientation, with
limited metaphorical and allegorical references and a narrative that can be easily understood (at least on a
basic level). Likewise, by using sonnets to explicate the concertos’ narrative content, Vivaldi was employing

14 The arguments are outlined in Antonio Vivaldi, Le quattro stagioni: da Il cimento dell’armonia e dell’inventione op. VIII:
per violino principale, due violini, viola e basso, ed. Paul Everett andMichael Talbot (Milan: Ricordi, 1996), 149–150. The
addition of citations from the sonnets made the letter cues superfluous.

15 Mario Praz, ‘Sonetto’, Enciclopedia italiana di scienze, lettere ed arti (Rome: Istituto dell’Enciclopedia Italiana, 1936),
reproduced at ‘Treccani: La Cultura Italiana’ www.treccani.it (20 December 2016).

16 The relationship between portraits and poetry (including sonnets) is addressed in Lina Bolzoni, Poesia e ritratto nel
Rinascimento (Rome: Laterza, 2008). See also the sonnets describing islands in the Aegean Sea in Bartolommeo dalli
Sonetti, Isolario (Venice: Guilelmus Anima Mia, Tridinensis, c1485). I thank Alessandro Giammei for bringing these
and other examples to my attention.

17 The sonnet for spring, for example, is headed ‘Sonetto dimostrativo sopra il concerto intitolato La primavera del Sig.re
D. Antonio Vivaldi’ (illustrative sonnet on the concerto entitled Spring by Don Antonio Vivaldi).

18 SusanM.Dixon,Between the Real and the Ideal: The Accademia degli Arcadi and Its Garden in Eighteenth-Century Rome
(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2006), 29.

19 Dixon, Accademia degli Arcadi, 30.
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one of the Arcadians’ favoured poetic genres to enhance the narrative’s accessibility while offering the
concertos as an example of the new Italian aesthetic of good taste.
Vivaldi’s project also mirrors Arcadian reform ideas in another important way that, as discussed earlier,

sets them apart from previous seasonal depictions: an expanded focus on describing natural elements such
as plants, animals and the weather. Especially in their approach to theatre, the Arcadians considered that
verisimilitude could best be achieved ‘in the characters’ behaviours and in their environment or setting’.20

The unnamed shepherds, villagers and hunters in Vivaldi’s seasons are characters defined not by their
mythological associations, historical fame or family lineage, but by their actions (and reactions) to their
environment, which receives so much attention as to virtually become a character in an opera-without-
words.

REPRESENTING NATURE, INVOKING THE SUBLIME

Another remarkable feature of The Four Seasons that links them to Arcadian aesthetics is their contribution
to a gradual transformation and expansion, throughout the eighteenth century, of topics deemed suitable to
depict the natural and pastoral worlds. Love, a topic that had previously been a centrepiece of much pastoral
poetry and drama (despite the pleas of reform-minded theorists), does not obviously figure in Vivaldi’s
narrative.21 In its stead, Vivaldi’s cycle incorporates both pleasant and terrifying aspects of the natural world,
providing a more balanced view of nature while suggesting an attempt at greater verisimilitude.
At the point when Vivaldi was writing The Four Seasons, there was already a growing tendency to

acknowledge and even to celebrate the rawpower of the natural world.22 As depicted inVivaldi’s cycle, ‘nature’
is an array of forces (geological,meteorological and climatological), objects and living organisms that have the
potential to oppose human interests, such as the provision of food, shelter and physical comfort. But whereas
an individual or governing body could negotiate with other people who might pose a threat to security and
prosperity, the risks posed by the natural world cannot be neutralized by engaging it in reasoned discourse.
Given the difficulty, even impossibility, of understanding themechanics of this natural world and overcoming
its challenges to human desires, it became increasingly difficult to reduce nature to an Arcadian construct of
the pastoral realm that provided a welcoming setting for people to escape the institutional controls of urban
centres. Instead, rivers and fields were gradually becoming at least as likely to be seen as places of potential
threat.
To judge from The Four Seasons, Vivaldi believed that indifference to human suffering and the seemingly

inscrutable causes behind changing conditions of the natural world merited a less bucolic representation of
nature. This same shift has been noted in depictions of the seasons by John Milton (Paradise Lost, 1667) and
James Thomson (The Seasons, 1726–1730). Thomson, as Michael Cohen observes, focuses more directly on
demonstrating the almost unfathomable power of natural forces that are beyond our control.23 In this respect,
Thomson’s conception of nature’s raw power is similar to that found in early romantic literature. Vivaldi’s
cycle ismuch closer to Thomson’s treatment thanMilton’s, and this is undoubtedly one of the reasonswhy the

20 Dixon, Accademia degli Arcadi, 30.
21 Arcadian criticisms of the importance of physical desire in operatic plots are discussed in Wendy Heller, ‘Reforming

Achilles: Gender, “opera seria” and the Rhetoric of the Enlightened Hero’, Early Music 26/4 (1988), 571–572.
22 See Frederick Staver, ‘“Sublime” as Applied to Nature’,Modern Language Notes 70/7 (1955), 484–487, and LukeMorgan,

The Monster in the Garden: The Grotesque and the Gigantic in Renaissance Landscape Design (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 164–171.

23 Michael Martin Cohen, ‘James Thomson and the Sublime’ (PhD dissertation, University of Arizona, 1971). In the same
year that Vivaldi’s cycle was published, Giambattista Vico claimed, in Scienza nuova (Naples: Mosca, 1725), that terror
is a component of the sublime. See Gustavo Costa, ‘Melchiorre Cesarotti, Vico, and the Sublime’, Italica 58/1 (1981),
7–8.
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concertos strike post-Enlightenment audiences as prescient of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
sensibilities.24

One such sensibility is the notion of the sublime, encountered in the writings of EdmundBurke, Immanuel
Kant and others, as an aesthetic experience related to terrifying, limitless power. While the majority of these
writings appeared in the second half of the eighteenth century, Cohen and scholars such as Christopher
Wheatley and N. A. Halmi have shown that descriptions of sublime experiences (in a Burkean sense) can
be found in writings long before the term came into favour, and that even the term ‘sublime’ was not used
exclusively to refer to a grand, dignified rhetorical style in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.25

For Cohen, it was inevitable that Thomson’s poems would evoke sublime experiences because he explored
a wide span of the natural world, including its dark and terrifying side, rather than limiting himself to
beautiful and idyllic topics.26 True appreciation of the Arcadian idyll, as Luke Morgan notes, cannot occur
without reminders of its fragility.27 Vivaldi’s similar quest for verisimilitude explains why his narrative
includes intense experiences of awe-inspiring, uncontrollable power that subsequent writers associated with
an emotional and psychological response to the ‘sublime’.
It is more challenging to identify properties within Vivaldi’s music that might contribute to a sublime

listening experience. For eighteenth-century writers, music could be sublime only when it exhibited a
rhetorical style that exudeddignity and grandeur or, in the case of Burke, had characteristics so opposed to the
rules of good taste that it would be of little interest to composers or audiences.28 Yet for all their inventiveness,
virtuosity and occasional surprises, Vivaldi’s concertos do not possess the sheer unpredictability that Burke
implies is necessary for sublime music, nor do they aspire to the noble sentiments (and religious overtones)
that elicited praises of sublime grandeur for works such as the oratorios of Handel and Haydn. However, the
music does enhance sublime aspects of the narrative in The Four Seasons. As it turns out, the bold textural
contrasts that helped establish Vivaldi’s early reputation were especially well suited to promoting his new
conception of the seasons (and nature in general) because they could seize the audience’s attention and hold
it fast to specific details within the narrative, all the while underlining the distinct expressive character of
each musical gesture.

SONORITY AND TEXTURE IN THE FOUR SEASONS

WhenVivaldi beganwritingThe Four Seasons, the solo concerto had already acquired awide array of textural
templates for fast and slow movements. However, the general framework that had been emerging over the
previous decade or two called for a melodic line (or perhaps two) in the uppermost voices, inner voices
that supply what I have termed ‘harmonic-rhythmic scoring’ and an active bass line that may or may not
occasionally supplymelodic gestures in response to prompts from the treble parts.29 Vivaldi drew extensively
upon this basic plan but, like several of his contemporaries, found myriad ways to adapt it and, in works
such as The Four Seasons, to contrast it with other textural models. As we shall see, there are three factors

24 Talbot, Vivaldi, 122, observes that ‘not the least modern aspect of The Four Seasons is their subordination of human
activity to the uncontrollable play of the natural elements’.

25 Christopher J.Wheatley, ‘ThomasD’Urfey’s “A FondHusband”, SexComedies of the Late 1670s and Early 1680s, and the
Comic Sublime’, Studies in Philology 90/4 (1990), 371–390; N. A. Halmi, ‘From Hierarchy to Opposition: Allegory and
the Sublime’, Comparative Literature 44/4 (1992), 337–360; and Michael Cohen, ‘James Thomson and the Prescriptive
Sublime’, The South Central Bulletin 40/4 (1980), 138–141.

26 Cohen, ‘James Thomson and the Prescriptive Sublime’, 139 and 141.
27 Morgan, The Monster in the Garden, 171.
28 Peter le Huray, ‘The Role of Music in Eighteenth- and Early Nineteenth-Century Aesthetics’, Proceedings of the Royal

Musical Association 105 (1978–1979), 96–97.
29 On ‘harmonic-rhythmic scoring’ see Nicholas Lockey, ‘The Viola as a Secret Weapon in Antonio Vivaldi’s Orchestral

Revolution: Sonority and Texture in Late Baroque Italian Music’ (PhD dissertation, Princeton University, 2013), 192–
195. Available online at arks.princeton.edu/ark:/88435/dsp01kd17cs929.
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Example 1 Antonio Vivaldi, L’Estade, first movement, bars 170–174. Transcribed from Il Cimento dell’Armonia e
dell’Inventione . . . Opera Ottava (Amsterdam: Le Cène[, 1725]), F-Pn, Vm7–1703, www.gallica.BnF.fr

underlying Vivaldi’s handling of texture in The Four Seasons: 1) emphasizing variety by maximizing contrast
between adjacent textures, 2) coordinating syntax, texture and melodic-rhythmic gestures for expressive
purposes and 3) using texture to strengthen cross-references.
Themost striking textural juxtapositions at Vivaldi’s disposal involve use of the tutti unison, or what I have

elsewhere labelled ‘full-ensemble parallel monophony’ (FEPM for short) on account of the sonic difference
between true unison and parallel octaves (the latter being present in most tutti unison examples).30 Let us
begin with the intense concluding bars of the Summer concerto’s first movement (Example 1). In his sonnet
for this concerto, Vivaldi describes how the shepherd weeps (illustrated in the final solo section, bars 116–154)
‘because he fears he is destined for a severe storm’. This movement, a complex scene fluctuating between
languid sighs, birdsongs, gentle breezes and violently contorting winds, concludes with sonic allusions to
utter devastation: the downward rushing scales, scored as FEPM, seem to repeatedly crush everything into the
ground (the final low g is the bottom note of the violins’ range, and the open string produces an appropriately
explosive sound). However, musical depictions of storms, including those within The Four Seasons, often
involve much more complex textures. Why might Vivaldi have chosen FEPM for this particular passage?
At the time of The Four Seasons, FEPM was still a relatively novel orchestral texture.31 Purely in terms of

sonority, FEPM has three primary effects. First, it provides a single strand of music for the audience to focus
on. More importantly, it takes that strand and assigns it the specific timbre resulting frommultiple players in
unison, as opposed to themore transparent sound of a solo player. If parallel octaves are present, the sound is
further enriched by the emphasis on the octave overtones of each fundamental pitch (as if coupling a 4′ stop
to an 8′ stop on an organ). Finally, FEPM distributes the single line across the entire physical space of the
performing ensemble. When set alongside other textures in a performance, this effect can be very striking.
The expressive potential of FEPM has been a subject of much discussion by modern writers. Janet Levy

suggests that part of its expressive agency comes from a sense of forced conformity – fear generated by the

30 Lockey, ‘The Viola as a Secret Weapon’, 48–50.
31 While Vivaldi was not the first composer to use the texture, he was amongst the first to feature it extensively and

prominently in instrumental works (and perhaps the first to use it in concerto slow movements), helping popularize it
to the extent that many imitators of his concerto style soon picked up the use of FEPM as well. For a discussion of its
early history and Vivaldi’s use of the device, especially in his works prior to The Four Seasons, see Lockey, ‘The Viola
as a Secret Weapon’, 47–61.
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Table 2 Location of full-ensemble parallel monophony (FEPM) and related passages in The Four Seasons

Movement Location Depiction

Spring/i bars 44–55 Thunder
Summer/i bars 170–end Violent winds
Summer/ii bars 3–4, 8–9, 16–17 Thunder
Summer/iii bars 1–9 Thunder and violent winds
Summer/iii bar 20 Thunder and violent winds
Summer/iii bars 70–73 Thunder and violent winds
Summer/iii bars 85–96 Thunder and violent winds
Summer/iii bar 115 Violent winds
Autumn/iii bars 127–135 Hunting dogs
Winter/iii bars 48–50 Falling to the ground
Winter/iii bars 89–92 Ice wrenching apart
Winter/iii bars 140–141, 148–149 Violent winds

loss of self-determination.32 John Parkinson likewise notes that the texture was frequently associated with
barbarism, while John Spitzer and Neal Zaslaw, who class the device under ‘Effects of Unity and Grandeur’,
argue that it initially had negative or alien connotative potential but gradually lost specific extramusical
associations, unless otherwise reinforced, during the course of the eighteenth century.33 However, we need
not assume that such negative connotations were a default interpretation of the texture itself, even early in
the eighteenth century. An imparted sense of universal agreement could also be interpreted as communal
celebration or supplication – a self-motivated desire to unite.
In fact, FEPM is used in a host of early eighteenth-century pieces that do not bear any explicit extramusical

associations. Johann Joachim Quantz observed in 1752 that many concertos of a serious (as opposed to
light-hearted) nature open with ritornellos interspersed with unison passages.34 Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach,
writing a decade later, pointed out that the unison was very effective in focusing audience attention when
the composer wanted to introduce something new or important, and this broader purpose aligns well with
Vivaldi’s use of the texture.35 In The Four Seasons, Vivaldi seizes the focused intensity afforded by FEPM to
convey extreme physical energy and violence.36 All of the passages listed in Table 2 are outwardly linked to
non-human agents (weather, animals and gravity), but while most are associated with negative emotional
outlooks, the dogs chasing an unidentified wild animal as part of the hunt in the third movement of the
Autumn concerto are framed within the positive context of sport. In each case, the monophony grabs our
attention, and Vivaldi is able to harness this power for cross-referential purposes throughout the concerto
cycle.
We first encounter FEPM during the famous thunder scene in the opening movement of the Spring

concerto (bar 44), where a rapid measured tremolo in the low register provides an abrupt contrast to the
preceding homophonic ritornello depicting joyful birdsong, gentle breezes and trickling springs. This marks

32 Janet M. Levy, ‘Texture as a Sign in Classic and Early Romantic Music’, Journal of the American Musicological Society
35/3 (1982), 507.

33 John A. Parkinson, ‘The Barbaric Unison’, The Musical Times 114 (January 1973), 23–24; John Spitzer and Neal Zaslaw,
The Birth of the Orchestra: History of an Institution, 1650–1815 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 447–450.

34 Johann Joachim Quantz, Versuch einer Anweisung die Flöte traversiere zu spielen (Berlin: Voss, 1752); Johann Joachim
Quantz: On Playing the Flute, trans. with notes and an introduction by Edward R. Reilly, second edition (New York:
Schirmer, 1985), 311.

35 Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen, volume 2 (Berlin: author, 1762), 172–173.
36 The passage in bars 44–48 of the first movement of Autumn is not included here because parallel monophony is always

heard as an accompaniment to the solo violin line.
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the beginning of an adverse turn of events, the first such downturn in the entire cycle. When violent forces
appear again in summer, so does FEPM (Example 1). Summer is depicted as a source of many physical
challenges, but Vivaldi deliberately saved FEPM for the very close of the first movement to indicate that the
preceding battlingwinds are only part of a building storm.Vivaldi’s aim in bars 90–109was to convey growing
tension through more complex textures and busy rhythmic activity, then provide time for the shepherd to
react with growing trepidation and tears (bars 116–154). Once we become aware of the winds again (bars 155
to the end), they are no longer mere winds but ominous and violent forces in the imagination of the terrified
shepherd (in a manner akin to the way Boris is haunted by hearing disturbing echoes of the bells that once
announced his coronation in Acts 2 and 4 of Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov). The sonnet, in fact, tells us that
the shepherd fears that a severe storm is looming, so Vivaldi has saved the most focused, intense texture of
the movement for this moment of terror at the destructive power of nature.
FEPM is particularly important in the second movement of the Summer concerto, where the shepherd’s

uneasy rest (marked Adagio) is periodically shaken by rolls of thunder (marked Presto) scored as simulated
FEPM in a low register.37 Through similarity of sonority and texture, this thunder can be heard as referring
back to the thunder in the first movement of the Spring concerto. By the end of the Summer movement, we
are anxiously wondering whether the danger will pass, as it easily did in Spring, or the shepherd’s fears will
be realized. Vivaldi avoided ending this movement with FEPM, or anything similarly assertive, in order to
hold us in suspense.
The suspense is shattered by powerful gestures opening the finale of the Summer concerto: bold downward

leaps followed by repeated semiquavers. The sonnet confirms that the shepherd’s worst fears have come true,
as nature unleashes its fury in a violent storm of thunder and turbulent skies. The use of FEPM in these
opening nine bars directly relates back to the end of the concerto’s first movement, connecting the shepherd’s
expectationswith the actual storm.Vivaldi returns to the use of FEPM threemore times to reinforce the sense
of sheer physical violence.
I have traced the use of FEPM in these two concertos not only to illustrate the ways in which Vivaldi

used this textural device to convey intense physical violence (real or imagined), but also to show how it can
generate expressive cross-references between movements while highlighting differences in the concertos’
prevailing tones. The Summer concerto is filled with evocations of physical peril, so it quite reasonably
contains the most passages with FEPM. But when hearing these passages, we are reminded that spring is
a much gentler season, which provokes feelings of joy rather than of misery and dread. The fact that the
Spring concerto uses FEPM in only one passage helps contribute to the work’s gently expressive character.
Not surprisingly, FEPM is alsomuch less prevalent inAutumn, where humanity enjoys a positive relationship
with the land.
Winter, on the other hand, is a very difficult season for humanity. But because physical distress is generally

caused by the effects of cold rather than by any violent motions, we encounter FEPM in just three brief
passages in the finale. The first of these occurs in bars 48–50, where a scalar plunge of almost two octaves
signifies slipping on the ice and falling to the ground. In addition to signifying the physical force of the fall
itself, the passage serves a syntactical purpose: FEPM is used to highlight the prolonged harmonic stasis of
the frozen landscape by emphasizing, even exaggerating, the movement’s first full cadence (in bar 51!).
The final, brief appearance of FEPM in Winter, and indeed in the entire cycle, is cross-referential in

character. The storms of summer are recollected by the representation of fierce winds in the Winter finale
(bars 120–end).38 Vivaldi further strengthens this recollection in bars 140–141 and 148–149 when he writes
measured tremolos scored as FEPM starting on c1 and then stepping down to b�, similar to the stepwise

37 FEPM is only simulated here, because the solo violin remains independent, providing overlapping cadences on
sustained notes.

38 Fertonani, La simbologia, 92, also comments upon the presence of warring winds to end both Summer and Winter.
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Example 2 Vivaldi, L’Inverno, third movement, bars 98–108

downward motion in the third movement of the Summer concerto.39 However, the final bars of the concerto
avoid FEPM, which, in the context of this cycle, might have signified total destruction. The implication is
that humanity has survived the hardships of the season andwill endure – amessage also conveyed in the final
line of the sonnet, which reminds us that winter brings both challenges and rewards. Vivaldi’s interpretation
of the seasonal cycle as a dynamic relationship between humanity and the natural world is therefore capped
by a harmonized, conventional texture that conveys a message of resilience in the face of wild extremes.40

Another striking texture in these concertos involves the use of bassetto scoring: passages where the normal
bass-line instruments are silenced and the bass line is transferred to other instruments (typically those that
normally play in an alto register or higher, such as the violin and viola).41 For example, the bassetto is used
to connect two structurally anomalous passages in The Four Seasons that share narrative subject matter as
agents of relief in hostile situations. In the finale of the Winter concerto, the solo episode at bars 93–100 is
interrupted when a bold downward plunge outlining V7 in C minor is followed by a dramatic shift of tempo
(fromAllegro to Largo) and scoring (from solo violin and basso continuo to violins and violas without basso
continuo), along with a subtle harmonic twist that quickly recontextualizes the tonic resolution in C minor
as the submediant of a new tonal centre, E flat major (Example 2).42 There is no preparation for the change
of tempo and new melodic material at bar 101, which comes as a complete surprise. A caption tells us that

39 In addition, bar 145 of the Winter finale is almost a direct copy of bar 127 of the Summer finale, and the violin figures
in bars 142–144 and 150–152 of the Winter finale invert ideas, scored as FEPM, in alternating bars in a passage from the
Summer finale (bars 85–96).

40 Everett, The Four Seasons, 87, also finds that ‘the message of [Vivaldi’s] Winter . . . is that man can shrug off, smile at
and even enjoy Nature’s taunts’.

41 The use of the bassetto and similar sonic effects probably predates the baroque era, but it began to gain (or regain)
particular favour as a technique for sectional contrast in the 1670s. See James Webster, ‘Bassett (i)’, and Stephen
Bonta and others, ‘Violoncello’, in Grove Music Online www.oxfordmusiconline.com (24 August 2012), and Deborah
Kauffman, ‘Violons en basse as Musical Allegory’, The Journal of Musicology 23/1 (2006), 153–185. For an overview of
Vivaldi’s early use of the technique see Lockey, ‘The Viola as a Secret Weapon’, 117–154.

42 E flat had already been treated as a tonal centre in the first movement (from bar 38) and home key for the second
movement. However, the arrival of E flat in the first movement is extensively prepared (bars 36–38), which makes its
more abrupt appearance in the midst of the third movement all the more striking. Bella Brover-Lubovsky notes that
while the use of the flattened seventh degree (with major third) in minor keys was common in the seventeenth century,
it is rare in Vivaldi’s works. See Bella Brover-Lubovsky, Tonal Space in the Music of Antonio Vivaldi (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2008), 249.
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Example 3a Vivaldi, L’Inverno, third movement, bars 109–116

this passage represents the Sirocco wind. In contrast to the fragmented gestures, wide leaps, minormode and
quicker tempo of the preceding passages, the welcome presence of this wind is suggested by gently flowing
melodic and bass lines, major mode and a slower tempo. One of the sonic characteristics contributing to the
gracefulness of this interpolated episode is the use of the bassetto, as the temporary suspension of the bass
register allows other voices to float over the scene, untethered to the ground.
This narrative is mirrored in the first movement of the Summer concerto, where the oppressive heat is

temporarily made more tolerable through the welcome appearance of ‘gentle zephyrs’ (bars 78–89). Once
again, the sequence of events in this passage is striking. The breeze is briefly introduced as a tease (bar 71)
in the midst of a solo episode (bars 59–77), prompting the solo violin to change its discourse from calls of
the turtledove to the song of the goldfinch. The reduced orchestra, without basso continuo, then presents a
longer version of the breeze material before the full ensemble bursts in, forte, to signal the fierce arrival of
the north wind (bar 90).
Thus while there are no motivic links between these two references to winds as a positive force, they

both receive a similar textural treatment through the use of the bassetto. These two passages are, in fact, the
only places in the entire cycle that feature the bassetto during what is otherwise a tutti period. The textural
resemblances extend even further, as both passages are essentially built upon a two-line framework, with a
harmonically enriched melody in the violins (travelling in parallel thirds) and a simpler bassetto line in the
viola part – an example of what I term a ‘unison bassetto’, where any number of instruments can be assigned
to play a bassetto line in unison.43

The Sirocco passage in theWinterfinale, which immediately precedes themovement’s conclusion, prepares
us to look beyond this concerto and apply the positive message from the sonnet’s ending to the cycle as a
whole. The melody beginning in bar 101 of the Sirocco episode (Example 2) is related to the melody heard in
bars 25–29 of the samemovement (where the image is a slow and timid walk on the ice), but the material that
follows in bars 109–119 is, as both Fertonani and Everett have noted, a transformation of motives from the
main ritornello of the first movement of Summer (Example 3).44 This passage therefore encourages us to hear
the concluding episode (starting in bar 120) with a distancing effect that makes it appear less menacing than
it might otherwise; the sonnet, after all, invites us to ponder the joys of the seasons rather than the fears they
can bring, a dissonance between poetic and musical expression that is justified through the Sirocco episode.
With so much narrative importance attached to the Sirocco passage, Vivaldi was wise to use an assortment
of means, including the bold textural contrast of bassetto accompaniment, to frame it in musical quotation
marks.
Through his use of FEPMand the bassetto, Vivaldi exploited the textural options provided by the orchestral

ensemble to draw attention to important changes in motivic content and rhetorical style. In fact, Vivaldi’s
mastery of the wide sonic and textural palette afforded by the solo concerto reveals his innate understanding
of the expressive potential of the orchestral medium. The significance of The Four Seasons results at least as

43 Lockey, ‘The Viola as a Secret Weapon’, 120–122.
44 Fertonani, La simbologia, 95; Everett, The Four Seasons, 89.
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Example 3b Vivaldi, L’Estade, first movement, bars 1–7

much from their use of the orchestra’s affective range as from the brilliance of Vivaldi’s melodic, rhythmic
and harmonic invention.
There is perhaps no better illustration of how Vivaldi and his contemporaries could profit from a flexible

treatment of the orchestra than the long solo episode introducing the drunken villagers in the opening
movement of the Autumn concerto (Example 4). What helps to make this episode so vivid is the variety of
accompanying textures allied to the broad range of gestures in the principal violin part. The solo violin uses
a wide range of melodic-rhythmic ideas to change rhetorical styles from languid to comically grandiloquent.
Many of these alternations occur in rapid succession, conveying a sense of confusion and loss of reason
appropriate to a musical representation of inebriation. Throughout, a different texture accompanies each
new gesture from the solo violin, emphasizing the episode’s rhetorical fantasy.

CULTIVATING AN EXPRESSIVE TONE

The textures and scoring combinations discussed thus far only hint at the variety of sonorities that Vivaldi
called upon to tell the tale of humanity’s interaction with the seasons. This study could equally well examine
his use of several other scoring patterns that create a rich palette of rhythmic, harmonic and registral effects.45

But there is a subtle yet imaginative logic behind Vivaldi’s decisions about which textures to hold in reserve
and which to rely upon more heavily for each season. This is why the boldest and most diverse textures
are more frequently used in the two concertos illustrating the most menacing seasons, summer and winter.
In addition to FEPM, elevated drama is brought to these works through the use of full-ensemble rhythmic
unison, a texture that, when combined with stile concitato rhythmic activity, can provide a different kind
of heightened intensity.46 The Summer concerto is the only one to make extensive use of parallel octaves
between the lowest two voices, a sonority often thought to be comparatively hollow due to the use of a single
pitch class.47

Spring and Autumn are given a much gentler treatment that is aided by a sparing use of the sharply
focused textures found in the Summer and Winter concertos, and through frequent sonorities that balance
richer harmonizations of individual lines with more relaxed levels of rhythmic activity. For example, Vivaldi
makes extensive use of parallel melodic lines for violins (usually involving parallel thirds) to lend an air of

45 For a broader discussion of Vivaldi’s scoring techniques see Lockey, ‘The Viola as a Secret Weapon’.
46 On the full-ensemble rhythmic unison see Lockey, ‘The Viola as a Secret Weapon’, 186–188.
47 For example, Cecil Forsyth warned that writing parallel octaves for the viola and cello can, in some circumstances,

create ‘a feeling of emptiness in the alto- and tenor-registers’. Cecil Forsyth, Orchestration, second edition (London:
Macmillan, 1935; reprinted New York: Dover, 1982), 404.
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Example 4 Vivaldi, L’Autunno, first movement, bars 32–56

pleasantness to melodic material in tutti passages of the concertos’ outer movements. In the first movement
of theAutumn concerto, parallel melodic lines are combined with a vertically elaborated bass line (here using
parallel thirds and tenths) to create a texture in which treble and bass lines are both harmonized.48

Vivaldi’s artistic responses to spring and autumn also involve several episodes with multiple rhythmic
layers, as in his characterizations of summer and winter, but here he minimizes the potential for conveying

48 See especially the opening ritornello and bars 80–86.
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Example 4 continued

an aggressive tone by assigning longer note durations to at least one of the parts. Consider the most complex
texture of the entire cycle, the slow movement of the Winter concerto, where there are five rhythmic layers.
To counteract the lively rhythms of the obbligato cello, Vivaldi uses the viola to create a sostenuto line of the
utmost simplicity: a harmonic backdrop not unlike some of the horn and oboe writing found in orchestral
music from a few decades later, sometimes referred to as the ‘wind organ’ effect.49 The combination of
principal violin and basso continuo with viola is enough to allow us to interpret the movement as a scene of
repose, the pizzicato arpeggios in the violins (depicting rain falling outside) and the obbligato cello (depicting
leaping flames in the hearth) reminding us of the harsh conditions we are momentarily escaping.

THE FOUR SEASONS AS A TESTAMENT TO THE POWERS OF ORCHESTRATION

As we have seen, the cycle of the seasons provided Vivaldi with numerous opportunities to showcase the
power of texture and sonority to help dramatize his melodic, rhythmic and harmonic invention in support
of a narrative. Yet he could also use texture and sonority effectively in works lacking overt extramusical
references. For example, the opening ritornello in the finale of the Concerto for Two Violins in A minor,
Op. 3 No. 8, is subjected to textural modifications that alter its impact over the course of the movement. The
ritornello comprises two different cells, each orchestrated with a different texture. The first idea is a four-

49 For an overview of this effect see Spitzer and Zaslaw, The Birth of the Orchestra, 464–467.
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voice canon (bars 1–8), which is followed by two presentations of a cadential gesture scored in FEPM. The
effect of this ritornello is extremely forceful: a gradual build-up from a single voice and then, just when the
tension appears to have reached its peak (with the full ensemble engaged in four contrapuntal voices), there
is a sudden jump to FEPM for two emphatic statements of a cadential gesture. For the next appearance of the
ritornello (bars 25–36), the canonic build-up to the FEPM cadential gestures gains an air of inevitability by
the addition of a downbeat pulse from the basso continuo in each bar. Following a homophonic tutti period
(with solo interjections), two further tutti periods (starting at bars 82 and 114) take up the descending scales
of the canonic imitation – only now there is no gradual increase of intensity, for the entire ensemble plays
the canonic subject in FEPM. After one more homophonic tutti period (bars 128–131), the final tutti (from
bar 142) presents both the canonic subject and the cadential gesture in FEPM. Throughout this movement,
Vivaldi is able to construct an overall curve of intensity that maintains forward drive despite introducing the
greatest melodic and rhythmic variety in the middle of the movement. He does this by using texture to alter
the ritornello’s character, removing the gradual build-up that had featured in its first two appearances, so that
the later returns begin at full intensity.
Emily I. Dolan has argued that awareness and exploitation of orchestral sonorities really began during

Haydn’s career, as commentators began specifically to address, however briefly, the variety of sounds
produced by the orchestra.50 Yet her assertion that orchestration depends on the ability to reproduce the
same effect from one orchestra to another overemphasizes orchestral variability in the earlier eighteenth
century and appears to discount the idea that a string ensemble (withoutwinds) can constitute an ‘orchestra’.51

Dolan similarly underestimates the extent to which composers explored orchestral timbres long before there
was broader acknowledgement of the art of the orchestration, and we must also consider that listeners
were capable of perceiving the expressive power of orchestration before there was a suitable system or
language for its critical evaluation. There would have been little reason for Vivaldi to vary texture and
sonority extensively if such contrasts were not recognized and even appreciated by his performers and
audiences.
While the history of most individual textures and sonorities in The Four Seasons has yet to be fully traced,

precedents exist for nearly all of themwithinVivaldi’s previousworks and inworks by his contemporaries and
immediate predecessors.52 Vivaldi was therefore helping extend into the realm of the solo concerto an art of
orchestration thatwas already being developed inmultiple genres.53 What is special inThe Four Seasons, then,
is the savvy way Vivaldi seized upon orchestration as a resource to ensure that the concertos are more than a
parade of simple tableaux. For all the inventiveness of the principal violin part,much of the drama, excitement
and memorability of these works can be attributed to the function of the entire ensemble. Long before
commentators began to identify and discuss the concept of orchestration, these early eighteenth-century
products demonstrated the orchestra’s ability to capture the listener’s imagination in ways that powerfully
translate experiences of the changing seasons into a sonic experience of profound artistic value.

�

50 Emily I. Dolan, The Orchestral Revolution: Haydn and the Technologies of Timbre (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013).

51 Dolan, The Orchestral Revolution, 9.
52 For example, the bare-fifths drone in the viola and bass that accompanies the violins’ melody in the finale of the Spring

concerto, representing the rustic sound of bagpipes, has a textural precedent in the firstmovement of Vivaldi’s Concerto
for Two Violins in A minor, Op. 3 No. 8 (bars 9–12). Likewise, the layered texture of the slow movement of the Winter
concerto has parallels in the slow movement of his String Concerto in D minor, rv128 (although the date of this work
is not yet established).

53 Walter Kolneder was among the first scholars to draw attention to Vivaldi’s use of a variety of textural and scoring
devices to create diverse sonorities. See Walter Kolneder, Performance Practices in Vivaldi, trans. Anne de Dadelsen
(Winterthur: Amadeus, 1979), 80–85.
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In blending ideas publicly discussed by Arcadian reformers with his own fondness for descriptive
representation, as seen in numerous works, Vivaldi expanded his vision of the seasons to encompass both
hardships and joys, presenting them as less of an idealized allegory than a cycle of physical encounters
between humankind and the natural world. Taking into account the sonnets and the concertos, we can now
see howboth serve as part of an artistic enterprise demonstrating affinities with important new trends in early
eighteenth-century aesthetics. The question of which came first – the sonnets or the concertos – is no longer
so crucial, because we have a new recognition of the sonnets’ seminal role in translating musical images for
a wider audience in accordance with an aesthetic that stressed intelligibility. Vivaldi’s often innovative use
of orchestration to clarify structure and narrative in these concertos may in fact have been motivated by
Arcadian notions of verisimilitude and intelligibility. If so, this opens up entirely new ways of thinking about
eighteenth-century instrumental music. In any case, Vivaldi’s handling of texture and sonority in The Four
Seasons reveals the richness of invention and depth of meaning that can still be uncovered in one of the most
celebrated works from the baroque era.
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