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Ordained as a priest, Antonio
Lucio Vivaldi became one of
Europe’s most popular
composers during the early part
of the 18th century. He wrote

hundreds of concertos, dozens of operas
and many sacred works before his music
fell out of fashion during the latter part
of his life. He died in obscurity and his
work suffered a similar fate for almost
two centuries. His music was rescued
from oblivion in the 1930s. His most
famous work, The Four Seasons, has
since become one of the best-selling
classical compositions of all time.
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Masters of

Music

I
n 1999, a British magazine called The Radio Times conducted

a poll among its readers to determine their favorite piece of

classical music. Many people were surprised at the results.

The winner wasn’t something by Beethoven, such as his famous

Fifth or Ninth (Choral) Symphony. Nor was it one of the beloved

pieces played at Christmas, George Frideric Handel’s Messiah or

Peter Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker. Even though many musicians con-

sider Johann Sebastian Bach to be history’s greatest composer, the

winner wasn’t one of his works either.

The readers’ favorite was The Four Seasons by Italian composer

Antonio Vivaldi.

If that poll had been conducted 50 years earlier, the results

would have been different, and not because people’s musical tastes

had changed. There was another reason.

Until 1950, hardly anyone had heard of either Vivaldi or his

music. Unlike many other famous composers, Vivaldi was forgotten

almost as soon as he died in 1741, alone and far from home. His

body was hurriedly thrown into an unmarked grave, and his music

seemed to suffer the same fate.

Rediscovering a
Forgotten Composer

MM-Vivaldipr#3 6/4/08, 3:31 PM7



Chapter 1 - Rediscovering a Forgotten Composer

8

Vivaldi wrote what is called Baroque music, which is very gran-

diose. One characteristic of Baroque music is that several melodic

lines wind around each other. Another is that there are many dra-

matic contrasts, such as alternating loud and soft passages. Perhaps

most important, the music features a great deal of ornamentation.

Baroque singers commonly stretch out a simple phrase for a minute

or two, often repeating one or more words in the phrase.

Vivaldi had been very popular while he was alive, but time

seemed to have passed him by. His music had fallen out of fashion.

Melodic lines became simpler, and there was very little ornamenta-

tion.

His return to fame came by a curious route. Less than 10 years

following Vivaldi’s death, Bach died. Most people believed that

several of Bach’s sons, who had become composers like their father,

were much better and more interesting than whoever had come

before.

But unlike what happened with Vivaldi, a handful of admirers

kept Bach’s reputation and music alive during the following de-

cades. Early in the 1820s, a young German composer named Felix

Mendelssohn found a copy of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion. Astonished

by its beauty, he immediately wanted to present it in public. De-

spite several obstacles, he stubbornly pushed forward with his

dream and conducted a performance in 1829.

The concert was an overwhelming success. Suddenly Bach was

back in favor. People began demanding to hear his other works.

Musicians searched frantically for manuscripts he had written. It

was a complicated process, because these manuscripts had been

scattered far and wide.

All this searching eventually turned up a collection known as

XII Concerti di Vivaldi elaborati di J.S. Bach (“12 concertos of Vivaldi
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transcribed by J.S. Bach”). Soon some of Vivaldi’s other works that

had also influenced Bach were discovered. “Who is this Vivaldi?”

people asked.

As Vivaldi biographer Marc Pincherle observes, “We are re-

minded of the Egyptologists who, digging in the Valley of the Kings

in search of a certain pharaoh’s burial place, uncover an older,

hitherto unsuspected tomb.”1

But Vivaldi’s music wasn’t destined to become an overnight

success. Its eventual revival has some elements of a detective story.

This story began with a nobleman from Genoa named Count

Giacomo Durazzo, who was very interested in music. He spent a

great deal of time in Vienna, then was appointed by Austrian Em-

press Maria Theresa as ambassador to Venice in 1775. While

Durazzo was serving in Venice, he accumulated a huge collection of

Vivaldi’s music. After his death in 1794, the collection disappeared.

Part of it turned up in 1926 in the possession of a monastery

that had to raise money to carry out repairs. The monastery called

on Alberto Gentili, a music professor at the University of Turin in

Italy, to determine its value. Gentili also helped find a buyer.

It was obvious to Gentili that there was another portion of

music somewhere. He researched the history of the Durazzo family

and tracked down the original count’s last surviving descendant,

Marchese Giuseppe Durazzo. At first the old man refused to let

Gentili examine his library to see if it even contained any Vivaldi

manuscripts. Finally he gave permission, and Gentili found what he

was looking for. Once again, he was able to find a buyer, but the

Marchese demanded that the music never be published or per-

formed. Gentili and others went to court and the ban was finally

lifted.
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Soon afterward, in 1939, Antonio Vivaldi’s music was performed

in public for the first time in nearly 200 years. That was the eve of

World War II, and nothing further happened for several years.

Soon after the war ended, however, the famous music publishing

house of G. Ricordi in Milan, Italy, began distributing Vivaldi’s

instrumental works.

In 1950, Ricordi published The Four Seasons. Later that year,

Italian record company Cetra issued the first recording of the

music. It created a sensation.

H. C. Robbins Landon writes, “In 1950, I happened to be in

New York when the famous Cetra recording of The Four Seasons

arrived at the Liberty Music Shop and a clerk put it on. The shop-

pers, myself included, stopped their own activities and started to

listen, entranced, to his seductive music which had lain forgotten

on library shelves for two hundred years.

“The Vivaldi renaissance had begun. It was to continue until, in

1990, Nigel Kennedy’s recording of The Four Seasons topped the

bestseller lists in London for many months. The Four Seasons, in

short, has become the most popular piece of classical music in the

world.”2
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