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Scarlatti’s sonatas are rightly associated with the rhythms and harmonies 
of Spanish folk music, which is hardly surprising given the time he spent in 
Lisbon, Seville and Madrid. However, he was also influenced by the folk music 
he heard during his early years in Naples, where he was born and spent 
much of his youth. He received his earliest musical education from his father, 
Alessandro, and like his father he began his career as an operatic composer. 
Having moved to Venice in 1705 and then Rome four years later, in 1720 
Scarlatti became chapel master to the Portuguese Court in Lisbon, and music 
master to the Infanta Maria Barbara, who later became Queen of Spain.

This appointment proved to be the turning point of Scarlatti’s career. The 
remainder of his life was spent in service to the Spanish court, in Seville 
from 1729 and then in Madrid once Maria Barbara became Queen. Scarlatti 
died there in July 1757, and only one of the most remarkable aspects of his 
reputation is that it is now founded almost solely on the 555 sonatas for 
harpsichord which appear very largely to date from only the last 20 years of 
his life. In the preface to his first published collection of sonatas, he made his 
intentions as a composer clear:

Reader, Whether you be Dilettante or Professor, in these Compositions 
do not expect any profound Learning, but rather an ingenious jesting 
with Art, to accommodate you to the Mastery of the Harpsichord. Neither 
Considerations of Interest, nor Visions of Ambition, but only Obedience 
moved me to publish them. Perhaps they will be agreeable to you; then all 
the more gladly will I obey other Commands to please you in an easier and 
more varied Style. Show yourself then more human than critical, and thereby 
increase your own Delight.

This elegant manifesto introduced a collection of 30 ‘Essercizi per 
gravicembalo’ – now catalogued as Nos. 1-30 in the authoritative edition 
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1. K1 in D minor - Allegro 2’31
2. K32 in D minor - Aria 2’27
3. K33 in D  3’42
4. K87 in B minor 6’30
5. K29 in D - Presto 4’56
6. K27 in B minor - Allegro 3’48
7.  K427 in G - Presto quanto  

sia possibile 2’10
8. K132 in C - Cantabile 8’36
9.  K98 in E minor -  

Allegrissimo 3’19

10. K135 in E - Allegro 5’03
11. K162 in E - Andante-allegro 5’25
12.  K208 in A -  

Adagio e cantabile 5’58
13. K39 in A - Presto 2’42
14. K322 in A - Allegro 4’10
15. K455 in G - Allegro 3’22
16. K95 in C  3’24
17.  K466 in F minor -  

Andante moderato 9’28
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Italian idioms and Spanish folksong and dance. It is Scarlatti’s Italian heritage, 
however, which comes to the fore in the brilliant and propulsive toccata 
which opened the collection, and is now the Sonata Kk 1. By contrast, Kk 29 
demonstrates how completely Scarlatti had absorbed the Andalucian idiom 
of his home-to-be.

Kk 32 bears the designation of ‘Aria’, uniquely so among the 555 sonatas. 
It was first published in England in pirate edition of the Essercizi compiled by 
Thomas Roseingrave to which he added several more sonatas (plus one of his 
own!). Kk 87 is more carefully worked-out, in an intricate four-voice polyphonic 
texture, in which each voice moves forward in single alternate steps. 

Kk 427 is marked to be played ‘as quickly as possible’. Gusts of 
semiquavers are whipped along by four powerful chords on the same 
rhythmic pattern, like the incursion of trumpets and drums on a village 
square. The chords are disposed at the very opposite ends of the keyboard, 
which further accentuates the bizarre nature of the sonata in performance. 
Motives are either repeated more times than we might have expected, or else 
vanish abruptly, leaving bewildered listeners in their wake. 

Kirkpatrick perceived the world of Aranjuez – home to a courtly palace 
outside Madrid where Scarlatti would have been served the royal court – in 
the grace and refinement of Kk 132. Scarlatti’s increasingly free grasp of form 
leads him to introduce many new themes into the second half of the sonata, 
where the harmony ventures into dissonant regions and the expression 
likewise plumbs depths of pathos not commonly associated with the 
composer. Italian concerto figuration and Spanish strumming fuse to form 
the pacy yet elegant progress of Kk 98.

It seems that Scarlatti himself often performed Kk 135 – the middle panel 
of a triptych – and one readily understands why, as a showcase for both 

of his sonatas by Ralph Kirkpatrick – which includes a dedication to his 
future masters in Spain. It was in April 1738 that Scarlatti was awarded the 
Portuguese title of Knight of the Order of Santiago, which is the title which 
features on the first page of the edition. It seems reasonable to suppose that 
the first edition of the Essercizi dates from the end of 1738 or early in 1739.

These sonatas were the only pieces whose publication was supervised by 
Scarlatti himself, but they should not be regarded as the composer’s very 
first sonatas. The Kirkpatrick catalogue, by which the sonatas are identified, 
works in roughly chronological sequence, and there is no earlier source for 
his keyboard sonatas, but the sheer variety and mastery of the collection tells 
against counting it as the work of the composer’s early years. Scarlatti runs 
the gamut of keyboard technique and exploits to the full startling effects 
such as hand-crossing, jumps of two octaves or more, repeated notes and 
virtuosic scale and arpeggio passages.

Both the composer and his royal pupil were apparently masters at 
‘jesting’. The technical difficulty of these sonatas implies that they were both 
harpsichordists of remarkable finesse. The historical sources also suggest 
that both the Queen and Scarlatti were adept improvisers. Manuscript 
research has turned up many alternative versions of the sonatas, indicating 
that the form in which they have come down to us was by no means 
fixed and final in the composer’s mind, and that an element of recreative 
imagination is essential to their successful performance. 

All the sonatas featured here are cast as single movements in binary form: 
two sections, each of which is repeated, inviting further embellishment. 
They frequently feature the melodic, rhythmic and harmonic mannerisms of 
Spanish music, and the sound of the guitar is often suggested by the use of 
strumming chords. The Essercizi in particular achieve a synthesis of classical, 
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technique and artistry, thanks to its rapid scales, hand crossings and crispy 
trills. It’s also remarkable for its evocation of a courtly dance. From time to 
time, Scarlatti deployed unusual binary forms. Moving at a purposeful tread 
rather than the hectic gallop of many sonatas, Kk 162 has a structural base 
of contrasting tempi, alternating slow and fast sequences, while remaining 
within the tradition of binary form. 

More than one pianist has chosen Kk 208 as the perfect Scarlatti sonata, 
even as another comparatively rare journey into melancholia. A magnificent 
melody sings, rich in ornamentation, above a regular, solemn series of soft 
notes in the left hand. Kk 455 moves with violent changes of mood: roaring 
outbursts contrasted with radiant interludes. Both mandolins and castanets 
are heard in a long development which is occasionally sustained by a central 
harmonic pedal point.

On a purely technical level, Kk 95 is a study for right-hand crossing over 
a non-stop triplet figuration played by the left hand. Its harmonic flavour 
is more German than the other sonatas featured here, and the score is 
preserved in none of the authenticated sources for Scarlatti’s sonatas; it 
was instead published by Boivin in Paris in about 1747 as part of a volume of 
‘Pièces pour le clavecin’. 

The Andante moderato of Kk 466 is another of those rare but special 
sonatas cast in a lyrical mode. Yet Scarlatti’s chosen materials are 
audaciously minimal: The opening, rising-and-falling motif becomes the 
accompaniment for a good part of the sonata. A melodic fragment returns 
time and again in various permutations, so that the work meditates on a 
single fixed idea rather than moving from one point to another in the fashion 
of what we associate with the principles of ‘sonata’ form. But here, as so 
often, Scarlatti followed no fashion but his own.
© Peter Quantrill, 2022
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