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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

 With few exceptions, there is a distinct paucity of modern analytical studies 

regarding the association of music and drama in Baroque opera seria. Few authors even 

mention the works, and those who do tend to make comments about them only in 

passing or assume that they are inherently not dramatic and, presumably, not worthy of 

study. It is possible, however, to reveal relationships between music and drama if the 

analysis of these operas is approached in a way that acknowledges the aesthetic 

principles that influenced their composition. The purpose of this dissertation, then, is to 

examine the relationship between music and drama in Baroque opera seria; I study 

arias from George Frideric Handel’s operatic works as case studies. 

 In chapter one, I set forth the methodology for the analyses, contextualizing my 

work within the bounds of musical semiotics, musical topic theory, the structural 

analysis of Baroque music, and opera analysis in general. The groundwork for 

systematic stylistic interpretation laid by Robert Hatten and Raymond Monelle’s 

investigations into the origins of musical topics and their cultural associations are 

crucial in my own attempts to reconstruct stylistic competence for the Baroque opera 

seria; subsequently, Matthew Shaftel’s methodology for opera analysis coupled with 

Joseph Kerman’s understanding of the interaction between music and drama in opera 

provide the means for forming these interpretations. 

 Initial substantiation for my stylistic claims comprises chapter two. I investigate 

many possible musical topics at work in the Baroque era. I provide historical and 

modern evidence for their existence, the affects they might project, and the stylistic level 

with which they are likely associated. In many cases, I compare instrumental 

compositions by Handel with known dance or other stylistic characteristics with arias 

that share these attributes. I also discuss the implications for stylistic level of 

hypermetric and harmonic structure (after Channan Willner) and the use of “topical 

reversal”—one way, I posit, a Baroque composer might have manipulated topical 
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material and associations. I put the results of the investigations in chapter two into 

practice in the following two chapters. Chapter three is an in-depth exploration of the 

arias of Cleopatra in Handel’s opera Giulio Cesare in Egitto (1724), their interaction with 

dramatic elements, and the possible resulting effect on her characterization. Chapter 

four serves the same function for the character of Grimoaldo in Handel’s opera 

Rodelinda, Regina de’Longobardi (1725). In the final chapter of this dissertation, I suggest 

the implications for further research in this vein, and I provide a topical interpretation 

of an aria by J.S. Bach. 



 1 

 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION, REVIEW OF LITERATURE, AND METHODOLOGY 
 
 
 
 With few exceptions, there is a distinct paucity of modern analytical studies 

regarding the association of music and drama in Baroque opera seria.1 Few authors 

even mention the works, and those who do tend to make comments about them only in 

passing or assume that they are inherently not dramatic and, presumably, not worthy of 

study. It is possible, however, to reveal relationships between music and drama if the 

analysis of these operas is approached in a way that acknowledges the aesthetic 

principles that influenced their composition.2 The purpose of this dissertation, then, is to 

examine the relationship between music and drama in Baroque opera seria; I study 

arias from George Frideric Handel’s operatic works as case studies. Although in chapter 

two I consider arias from operas produced by the Royal Academy of Music, the Second 

Academy of Music, and Covent Garden, the case studies in chapters three and four 

include only operas produced by the “first” Royal Academy of Music (1720–1728). 

These operas include Giulio Cesare in Egitto (1724) and Rodelinda, Regina de’Longobardi 

(1725). Because both of these works were written for essentially the same group of 

performers, the possible motivation for composing certain types of arias and vocal lines 

for specific singers will not sharply conflict with the interpretation of the music.3 In 

addition, although these works belong to the same plot family—the heroic opera—the 

two characters that I closely examine in this dissertation are involved in very different 
                                                
1 Indeed, excepting those focused on the music of J.S. Bach, there are few music-theoretical studies that 
address structural concerns specific to Baroque music. Willner presents the most recent, in-depth 
structural analysis of Baroque music, building on the work of Schenkerians Carl Schachter and William 
Rothstein (see the bibliography). 
2 This closely parallels Victoria Johnson’s “systems of meaning” approach to opera analysis (Johnson et al. 
2001, 16—see section 1.3 below). In investigating musical meaning, Robert Hatten (1994 and 2004) and 
Kofi Agawu (1991) advocate a similar strategy, although they are not speaking about opera specifically. 
3 C. Steven LaRue has posited that Handel wrote, reworked, adapted opera characters and aria types 
specifically for the talents and limitations of the singers who were to perform them (2001). It is my hope 
that, in considering two operas written for similar casts, I will avoid entangling my musical and dramatic 
analyses with this issue. 



 2 

dramatic situations and have divergent motivations, so the analyses are distinct. Since 

arias are the major vehicles of dramatic expression in opera seria, they are the analytical 

focus of the project. Where appropriate, the investigations pair structural and semiotic 

musical analyses with work-specific interpretations of the drama. The semiotic 

approach detailed in sections 1.2 and 1.3 below provides a consistent method with 

which to negotiate the disparate domains of musical structure and dramatic content. 

The investigation leads to in-depth musical-dramatic character studies; a secondary 

result is an exposition of many musical topics that Handel employed in his opera arias 

and the affective and stylistic information they are capable of conveying. In the chapters 

that follow, I explore the musical topics that Handel used in his Italian-language operas 

and their possible extra-musical associations. I also discuss typical formal and structural 

features of Handel’s opera arias and draw on the work of Channan Willner (1999, 2005, 

and 2006, primarily) to suggest how these elements might impact musical expression. I 

then apply the findings to two musical dramatic character studies, “Cleopatra” from 

Giulio Cesare and “Grimoaldo” from Rodelinda. I hope that the results of the project will 

bring new insights to the expressive possibilities of Handel’s operas with ramifications 

for the performance and understanding of these and other Baroque music dramas. 

 In the chapter that follows, I detail the motivations for the work completed in this 

dissertation and outline the contents of the study. I contextualize the theoretical 

underpinnings for the methodology and the subsequent analyses by discussing the 

relevant theoretical and analytical literature associated with the dissertation, including 

studies of music and meaning, the structural analysis of Baroque music, and the 

analysis of opera. I discuss the methodology I use and the ways in which I have 

manipulated it for the present project. 

 

1.1 Significance of the Project 

 The primary goal of this study is to enrich the understanding of dramatic 

expression and the musical strategies for focusing that expression in Baroque opera 

seria from a music-theoretical perspective. In the study, I seek to introduce the genre 

into the realm of opera analysis—wherein current scholars typically study only works 

composed after about 1770 CE—by creating plausible, musical readings of the dramatic 

content. My analyses will involve pairing critical interpretations of the drama with the 

tools of reductive, formal, durational, and semiotic analysis. A secondary goal of this 
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project is to contribute to the published literature on the structural aspects of Baroque 

music, specifically phrase structure in Handel’s opera arias; this will involve utilizing 

the theoretical perspective and analytical tools advanced by Willner. Willner chooses to 

explore Baroque music on its own terms instead of describing its structures as non-

normative. His method highlights both tonal and durational elements in the music, 

affording the analyst the ability to investigate these structures in a consistent manner, 

ultimately allowing for a more confident interpretive stance. Finally, by enriching our 

understanding of the manner in which music and drama intersect, I hope to begin to 

raise the stature of Baroque opera seria from a genre many view as stylized, stilted, and 

inherently non-dramatic to that of a legitimate and compelling category of music 

drama. I also hope that this study will spur further interest in the interpretation of 

Baroque opera in scholarly works as well as in performance. 

 

1.2 Relevant Literature 

1.2.1 Music and Meaning, Musical Topics 

Modern Studies. The semiotic underpinning for the analysis of meaning in 

music, provided by authors such as Robert Hatten and Raymond Monelle, supplies the 

foundation for interpretation in my analyses. The examination of the musical topic and 

its corresponding musical incarnations will have special significance in this regard;  

musical topics assume a prominent place in dramatic expression in Baroque opera seria 

because they communicate information regarding the affect and stylistic level of the aria 

to listeners with stylistic competence.4 Although the analyst should not expect to find 

topics in free combination with each other in one aria (as he or she might in a Mozart 

aria), the use of one or two topics per aria corresponds with the aesthetic and stylistic 

expectations of Baroque music in general and provides useful information for 

interpretation. 

                                                
4 Stylistic level or “stylistic register,” is delineated by Hatten as “. . . [the] high, middle, or low style 
corresponding [to] to contexts of performance and carrying associations based on those locations and 
audiences. In general, a sociologically oriented level of communication, cued by various features 
associated with degrees of formality . . .” (1994, 294). Hatten describes high, middle, and low levels of 
dignity, which include associations with social class or status. For instance, “high” refers to the most 
formal associations and the highest classes of society (see section 1.3 below regarding Willner’s 
application of this notion). Ratner (1980) and Allanbrook (1983) also make use of the idea of stylistic 
register, though their applications and the notion in general have been seen by some as an 
oversimplification (see, for instance, Jane R. Stevens’s review of Allanbrook [1983] in Journal of the 
American Musicological Society, 38/2). 
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Authors who examine the use of topics in music essentially agree that the topic is 

a conventionalized musical figure, gesture, or type of piece that conveys meaning 

through a “cluster of associations,” (Monelle 2006, 4).5 These associations may include 

the original (or literarily constructed) function, the accepted affect, and the perceived 

stylistic level of the musical material of origin. As such, the topic is a sign, and as with 

all semiotic objects, the meaning it conveys is dependent upon the listener’s familiarity 

with the sign system. In this case, that system is the musical style. Indeed, many authors 

recognize the need for stylistic competency to attempt topical interpretation. 

Collectively, Leonard Ratner, Robert Hatten, Raymond Monelle, and Kofi 

Agawu provide historical and semiotic grounding for the use and interpretation of 

topics. Although they almost exclusively examine music written after about 1770 CE, 

their studies substantiate the existence of topics in the Baroque era and their 

corresponding affective associations. They also provide the tools necessary for the 

interpretation of topics, regardless of the time period in which they appear. Ratner 

provides the seminal explanation of modern topic theory and of the musical and 

affective characteristics of topics in his book Classic Music: Expression, Form, and Style 

(1980). He introduces his notion of topics as “subjects for musical discourse,” (1980, 9) 

following, presumably, the tradition of describing music in terms of rhetoric that 

permeated musical thought in the eighteenth century (Wilson et al. Grove Music Online. 

Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Rhetoric and Music”). Ratner posits that because certain 

styles of music had contact with specific cultural events, locations, and functions during 

the Baroque era, strong associations were formed between those cultural events and the 

music that accompanied them. For Ratner, topics are of two different kinds—types, 

which are descended from full pieces (namely dances), and styles, which are marked by 

certain musical elements within a piece. Although his main focus is on Classical music, 

Ratner does suggest that most of the topics he discusses were in use throughout the 

eighteenth century. In the current study, the distinction between types and styles will 

be blurred because the forms of dance pieces are not usually employed in Baroque da 

capo arias; instead, elements of dances, such as characteristic rhythms and metrical 

stresses, may be used within the da capo structure. 

                                                
5 Notable scholars include Leonard Ratner, Kofi Agawu, Wye Jamison Allanbrook, Robert Hatten, and 
Raymond Monelle 
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Hatten (1994) makes use of topics in his analyses and provides some semiotic 

grounding for them, although he does not address the use of topics in music written 

before the Classical era. For Hatten, the expressive meaning topics may carry is created 

through correlation with cultural oppositions—this is the essential idea of his theory of 

meaning in music (1994, 81). Once correlations are established between musical 

elements and cultural elements by reconstructing stylistic competency and 

corresponding cultural oppositions, interpretations of specific musical works can be 

undertaken.6 A composer’s individual synthesis of conventional material is strategic and 

leads to an interpretation that is specific to a work. Hatten’s theory prioritizes music 

from the Classical and early Romantic periods because this music shares some basic 

stylistic similarities. He shows that in the music of Beethoven, meaning is often created 

by combining, mixing, and juxtaposing different topics and by using topics in unique 

ways. Although Hatten does not comment on the use of topics in Baroque music, the 

difference between the creation of musical meaning through topics in the Baroque and 

Classical eras could be viewed as a change in degree and not in kind since Baroque 

music uses these musical features in somewhat unexpected ways as well—the use of a 

dance rhythm in an aria, for instance, references a set of associations from another 

context. In chapter two of this dissertation, I begin the process of recreating the stylistic 

competency of Handel’s audiences by substantiating their familiarity with the topics he 

used and the topics’ accepted affects. In this way, distinctions can be made between 

Hatten’s “types,” that is, the set of possible meanings a semiotic construct can convey, 

and operatic “tokens,” the use and meaning of a semiotic unit in a specific musical and 

dramatic context (see section 1.3 and chapter two). 

Monelle’s (2000 and 2006) understanding of topics differs somewhat from 

Hatten’s in that Monelle allows for topics to exist as soon as meaning is 

conventionalized and allows for the associations they call up to be flexible. He states 

that all topics signify indexically because their purpose is to point to amassed literary 

and cultural meaning, although Matthew Shaftel has argued that topics are actually 

hypoicons because they resemble their conventionalized musical origin (Shaftel 2009). 

In any case, as soon as the use of the index or icon becomes conventionalized, the sign 

has the ability to function as a topic (Monelle 2000, 15–17). This would allow for many 

                                                
6 Authors such as Raymond Monelle have worked to establish cultural associations for topics in music 
written before the Classical era—see below. 
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musical topics identified as meaningful in the latter half of the eighteenth century to 

carry meaning in the first half of the century as well. Because topics create meaning 

through a “cluster of associations,” exactly what they express is a flexible web of 

signification that can change with cultural beliefs and attitudes (Monelle 2006, 4). The 

flexible nature of topical associations allows for topics used in Baroque music to carry 

meaning even if that meaning is somewhat different in Classical music. 

A great deal of precedent exists for the integration of topics in the interpretation 

of musical meaning: for instance, Hatten (1994 and 2004) recognizes and interprets 

topics in his analyses, and Wye Jamison Allanbrook (1983) masterfully examines dance 

topics and their signification in Mozart’s operas.7 However, as I have noted above, the 

use of topics and the meaning they may communicate has not been fully explored in 

music written before the Classical period. Although some authors discuss or state in 

passing that music from the Baroque era provides the source for many topics used in 

Classical music, few have focused their studies predominantly on Baroque music.8 

 Because most authors focus on Classical music in their discussion of topics, it is 

necessary to establish some precedent for the use and interpretation of topics in the 

Baroque era. There are a few modern authors who provide both analytical examples 

and theoretical grounding in this regard. Several authors focus exclusively on dance 

types and their affective associations in the first half of the eighteenth century, 

including Meredith Ellis Little and Natalie Jenne ([1991] 2001) and Eric McKee (1999). 

Their studies support the notion that dance types were used in compositions meant for 

some purpose other than dancing and that these types carried with them affective 

associations—their interpretations of sources and musical evidence certainly point to 

dance types as candidates for inclusion in a lexicon of topics used in the Baroque era. 

 Monelle has also written extensively about musical topics, their historical origins, 

their theoretical underpinnings in semiotics, and their interpretation. He recognizes that 

many musical topics have a lineage that begins far before the eighteenth century, 

providing implicit evidence that these topics already had conventionalized associations 

by the late Baroque: for instance, his discussion of the hunt topic begins with cultural 
                                                
7 See also Monelle (2000), Agawu (1991), and, more recently, Andrew Davis in his book Il Trittico, 
Turandot, and Pucini’s Late Style (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2010). 
8 Ratner (1980, 9) claimed that topics had origins in the Baroque era. In his two books, Monelle (2000 and 
2006) investigates the history of some of Ratner’s topics, acknowledging their use in the Baroque era, but 
tracing their origins back even further. Gregory Barnett (1997 and 2008) looks at Baroque topics in specific 
musical genres (see below). 
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associations between the horn and the hunt that date to the fourteenth century, and his 

earliest musical examples of the topic date from the sixteenth century (2006). In 

addition, Peter Kivy implicitly suggests that topics can theoretically be at work in 

Baroque music because composers needed a conventionalized way for their music to 

represent the passions so that listeners could recognize them (1988, 47). 

In his dissertation and recent book, Gregory Barnett (1997 and 2008) focuses 

solely on the use of topics in the Baroque era.  Barnett provides musical and historical 

support for the importation of unrelated musical styles into the sonata [da chiesa] and 

sonata da camera works of the late seventeenth century. One of his main investigations 

involves the use of dance movements in sonatas that were supposedly “non-dance” 

works, suitable for playing in church. Conversely, he also investigates which kinds of 

topics might have made a sonata da chiesa, as opposed to its secular counterpart, sound 

serious and fit for use in church. Among the identified topics are the ricercar 

chromatico, originally an imitative work on a chromatic subject for keyboard and used 

in mass services, the characteristics of which are found in sonata fugues; the “kyrie 

eleison” rhythmic motive, associated with the tutti declamation of that text in vocal 

works, later used at the opening of instrumental movements; and the a cappella fugue, 

an instrumental style that makes reference to the polyphonic vocal style of the sixteenth 

century, marked by a quick tempo in cut time, avoidance of note values less than a 

quarter note, and stepwise motion in individual lines. The importation of these stylistic 

characteristics lent a serious affect to sonata da camera movements because of their 

associations with the church (2008, 200–225). Barnett addresses the conventionalization 

of elements from the sonata da chiesa in terms of their affective associations in the 

eighteenth century, explaining that since the sonata da chiesa was understood as more 

“refined” and “demanding” music, its characteristics, among others, were later 

associated with the more serious “learned” style (2008, 181). Although his focus is 

purely on instrumental music and he is not expressly concerned with creating 

hermeneutic interpretations based on the use of topics in a musical work, he begins to 

pave the way to discussing the role of topics in other kinds of Baroque music by 

substantiating their contemporary use with historical research. 

Besides substantiating affective associations for musical topics in the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries, Barnett also theorizes how topics were used structurally in the 

Baroque era. He posits that topics in the Baroque era differ from topics in the Classical 
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era in that they are used at the level of a movement or whole piece and are not brief 

gestures (1997, 38—see also “Topics and Rhetoric” below). The notion that a topic 

participates in the musical discourse for an entire piece not only aligns with the 

aesthetic of the unity of affect, but it also resonates with the presentation of affect in the 

Baroque aria, in which arousing or imitating the affections was accomplished by 

providing numerous arias that communicated just one or possibly two affects at a time.9 

Grout conceives of the situation in this way: “. . . at any given moment of expression, 

[the character] is for the time being simply the incarnation of a certain state of mind and 

feeling,” (2003, 187). 

 Although, as Monelle suggests, full historical studies of each possible musical 

topic should be undertaken to provide a more comprehensive understanding and 

contextualization of their meaning, the scope of such a project is far too large to be 

completed in this dissertation. Monelle himself (2006) wrote an entire monograph 

detailing the history of only three related musical topics. The scholarly work done by 

these various music scholars provides sufficient precedent for the interpretation of 

topical signification in music written before the Classical era. 

Topics and Rhetoric. Our modern notion of musical topics is not explicitly 

shared by eighteenth-century music theorists (although Agawu presents evidence of 

similar lines of thought [1991, 28–29]), and Monelle, in his critique of Ratner’s historical 

support, claims that many writers at the time do not discuss “the social and symbolic 

content” of topics—a major tenet of the theory (2000, 24–29). Monelle argues, 

essentially, that eighteenth-century theorists did not understand conventional musical 

elements as carrying cultural meaning. However, he posits elsewhere that the ability of 

conventionalized musical elements to elicit affective response is supported (2006, 7). 

The combination of the need to accurately express an affect in a musical composition 

and the historical practice of thinking of the construction of music in terms of rhetoric 

lead to the notion of the doctrine of affections—in music, as in rhetoric, one had to 

choose a musical idea that would arouse the appropriate passion in the listener.10 

Eighteenth-century theorists, instead of finding correlations between musical styles and 

                                                
9 The aesthetic of the unity of affect usually dictated that affective contrast should be present between 
pieces or movements instead of within them. This can be seen clearly in multi-movement works such as 
sonatas and especially the opera seria.  See Grout and Williams (2003, 203). 
10 See, for example, Wilson, et al., Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Rhetoric and Music”; 
Neubauer 1986, 42; and Buelow 1983, 396. 
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cultural meaning, found correlations between musical styles and affective expression 

and used rhetoric as a bridge between the two. 

Despite what is usually taken as common knowledge, scholars today generally 

agree that comparisons between music and rhetoric did not lead to a situation in which 

composers had a standardized leitmotif-like catalogue of musical-rhetorical figures 

from which to choose.11 Instead, the relationship between music and rhetoric tended to 

be characterized by “developing a rationalized framework for musical expression and 

composition [rather] than on presenting a systematized list of expressive musical 

devices,” (Bartel 1997, 137). 

The term “topic” in relation to music is used differently today than it was in the 

eighteenth century. For us, topics refer to specific musical styles with culturally 

established meanings. To eighteenth-century composers and theorists, the idea of topics 

arose from the analogy between music and discourse—a topic was a suggestion for how 

to proceed with the discourse. These older and modern notions are related but are not 

equivalent. Further, rhetorical analogy to music was conceived of in three different 

ways, including how to plan and find subjects for musical discourse, how to structure 

musical discourse, and how to perform music effectively. Eighteenth-century authors 

who refer to topics are invoking the first of these senses, generally in reference to 

searching for ideas for discourse (Bartel 1997, 66–67). For instance, Johann David 

Heinichen (1728) invokes a musical analogy with rhetoric to describe the creative 

process of composition in general—the inventio stage in rhetorical composition and the 

so-called search for topics (Buelow 1966, 162). Other theorists, such as Johann 

Mattheson (1739) used rhetoric to describe the organization of the composition 

(dispositio) as well. Mattheson lists a series of motives and ways to manipulate them; he 

also describes the structure of a musical composition in terms of grammar (musical 

sentences and paragraphs) and in terms of argument (exordium, narratio, propositio, 

confirmatio, confutatio, and peroratio—Lester 1992, 163–165). 

Buelow shows that Heinichen explained how to apply the standard rhetorical 

device of searching for topics for discourse (locus topicus) to the composition of arias 

(1966, 162–163). Heinichen demonstrates how to use the words in the libretto (either just 

before the aria, in the A section of the aria, or in the B section of the aria) to locate an 

                                                
11 Ibid. 
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appropriate affect for the aria. Once this is done, the style of music and musical figures 

should correspond to the affect, and Heinichen gives several plausible settings for each 

text, each setting making use of a different word or phrase for affective inspiration. 

Again, although appealing to conventionalized meaning is not the stated goal, 

Heinichen’s topic and our idea of topic are related on the level of the musical outcome. 

Modern authors seem to be in agreement that the ways in which relationships between 

music and rhetoric “controlled the craft of composition” remain to be fully explained.12 

The writings of theorists such as Heinichen and Mattheson are important to the modern 

application of topic theory to Baroque music in that they substantiate in 

contemporaneous thought an aesthetic goal of employing musical constructs that 

communicate an affect to the listener. The modern notion of the musical topic achieves 

this aesthetic goal by communicating affect through the interpretation of conventional 

associations. 

 The notion of topic, affect, and rhetoric in the Baroque era also inevitably calls for 

an explanation of the relationship between music and text during that time. Following 

James Charles Moser (1964), Hans-Heinz Dräger has proposed that although Baroque 

composers sometimes used music to represent specific words (e.g., an oscillation 

between two notes on the word “shake”), music could also communicate the 

“conceptual meaning” of a text in a broader sense ([1967] 1972, 132). This is exactly the 

role musical topics have to play in the Baroque aria—there are, of course, instances of 

word painting and text emphasis by melisma in many of Handel’s opera arias, but the 

use of the musical topic can convey information the interacts with the entire text in a 

more comprehensive way than explicit text painting. 

 

1.2.2 Structural Analysis of Baroque Music 

 Except for studies on the music of J.S. Bach, relatively little published literature 

exists on the analysis of musical structure specifically in Baroque music (especially 

vocal music). There are, of course, published Schenkerian studies of Bach’s music, and 

some scholars, such as Robert Marshall (1989), have shown evidence of nascent regular 

periodicity in this repertoire in that small groups of measures or portions of measures 

                                                
12 Again, see, for example, Wilson, et al., Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Rhetoric and 
Music”; Lester 1992, 164; and Buelow 1983, 403. In contrast, see Bartel (1997)—he classifies musical-
rhetorical figures, though he does not assign affective meaning to all of them. He explains that they are 
more for the construction of affective meaning than imbued with meaning themselves. 
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can be understood as foursquare groupings at higher levels of structure. As mentioned 

in the preceding section, there are also studies dealing with the use of dance music in 

J.S. Bach’s instrumental music, and Eric McKee (1999) discusses the structural 

implications of this in his work. Besides these studies, though, many scholars leave the 

Baroque repertoire and its structural forces unexplored. 

 The notable exception is the work of Channan Willner, who seemingly seeks to fill 

this gap: his articles, book chapters, and recent dissertation explore the nature of tonal 

and durational structure in Baroque music from a Schenkerian perspective (1999, 2005, 

and 2006). Willner considers music not just by J.S. Bach, but also by Handel, Scarlatti, 

Couperin, and Vivaldi. He masterfully integrates a number of issues in the analysis of 

Baroque music: background and middleground structures divergent from those 

Schenker proposed (after David Neumeyer’s three-part Ursatz [Neumeyer 1987]); 

motivic enlargement; the influence of narrative on formal structures; and normative 

characteristics of the high, middle, and low styles and their incorporation into a single 

piece of music. Willner’s essential theory, though, centers on phrase rhythm and 

periodicity in Baroque music. His work is influenced by Carl Schachter’s notion of 

“tonal rhythm” ([1987] 1999) and William Rothstein’s work on phrase rhythm (1981 and 

1989). He posits that several different types of “pace” mark the motion, expansion, and 

contraction of the thematic, tonal, and durational groupings within a hierarchical three-

part ritornello structure that help to shape the Baroque work or movement. Pace refers 

to the interaction between a pitch’s duration at the surface of the music and its 

contrapuntal role, usually at the foreground or shallow middleground level. The figural 

pace, for instance, details the duration of figuration at the foreground, while the basic 

pace describes steady stepwise voice leading in the outer voices just below the 

foreground’s surface. A map of the groupings and their changes demonstrates the form 

and phrase rhythm of the composition. Willner refers to both tonal and durational 

periodicity, the former typically being delineated by a complete tonal motion from tonic 

to an authentic cadence and the latter being the length of a musical stretch defined 

simply by expectation. Tonal periodicity is more often at work in Baroque music, he 

explains, while durational periodicity provides the metric grid of regular hypermeter in 

the galant and Classical styles. Grouping, distinct from periodicity, is defined 

somewhat more subjectively and refers to a certain number of measures linked together 

by similarity of melodic design, rhythmic gesture, or harmonic structure. 



 12 

 Although Willner deals almost exclusively with instrumental music in the high 

style, he states that his theory is also applicable to the middle style, which, in the 

Baroque, includes most vocal music. Instead of expecting large-scale expansion of the 

basic periodicity of the work, Willner suggests that music in the middle style will 

usually show more fluctuation in periodicity, since there is tension between periodic 

expansion and the galant-influenced foursquare duration grid that so often controls 

phrase rhythm in Classical music (1999, 199 and 2005, 23–28). Willner’s theories of pace, 

periodicity, and grouping in Baroque music allow for the exploration and discussion of 

these elements as prominent structural characteristics whose rhetorical or semiotic 

interpretation may shed light on dramatic content in opera. In my analyses, I focus 

primarily on tonal and durational periods, measure groupings, and how these 

structural elements impact the stylistic level of the composition. I have found, as 

Willner suggests, that the durations of groups and periods generally fluctuates in 

Handel’s opera arias, grounding them solidly in the middle style (there are extra-

musical reasons for describing Handel’s arias as in the middle style as well—see chapter 

two, section 2.5). I have not explored any arias whose phrase structure would admit it 

to the high style, but consistent symmetrical foursquare measure groupings or periods 

could lower an aria’s stylistic level since this was a hallmark of the galant style (again, 

see chapter two, section 2.5). 

 

1.2.3 The Analysis of Opera 

 The relationship between music and drama. The examination of opera is a 

particularly complex task, since music is not the sole source of structure in the work. 

The text that constitutes the libretto and the dramatic structure contribute to the work’s 

organization as well. Characterizing the relationship between music, text, and drama—

whether in one work or more generally—is typically the main objective in the analysis 

of opera and is, indeed, my objective in this study. To accomplish this, music theorists 

and musicologists explore the ways in which music is a communicative force in the 

works they examine. Joseph Kerman’s book Opera as Drama ([1956] 1988) is the seminal 

critical study in this vein. Kerman explains that, in his view, music in opera has three 

possible communicative functions: giving insight into characterization, imbuing 

atmosphere or shaping the world of the drama, and mirroring, underpinning, shaping, 

or qualifying dramatic action. In essence, the music not only translates the drama into 
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aural terms, but also enhances our understanding of it ([1956] 1988, 214). Through 

establishing the type of relationship music should have with the dramatic content of the 

operatic work, Kerman implicitly delimits which elements of the drama can have a 

relationship with the music—character, atmosphere, and action. 

 More recently, a number of authors have proposed methodologies for the 

analysis of opera that are based on Kerman’s central premise. Frits Noske (1977), for 

example, examines the musical surface of operas by several different composers and, 

within the context of semiotics, attempts to identify which musical elements are 

meaningful. In his essays on Mozart’s operas, Noske examines the use of dance topics, 

musical syntax, and melodic gestures to define and differentiate the “constituents” of 

the drama, whether they are specific characters or the social tensions that exist between 

the characters (1977, 38). He explains that, although there is no one correct 

interpretation of drama, the music in opera narrows the field of possible interpretations 

because “[music] may communicate the gist of a dramatic action. [. . .] In opera, this 

‘communication’ is embedded in the scores as ‘transmitted enactment’ . . .” (1977, 91). In 

other words, the music’s participation in the work already provides insight into the 

drama, even before we undertake any analysis of it. 

 Other authors use existing methods of structural musical analysis to inform their 

approaches to opera analysis. Again, the basic goal of these analyses is the same—to 

find meaningful relationships between music and drama. There are numerous examples 

in Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker’s book Analyzing Opera: Verdi and Wagner (1989). 

Patrick McCreless, for instance, uses quasi-Schenkerian voice-leading reductions and 

motivic analysis to show how the musical structure of a scene from Richard Wagner’s 

Götterdämmerung (1876) highlights the structure of the Norns’ narrative and coincides 

with the climactic breaking of their golden rope (McCreless 1989). Anthony Newcomb, 

also looking at Wagner’s music, shows how familiar formal structures with repeating 

sections (especially ritornello form) help to imbue meaning in musical passages when 

they are altered in their return (Newcomb 1989). In each case, the analysis is concerned 

with how the music contributes to, comments on, or provides more information for the 

interpretation of the drama inherent in the story, stage action, and characterizations. 

Deborah Burton also describes the music in opera as providing a kind of 

commentary on the dramatic action by acting as a “filter through which one perceives 

all the other operatic elements,” (2004, 361). She goes on to detail a formalized 
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theoretical construct concerned with both how the elements that constitute the opera 

are organized and what those elements illustrate. Although Burton’s approach to opera 

analysis differs in its specific labels for meaningful musical features, the nature of the 

analytic task is similar to that of Noske and Kerman—her theoretical tools are designed 

to identify which musical elements have an illustrative function, allowing the analyst to 

further interpret how the musical elements interact with the text and drama. Her 

illustrative musical functions are almost exactly the same as those listed by Kerman. 

They include “[the] presentation of atmosphere or mood, presentation of local or 

historical color, presentation of emotional content and character, presentation of 

physical stage action, and presentation of verbal and textual content . . .” (2004, 369). 

 In the same vein as Kerman and Burton, Matthew Shaftel (2009) outlines a flexible 

analytical model for the analysis of opera in which musical signs and dramatic content 

are examined and interpreted separately until a meaningful incorporation of the 

elements can be enacted. Unlike Burton, however, Shaftel does not limit musical 

functions to simply reflecting drama (my modified version of his level chart appears in 

figure 1.1 befow). 

 
 
 Musical Analysis Dramatic Analysis 

Level 

1 

Essential structural analysis (harmony, form, texture, 

counterpoint) 

Basic character attributes, surface meaning 

of lyrics 

Level 

2 

“Type” or Denotative level: Identification of expressive 

musical content and general associations (i.e., What is the 

topic? and What can be associated with it?) 

Character motivations and relationships, 

dramatic context within the world of the 

opera 

Level 

3 

“Token” or Connotative level: Contextualized analysis—

identifying how the associations relate to specific dramatic 

content 

Contextualization of drama with respect to 

the time and place in which it was written 

(if applicable) 

Level 

4 
Full integration of musical and dramatic content 

Figure 1.1. Shaftel’s analytical levels in opera analysis (modified). 
 
 
In his four-level model, he first identifies the most basic structural features of the music 

and drama (level one). These basic features include the identification of phrases, 

cadences, and larger formal units and the creation of plot and character synopses. Next, 

in level two, denotative meanings are identified—musical signs are interpreted broadly, 

outside of their current specific musical context, and drama is interpreted through 

character relationships within the context of the fictional world of the work. Before 

interpretations are integrated formally, deeper connotative meanings are explored in 
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level three, whereby musical signs are understood through the relationship between 

their strategic contextual use (token) and broad stylistic associations (type), and 

dramatic content is seen through the lens of the culture in which it was created, as best 

as possible.13 Type and token may have a parallel relationship, or there may be 

dissonance between them. As potential and increasingly deeper meanings are 

investigated, the association between dramatic context and musical expression is 

elucidated. Note that in the analyses in chapters three and four, I combine the second 

and third levels in an attempt to minimize repeating basic musical and dramatic 

information in the narrative. Like Kerman, Shaftel also theorizes different ways that 

music can interact with drama: music can paraphrase or correspond to drama, polarize 

or define dramatic content, contradict or ignore drama, or supplement the drama by 

providing a subnarrative or subtext. 

 Shaftel’s model is especially useful in that it allows for complex musical and 

dramatic elements to be understood as working together, instead of identifying “one-to-

one correspondence of structural outline to localized plot elements,” (2009, 28). The 

complexity and flexibility the model affords works especially well in the analysis of 

Baroque opera seria, since characterization and relationships between characters are 

revealed slowly over the course of the opera via dramatic expression, instead of 

through dynamic musical numbers that accompany dramatic action. The model is able 

to accommodate the differences in the structure of Baroque opera seria from that of 

operas composed after the middle of the eighteenth century. In addition, Shaftel’s 

model can be applied equally to the relationships between music and all three of 

Kerman’s possible dramatic elements. 

 Inquiry regarding the meaning music can convey in drama often falls into what 

Victoria Johnson terms the “systems of meaning approach” to opera studies. She 

suggests that the purpose of this kind of analysis is to attempt to understand how 

meaning could have been communicated to specific audiences (differentiated by the 

time and geographical area in which they were living) and what specific strategies were 

undertaken to do so. She writes: “. . . [the] explicit purpose [of the approach] is to 

reconstruct, as far as possible, past ‘systems of meaning’—what sociologists often refer 

                                                
13 Although, in Shaftel’s model, the integration of musical and dramatic meanings does not take place 
until the fourth step, it seems clear that some consideration of dramatic content must be made to interpret 
musical signification on the connotative level and vice versa. 
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to as ‘cultural schemas’—in order to understand the constraints and possibilities 

shaping musical expression and reception at particular historical conjunctures,” (2007, 

16). This is exactly the type of analytical system Hatten has constructed and 

demonstrated (1994 and 2004) and for which Monelle has implicitly advocated (2000 

and 2006—see section 1.2.1 above). Johnson also describes a “critical approach” to opera 

analysis in which cultural, political, and often personal readings of a text are 

undertaken with possible disregard to the cultural context in which the works were 

written (2007, 14–15).14 The authors discussed in this section generally work within the 

systems of meaning approach to varying degrees, although this is often implicit. A 

similar strategy guides my own analyses, since musical topics are the primary sources 

of expressive musical information in Handel’s operas—the potential associations that 

accompany topics, as I note in section 1.2.1 above, are flexible, so understanding their 

historical and cultural context is vital to recognizing their ability to convey meaning. In 

chapter two below, I attempt to undertake this kind of “cultural reconstuction,” albeit in 

a somewhat indirect way, since, as Monelle’s work has demonstrated (2006), the 

comprehensive exploration of any one topic could on its own be the subject of a full 

study. 

 The consideration of voice in opera. The notion that music communicates 

information about the drama has also led music scholars to explore the role of voice in 

opera; here, “voice” is used to refer to, as Abbate states, “modes of subjects’ 

enunciations” (Abbate 1991, ix). Indeed, the role of voice in opera is the only area of 

opera analysis in which music theorists have seriously considered music of the Baroque 

era. Authors writing about voice in opera wrestle with issues such as the characters’ 

understandings of the music and the songs that are present in the opera (i.e., which 

music, if any, is diegetic), the audience’s understanding of the permeable boundary 

between operatic world and actual performance, and the idea that voices other than the 

characters’ may be heard (e.g., the orchestra’s voice or the composer’s voice). E.T. 

Cone’s notable essay “The World of Opera and Its Inhabitants” deals especially with 

“the operatic ambiguity,” meaning the extent to which characters realize they are 
                                                
14 The kind of critical study in which Susan McClary often engages is an example of this type of analysis. 
See, for example, Feminine Endings (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, [1991] 2002). Johnson 
mentions a third approach to opera analysis as well—“material conditions,” in which the analyst “aims to 
document the organizational and professional contexts in which operatic works have historically been 
created and consumed,” (1997, 16–17). This kind of inquiry, she reasons, would probably be useful in a 
“systems of meaning” approach, too. 
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singing (Cone 1989, 133). To help to address this ambiguity, Cone categorizes sung 

music in opera as operatic—i.e., music that is not meant to be heard as such by the 

characters—and real—i.e., music that is meant to be heard by the characters as actual 

song. The dividing line between these types is, of course, indistinct. Ellen Rosand 

further clarifies this issue when she states that operatic music might be heard as speech 

or as song, depending on the dramatic context and emotional content (Rosand 1992, 75). 

For her, operatic song, as opposed to speech, is motivated by emotional necessity (1992, 

78). This issue has great bearing on the analysis of operatic music, since the nature of 

the musical expression in question may affect its interpretation within the context of the 

dramatic structure. In this project, these considerations will be made as the music and 

dramatic content warrant; in the case of the aria “V’adoro, pupille,” from Giulio Cesare 

for instance, the musical expression is diegetic, and the fact that it is meant to be heard 

by other characters affects the hermeneutic reading of it (see chapter three, section 3.4). 

 Carolyn Abbate’s book Unsung Voices (1991) deals exclusively with the issue of 

voice and narrative in music (although not necessarily solely in opera). Borrowing from 

author Michel Poizat, Abbate speaks to the varying degrees to which the singing voice 

as heard in opera (and all vocal music) becomes a “voice-object,” drawing the listener’s 

attention away from “words, plot, character, or even music as it resides in the orchestra, 

or music as formal gestures,” (1991, 10). She theorizes that an oscillation can occur 

between the experience of the voice as participating directly in the drama and the voice-

object (1991, 10–11). In his dissertation, Nathan Link (2006) explored the issue 

introduced by Abbate, concentrating on the oscillation of dramatic voice and voice-

object in Handel’s Italian-language operas. He refers to the often fragile correspondence 

between the literal voice of the actor and the expressive voice of the character as the 

“discontinuity of voice” and the ambiguity between speech and song in opera as the 

“discontinuity of expression,” (2006, 13–14). He accounts for existent discontinuities by 

interpreting them within the context of opera seria conventions, suggesting, for 

instance, that discontinuity of voice in Handel’s operas is due to the need to express just 

one affect at a time; according to Link, when Handel bridged these discontinuities, he 

did so by stretching or breaking opera seria conventions (2006, 36). Although I do not 

explore the identification of voice per se in the present study, Link’s work serves as a 

reminder that the Baroque opera functions not only as a coherent dramatic work, but 
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also as a vehicle for vocal display and the entertainment of an audience.15 

 

1.3 Methodology 

 In the present study, I seek to elucidate meaningful intersections of music and 

drama using Shaftel’s four-level model described above. The two primary musical 

elements examined are musical structure and conventional musical signs.16 Structural 

components include tonal structure, form, and durational structure. To examine 

structure, I use a reductive approach showing voice leading and employ Willner’s 

concept of tonal and durational periodicities in Baroque music, as discussed above (see 

also chapter two, section 2.5). Conventional signs include musical topics and gestures. 

Throughout my analyses, I refer both to scores and to separate voice-leading graphs. As 

with any examination of dramatic content, plot, setting, characters, relationships, and 

cultural considerations (both internal to the work and external) are taken into account 

where appropriate. The integration of the structural, semiotic, and dramatic analyses 

leads to hermeneutic interpretation. Throughout this dissertation, particularly in the 

chapters that present complete character analyses (chapters three and four), the 

analytical approach appears to take root in dramatic analysis, moving to musical 

analysis only after this first step is complete. Dramatic analyses, indeed, appear before 

musical analyses, but this seeming division is only for convenience: providing dramatic 

context for characterization is necessary for ease of comprehension. If Shaftel’s model 

were to be followed without this kind of analytical narrative, the result would likely be 

a text twice as long as the one offered here, presenting a considerable and unnecessary 

burden for author and reader. As Kofi Agawu has noted, the interpretation of musical 

works that involve texts or programs always involves a leap of faith since by their very 

nature the relationships between two different domains (text and music) must be 

interpreted in an ad hoc manner (1992, 8–10). I do, however, provide space in my 

analyses for a consideration of music elements without the influence of dramatic or 

lyrical evidence, allowing the scaffolding of the methodology to remain visible. 

                                                
15 The same could be said of all opera, as Abbate’s work implies, but this multiplicity of function is 
especially apparent in Baroque opera, which focuses so heavily on dramatic expression through solo 
arias. 
16 Although both Hatten (1994, 9–11) and Agawu (1991, 51) discuss the difficulty of separating 
“structural” (or “non-referential”) elements from “expressive” (or “referential”) ones (musical topics, 
after all, are composed of purely musical elements that can be described structurally), both authors make 
the distinction. Indeed, Agawu states that it is “useful” to do so (51). 



 19 

 As discussed above, Kerman ([1956] 1988) implicitly suggests that character, 

atmosphere, and action are the primary components of drama that enter into a 

relationship with music in opera. Shaftel (2009) codifies Kerman’s understanding of 

how music can interact with drama, showing four distinct functions music has in this 

capacity (see figure 1.2): 

 
 
Music 
can do one or more of the following …  
 
1. Paraphrases/corresponds to  
2. Polarizes/defines 
3. Contradicts/ignores  
4. Supplements 

Drama 
…to one or more of these elements 
 
Character 
Atmosphere 
Action 
 

Figure 1.2. The interaction between Shaftel’s and Kerman’s models. 
 
 
Following Kerman’s premise and Shaftel’s analytical methodology, I propose that, 

specifically in Baroque opera, characterization is the principal aspect of the drama to be 

enhanced through music because musically accompanied, on-stage action is lacking and 

elements that establish atmosphere typically occur where characterization is also taking 

place. Arias will be examined because they are the richest and most expressive musical 

expanses in the operas—they typically lack dramatic action but are rich in dramatic 

expression.17 In other words, most action in opera seria takes place in recitatives or 

offstage, but information about the characters’ thoughts, feelings, and relationships is 

abundant in the arias. Further, topical references to place or stylistic level, which could 

imbue atmosphere, occur mainly in the arias, and these strategic references work to 

reveal character as well. The effect that music has on specific characterization depends 

necessarily on the character and the situation to which he or she reacts, but music has 

the potential to correspond to, define, supplement, or contradict dramatic content (after 

Shaftel 2009). 

                                                
17 Charles Rosen distinguishes between dramatic action and dramatic expression ([1971] 1997, 43). 
Although I do not examine accompanied recitative, its ability to enhance the expression of dramatic 
action may also be demonstrable. An examination of accompanied recitative would probably also include 
an investigation into the extent to which it becomes topical in itself signifying moments of high drama in 
late-eighteenth-century and early-nineteenth-century music. It may also be important that it seems to 
have gained new rhetorical function as a signifier for closure after the Baroque period (e.g., the end of the 
Queen of the Night’s second aria in Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte [1791] and the end of Schubert’s “Der 
Erlkönig” [1815/1821]). 
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 The present investigation yields information that not only enhances knowledge 

about specific characters—who they are, what their open and hidden motives might 

be—but also enriches our understanding of characterization and drama in Baroque 

opera more generally. The interaction of libretto, drama, and meaningful musical 

elements must be seen across the entire opera, taking a number of arias and their use of 

topics into consideration. Grout advocates this line of thinking with respect to character 

analysis:  “. . . the complete picture of the character is to be obtained by the synthesis of 

all these expressive moments rather than, as in modern drama, by the analysis of a 

complex of moods expressed in a single aria or scene,” (2003, 187). The analyses in this 

project, then, look across the work to gain perspective on characterization. Further, in 

the specific case of the trumpet aria and the rage aria, general musical trends in the 

connection between Baroque aria types and musical topics are suggested (see chapter 

two, section 2.2). In this dissertation, then, both specific characterization and some 

broader musical strategies for the expression of dramatic content are examined within 

the context of Handel’s Italian-language operas. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

EXPRESSIVE AND STRUCTURAL STRATEGIES IN HANDEL’S 
OPERA SERIA 

 
 
 
In this chapter, I discuss the theoretical underpinning for understanding the use of 

musical topics and expressive gestures in Handel’s opera seria. I begin by suggesting 

the ways in which pertinent topics could have gained collective associations in late-

seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century Western Europe and what types of 

information they were able to convey. An exploration of the principal topics used in 

Handel’s operas follows.1 The section concludes with a brief discussion of “topical 

reversal”—one way in which, I propose, topical information can be manipulated in late 

Baroque music. I then consider structural aspects of Handel’s da capo arias, including 

form, gesture, and phrase rhythm, and suggest ways in which these elements might 

also convey expressive information. 

 

2.1 Stylistic Level and Affect of Dance Topics 

As Shaftel suggests, both referential and structural aspects of music can be taken 

into account when exploring how music and drama interact in opera (2009, 29–33). 

Although both facets can be revealing in Baroque opera, topical elements provide the 

majority of the expressive information because Handel made use of forms and 

harmonic plans in his arias that were standardized by the time he composed for the 

Royal Academy of Music. Therefore, the focus of this chapter is on the use of topics in 

the arias: how they signify and the types of information they are capable of expressing, 

namely affect and stylistic level. (See my explication of the methodology in chapter 

one.) I first discuss the use of dance music; musical topics not associated with dancing 

                                                
1 Note that all text translations are taken from Nico Castel’s translations of Handel’s operas (2005–2007). 
All musical excerpts by Handel are from the Bärenreiter Urtext editions (Hallische Händel-Ausgabe, 
1955–); thus, arias show both the original Italian texts and German translations. 
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are discussed second.2 I consider structural elements in Handel’s arias at the end of this 

chapter, though the exploration is much briefer. 

The dances Handel employed in his opera seria arias are descended from French 

social dancing at court and French ballet in the seventeenth century. Both the physical 

dance movements and the types of music that accompanied them became models for 

music throughout much of Europe, especially in Germany, Italy, and England (Sutton et 

al. Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Dance”). Little and Jenne document 

the exposure of German-speaking cities and courts to French social and theatrical 

dance; this suggests that Handel would have had exposure to the style early in his 

compositional career ([1991] 2001, 9–13). Further, Marsh has shown that the English 

royalty, nobles, and theatre-going public had considerable contact with the so-called 

“French noble style” through requisite dancing lessons, public dances, and at the 

theatre—in fact, the style was so firmly established that the “French Dancing Master” 

became a comedic stock character in many English Restoration and post-Restoration 

plays (1985, 9–36). In addition, the large number of dance manuals and treatises that 

were published in England around the turn of the eighteenth century provides evidence 

of the importance of dance to society (Marsh 1985, 39). 

 The dancing public throughout Europe, from about 1670–1730 C.E., had several 

sources of associations with dance music: their own personal experiences as dance-

learners and social dancers, information from dance manuals, experiences with dance 

music at the theatre, and a set of collective, “literarily constructed” assumptions about 

dances, their origins, and their functions (see Monelle 2000, 19–20 and 2006, 5–7).3 The 

actual, concrete experiences regarding dance are those Shaftel calls “denotative,” (2009, 

33). Because denotative exposure to the French noble style of dance fell fundamentally 

within the realm of polite society, I theorize that the stylistic level of these dances—

whether functional or meant for listening—may be perceived as generally middle or 

middle-high (see Hatten 1994, 75–82). This is because dance was accessible and 

considered indispensible to several different levels of society: it could not be seen as 

exclusively for royalty, nor was it merely a diversion of the lowest classes. 
                                                
2 Although Ratner refers to dance topics as “types,” his distinction pertains to their use as full pieces 
(1980, 9). In Handel’s opera arias, usually only aspects of dance pieces appear, so I decline to make this 
differentiation. 
3 By “literarily constructed” assumptions, Monelle seems to mean any received but unfounded 
information about a topical construction. This information could come from a story, read or heard, from 
hearsay, or other cultural exposures. 
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Because the denotative stylistic level of dance topics is generally middle or 

middle-high regardless of the specific dance, I posit that Handel’s opera seria arias are 

similarly never truly in the high or low styles; their association with dance topics places 

them within the same denotative stylistic level. Further, these arias were part and parcel 

of a genre with a middle style level. Opera, after all, was certainly not lowbrow 

entertainment, but by the eighteenth century, it was no longer reserved exclusively for 

the nobility, either. The arias’ musical construction, which usually mixes structural style 

elements, supports the assumption that their stylistic level is middle. Willner explains 

that differences in musical complexity play a role in the perception of style register: the 

low style is associated with simplicity of harmony and texture and blunt motivic 

repetition, while the high style is contrapuntally and harmonically complex (2006, 150). 

Because Handel’s opera arias generally do not consistently display either of these polar 

musical characteristics, they fall into an area between them—the middle style. I discuss 

these structural aspects of Handel’s arias and their relationship to style register below 

(see section 2.5). 

 Because the denotative stylistic level is the same for all of Handel’s opera seria 

arias, I suggest that the middle stylistic level becomes, in a sense, neutral—it is a 

stylistic placeholder, awaiting other topical information to raise or lower the style level 

relatively. What Shaftel calls the “connotative” associations, the set of assumptions or 

literarily constructed associations about a dance, can convey this topical information 

regarding stylistic level (2009, 33). If a dance were collectively associated with nobility 

(as the minuet was, for example), the presumed or connotative stylistic level would be 

high. A dance with assumed (or collectively imagined) folk origins might be considered 

a part of the low style. I suggest that if dissonance exists between denotative and 

connotative stylistic associations in Handel’s arias, it can be negotiated if the style level 

is understood as able to be altered relatively. That is, all arias are in the middle style, 

but the level can be raised or lowered within the middle style, depending on the topic’s 

connotative associations (see figure 2.1): 
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High Style 

Elevated 
(High-style topic) 

 

“Neutral” Middle Style 

(Handel’s opera arias) 

                                                                                                            Lowered 
(Low-style topic) 

Low Style 

 

Figure 2.1. The “neutral” middle style and its relative alteration. 
 
 

Not all topics present style-raising or -lowering information, but the distinction between 

denotative and connotative associations allows for the possibility of altering the 

perceived stylistic level. Structural elements that very strongly suggest a higher or 

lower style register could also have this effect, though I believe this type of situation is 

much rarer in Handel’s arias. Again, I discuss the possibility in section 2.5 below. 

 Both denotative and connotative topical associations can also provide 

information regarding the affect that the dance conveys. Again, concrete experiences 

with dancing would have provided little affective information because they were 

confined to individual social experiences; although a person would undoubtedly have 

had unique personal contact with a dance (filtered through age, social circle, marital 

status, perceived ability, location, etc.), these were not collective and therefore cannot 

easily be known let alone understood as topical associations. The physical manner of a 

particular dance was, however, a shared experience, and the way dances were executed 

could have provided affective information. Although dances were “through-

choreographed,” the vocabulary of steps and the basic floor shapes were constants 

(Sutton et al. Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Dance”). Though this 

denotative information is sometimes helpful in forming interpretations, I make use of it 

far less than connotative associations in this study. 

Connotative associations could have been derived from the actual or imagined 

origins of a dance and theatrical experiences with dance, including the types of dances 

that were connected with certain character types and situations.4 Although modern 

scholars have tried to reconstruct historical origins for dances and the extent to which 

                                                
4 Shared direct experiences could also create conventional associations, blurring the line between 
denotative and connotative associations, although I have little information on these types of exposures in 
the eighteenth century. 
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folk dancing may have influenced court dancing, the task remains incomplete because 

these histories were not well documented at the time or they are now viewed as  

“fanciful,” (Sutton et al. Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Dance”). Still, 

accepted histories, as Monelle suggests, are grounds for the formation of topical 

associations (2006, 12–13). Associations regarding the original location or types of 

dancers were also formed—for example, although the sarabande was adopted by the 

French court as a danse noble, it continued to be regarded as extremely passionate and 

probably somewhat sensual. This characterization of the dance referred to its New 

World origins as bawdy and highly sexual (see Allanbrook 1980, 37-38; Little and Jenne 

[1991] 2001, 92; and Hudson and Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. 

“Sarabande”). Theatrical contexts for dances at the time are better documented, and 

both Harris-Warrick and Fairfax note that many commentators at the time expressed 

that ballet and theatrical music should suit the dramatic context (Sutton et al., Grove 

Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Dance” and Fairfax 2003, 103–128). 

Contemporaneous writers who suggested affective information for dances and other 

musical styles were doubtless influenced by their typical theatrical uses.5 Nevertheless, 

collective thought on the appropriateness of dances for characterization and dramatic 

situations is connotative because the associations are collective and indirect. 

Dances, and by extension, music based on functional dance music, convey two 

types of information amassed in several ways. Information about stylistic level is 

essentially connotative, drawn from collective, often literarily constructed associations 

about a dance’s origins and its social and theatrical contexts. Affective information is 

potentially denotative and connotative, relying on the real and imagined social and 

theatrical contexts, but also on physical experiences with a dance. 

 

2.2 Handel’s Dance Topics 

In this section, I detail topical information for the specific dances Handel used 

and the structural characteristics of the dances used to identify them in non-dance 

music (i.e., the arias). These include the minuet, passepied, sarabande, bourée, gavotte, 

march (usually a trumpet aria), gigue, and siciliano. 

 

                                                
5 Little and Jenne ([1991] 2001) and Allanbrook (1983) rely on these descriptive sources for their affective 
suggestions regarding dance topics. Fairfax (2003) relies on character types and accompanying dances. 
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2.2.1 Dances in Simple Triple Meter 

 The minuet, passepied, and sarabande are the three simple-triple-meter dances 

that Handel frequently used in his opera arias; they were used widely in ballet and 

were also danced socially. Although the dances share the same basic meter, they are 

separate types: they have different origins, they were danced differently, and they have 

demonstrably different typical structural characteristics, though the minuet and 

passepied can sometimes be difficult to differentiate. 

 The Minuet. Although the origins of the minuet before its introduction to the 

French danse noble repertoire are not known, it was the dominant social dance in France 

by the turn of the eighteenth century and its popularity was soon transmitted 

throughout the rest of Europe (Sutton et al., Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 

s.v. “Dance”). It was danced socially and used at the theatre (Hilton 1997, 383). 

Especially popular in England and Germany, the minuet even appeared in vocal and 

instrumental works by composers from those countries by the late 1600s; although it 

was known in many levels of society, the dance was heavily associated with the 

aristocracy of Europe (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Minuet”). 

 Fairfax describes the minuet in ballet and the theatre as “half-serious” and 

associated with the portrayal of lesser gods (e.g., Mercury) and noble youths, but not 

the most serious characters such as principal gods and powerful kings (2003, 103). Its 

connotative associations with noble characters, the aristocracy, and polite society 

throughout Europe allow these associations to transfer as topical musical information. 

These interconnections also indicate a middle-high stylistic register—the dance is 

certainly not in the low style, but it is also not quite high enough to portray the most 

regal characters (at least, not until the late eighteenth-century). Since the middle-high 

style register describes Handel’s arias generally, the use of the minuet alone probably 

does not alter the register. If, for some reason, the situation or character calls for a 

lowered register, the minuet might raise it somewhat; alternatively, its use could be 

interpreted ironically in such a situation (see, for example, Figaro’s Act 1 Cavatina in 

Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro). The manner of the dance itself combined with its 

connotative associations provides more specific affective information. The dance was 

graceful and dignified, but the pair of dancers was to remain relaxed and unaffected; 

the dancers keep distance between themselves and their partner until the very end of 

the dance (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Minuet”). The polite yet 
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indifferent nature of the choreography and dancers’ manner conveys the refined 

nonchalance of the nobility, and these same qualities can be projected onto music 

containing minuet characteristics. Contemporaneous writers about music seem to 

recognize these characteristics in the minuet, as Little and Jenne demonstrate ([1991] 

2001, 63–67). 

 The minuet in non-dance music is recognized primarily by the simple triple 

meter, usually 3/8 or 3/4, the marking or implication of a moderate tempo, the use of 

fairly simple harmonic language, and relatively slow harmonic rhythm (one or two 

changes per bar—three changes may be found, especially at a cadence point). The bass 

moves mostly in quarter notes, and the melodic line moves generally in quarter and 

eighth notes in 3/4 time, eighth and sixteenth notes in 3/8.6 Allanbrook suggests that 

each beat is of relatively equal weight, giving the rhythmic profile /– ú ú/ (1983, 34);7 

Little and Jenne present several alternatives for the rhythmic profile, one which matches 

Allanbrook’s, another primarily for dancers in which the measures are grouped in pairs, 

and a third in which the first and third beats receive the greatest weight /– u ú/ ([1991] 

2001, 68). Any of these profiles is possible. Handel’s Minuet, movement V from Suites de 

pièces, vol. 2, no. 3 in D minor, demonstrates a typical minuet in the late Baroque (see 

example 2.1). Note that the time signature is 3/4 and that the bass line’s motion is 

mostly in quarter notes. The melody adds simple eighth-note embellishments to this 

essential pace. The rhythmic profile is generally /– ú ú/, though measures 2 and 6 

might be performed and heard as /– u ú/. The harmonic rhythm is always one or two 

harmonies per bar except at cadence points (see m. 7, for example). 

Example 2.2 is an untitled movement from Handel’s Concerto grosso, op. 3, no. 

2; although the movement is not specifically referred to as a minuet, it displays many of 

the characteristics depicted in example 2.1, and can therefore be understood as an 

example of a piece based on the dance. Although this example is in 3/8 time, many of 

the same minuet characteristics described in example 2.1 are present. The bass line 

moves almost constantly and evenly on the beat, the melody has simple embellishments 

                                                
6 Here, and for the other dance topics, a consideration of phrase lengths as distinguishing characteristics 
does not seem productive, given that Handel’s arias often make use of phrase expansions, especially in 
melismatic passages. Although an aria may begin with balanced phrases, symmetry does not often 
remain for long (see my discussion in section 2.5). 
7 Note here and following that en dashes indicate macrons (stress marks) and “u”s indicate breves (short 
marks). An acute accent (´) over either mark shows added stress. 
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of a barely-hidden ascent to tonic as a prolongation of 3, and the rhythmic figures 

usually do not extend beyond the beat division. The harmonies are simple, and 

although there appear to be three harmonic changes in m. 4, for example, the tonic is 

simply being extended by the upper third. 

 
 

 

Example 2.1. Handel, Suites de pièces, vol. 2, no. 3 in D minor, V (HWV 436), mm. 1–
24. 

 
 

Just as instrumental examples can exhibit characteristic features of a minuet, so 

too can solo vocal works. Little and Jenne suggest, for instance, that the aria from J.S. 

Bach’s Cantata BWV 153 is an untitled minuet ([1991] 2001, 301—see example 2.3). 

Again, note the quarter-note motion in the bass and even in the inner voices, especially 

in mm. 17–23 and 27–30.  The melody never uses values faster than the eighth note. 

Many of Handel’s arias also exhibit characteristics of the minuet, and, in turn, the 

topical associations of the dance may be applied to the character who is singing and his 

or her dramatic situation. In the following aria from Tamerlano (1724), the title character, 

wishing to marry his rival’s daughter, Asteria, sings that this union will placate his 
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enemy because his daughter will be wed to a powerful emperor (see example 2.4). The 

rhythmic gestures in the voice line in example 2.4 are very similar to those used in 

example 2.3 above (compare Bach’s mm. 13, 14, and 20 with Handel’s mm. 56, 59, and 

55, respectively, for example). 

 
 

 

Example 2.2. Handel, Concerto grosso, op. 3, no. 2, IV (HWV 313), mm. 1–7. 
 

 
Here, the use of the minuet refers outwardly to Tamerlano’s powerful social and 

political position, but it also implies a certain nonchalance and noble confidence. The 

use of the minuet topic for this aria could be understood as somewhat ironic, because 

the audience knows that Bajazet, Tamerlano’s rival, and his daughter would never take 

comfort from this—this is, in fact, the central conflict of the opera. Note, too, the 

possibility that an experiential denotative association may be at work here—the 

impersonal manner of dance might correspond to the political nature of Tamerlano’s 

proposed wedding. Tamerlano’s assuredness in his station is portrayed by the topic, but 

its interaction with the drama indicates that his cool attitude will not be received as well 

as he seems to believe. 
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Example 2.3. J.S. Bach, “Soll ich meinen Lebenslauf,” from Cantata BWV 153, mm. 8–

30. 
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Translation of text:  I wish to give peace of mind to a proud soul/so that it may make his ire, his 

fury, less severe./[Once] his grief is assuaged, I shall cast off that chain/that kindles hatred in his 

heart. 

Example 2.4. Handel, “Vuò dar pace,” from Tamerlano, mm. 54–64. 

 
 

The Passepied. The passepied emerged in its familiar form after it was reworked 

as a danse noble in the French court of Louis XIV. The most common meter of the dance 

after its reception into the French repertoire was 3/8, though it is sometimes found in 

6/8 as well (as two measures of 3/8 time grouped together). It was widely known and 

danced both socially and in the theatre (Hilton, 1997, 383), and Little notes that it 

appears as a dance in French operas through the time of Jean-Philippe Rameau (Little, 

Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Passepied”). 

Extra-musical associations with the passepied would likely have come from the 

manner of the dance itself and its use in the theatre. It was sometimes described in the 

eighteenth century as a quick minuet, though Little notes that dancers probably would 

not have considered the two dances to be equivalent—although some of the same steps 
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are used, the interest of the passepied lay in the floor patterns the dancers made overall, 

not in the “elegance of the individual steps,” as in a minuet (Little, Grove Music Online. 

Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Passepied”). The lack of attention to graceful movement and 

the faster tempo could suggest a slightly lower stylistic level than the minuet, though 

the dance certainly was not in the low style.8 Its use in the theatre tends to support this 

understanding of the passepied, as Fairfax describes it as a “half-serious” dance (2003, 

103) and Allanbrook notes that it often had some place in accompanying love intrigues 

of characters who were not royalty (1983, 68); further, the dance did carry some pastoral 

associations from its use in French ballet at the end of the seventeenth century (Little, 

Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Passepied”). Probably because of its 

connections to love intrigues and lesser characters, writers in the eighteenth century 

described the passepied as “gay,” “cheerful,” “playful,” and even “frivolous,” (Little 

and Jenne [1991] 2001, 85). 

J.S. Bach’s titled Passepied from the English Suite in E minor, BWV 810, 

demonstrates many of the basic characteristics of the dance (see example 2.5 below). 

The passepied in non-dance music is usually in 3/8 time and the tempo is lively. The 

melodic line is composed mainly of eighth and sixteenth notes, and there tends to be 

long passages of rapid sixteenth-note movement (see example 2.5, mm. 3–4 and 7–13). 

Allanbrook suggests that the rhythmic profile of the dance approaches that of a waltz 

since only the first beat of a measure is accented (/– u u/), though the accent is not as 

pronounced as it is in a waltz (1983, 39). The relative strength of the first beat and the 

unaccented second and the third beats is one attribute of the passepied that separates it 

from the minuet—the former may be heard “in one,” while the latter is unmistakably 

“in three.” Both Allanbrook (1983, 40) and Little and Jenne ([1991 2001, 87) highlight 

that an added stress on beat two or a hemiola creating a larger 3/4 measure just before a 

cadence is a common aspect of the passepied (see example 2.6). Mm. 14–15 in example 

2.5 can be seen as creating the 3/4 measure. Also note that mm. 2, 5, and 6 contain the 

rdffg pattern, which is extremely common.  

Some of Handel’s untitled movements also exhibit these characteristics. In 

Handel’s Concerto grosso op. 3, no. 6, ii, mm. 7 and 9 (example 2.7 below) contain the 

                                                
8 Fairfax notes that, in general, high-style dances had slow, stately tempos; dances with quicker tempos 
tend to be less serious (2003, 87). 
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familiar rhythmic pattern rdffg or an embellishment of it, and m. 11 initiates a long 

span of rapid sixteenth notes similar to those shown in example 2.5. The entire excerpt 

may be heard in one, with the primary rhythmic stress on the downbeat of each bar; 

mm. 1 and 3 exhibit the possible stress on beat two. Many of Handel’s opera arias also 

use the passepied topic. They generally are in 3/8 time, though there are a few in 6/8. 

The following excerpt from the first act of Radamisto (1720) contains the typical surface 

rhythms (e.g., mm. 37, 48, and 51), including the hemiola cadence, mm. 40–42, and the 

second-beat accent (mm. 36, 38–39, 49, and 52—see example 2.8 below). 

 

 

 

Example 2.5. J.S. Bach, English Suite in E minor, V (BWV 810), mm. 1–16. 
 
 

 

Example 2.6. The passepied hemiola. 
 

 

 

Hemiola at cadence 
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Example 2.7. Handel, Concerto grosso, op. 3, no. 6, II (HWV 317), mm. 1–15. 
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Translation of text:  Signs of cruelty from your proud husband you shall have;/Proof of 

faithfulness from (me) the one who truly loves you./You will soon find out who is more worthy of 

your love,/That cruel husband of yours, or I, who love you with a constant heart. 

Example 2.8. Handel, “Segni di crudeltà,” from Radamisto, mm. 33–53. 

 
 
The singer of this aria is Tigrane, an ally of the opera’s villain, Tiridate. Though Tigrane 

supports Tiridate’s political and military agenda, he is secretly in love with Tiridate’s 

wife, Polinessa. The use of the passepied topic in this context might indicate Tigrane’s 
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inferior military status and might also suggest his own assuredness—the topic’s 

cheerful affect coupled with the text could show that Tigrane has no worry that his love 

for Polinessa will triumph. 

 The Sarabande. The origins of the sarabande are clearer than those of the 

minuet—it was first found as a “sung dance” in Latin America, the character of which 

Europeans associated with passionate sexual desire (Little and Jenne [1991] 2001, 92). 

The dance came from the New World to Spain and was subsequently modified by 

people of various geographical areas as it was disseminated throughout Europe in the 

seventeenth century (Hudson and Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. 

“Sarabande”). Though some areas retained the original quick tempo, when it was 

reworked for the French court, the sarabande was calmed down in speed and 

extravagance. The French version of the dance was slow and stately, and it was 

sometimes identified with the chaconne. Hudson and Little note that both the faster and 

slower versions of the dance were known in England (Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 

Online, s.v. “Sarabande”). Handel’s titled sarabandes and the sarabande topic in his 

opera arias are of the slower French type. 

 The French sarabande, like the minuet and the passepied, was both a social and 

theatrical dance (Hilton 1997, 383). The noble carriage of the dancers (Little and Jenne 

[1991] 2001, 94) and its designation as a fully “serious” dance in ballet, used to 

accompany gods, kings, and heroes (Fairfax 2003, 103), work to elevate the stylistic 

register. Despite the French “taming” of the sarabande, Little and Jenne are quick to 

indicate that the feeling of intense passion and emotion were never completely 

disassociated from the dance, and they imply that perhaps echoes of its “lascivious” 

origins were still present in the passionate affect and possible “teasing hesitations” in 

the choreography of the dance itself ([1991] 2001, 92–94). It seems possible, then, that the 

sarabande might have a dual role to play as a musical topic—its reservation for serious, 

emotional moments in ballet and theatrical productions raises the level of dignity of the 

dance, but its well known history could produce friction with its assumed role. 

Nevertheless, the dance can be generally identified as serious, stately, and passionate. 

 The Sarabande from Handel’s Suite de pièces, vol. 1, no. 4 demonstrates its typical 

musical characteristics (see example 2.9). The dance is usually notated in either 3/4 or 

3/2 meter, and, as stated above, Handel’s are typically French—the tempo is slow and 
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stately (if a tempo indication is given, it is often “Largo” or “Larghetto”). Around 1630, 

the rhythmic profile of the dance, which emphasizes beat two, started to become 

standard (Hudson and Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. 

“Sarabande”). The beat-two accent produces two very common surface rhythms that 

are present in almost all sarabandes, though they may be elaborated. The first is often 

two bars long, though the rhythm of the second bar does appear by itself, too: \ qqq\ 

q.eq\. The second figure takes place within the span of one bar: \ qq.e\. Handel’s titled 

sarabande displays both of these rhythms throughout. They are used in alternation in 

the first four measures without the optional bar comprised of three quarter notes. The 

alternation begins again in m. 9 and lasts almost to the end of the opening section (see 

example 2.9). Little and Jenne note that the harmonic rhythm is usually one change per 

measure, though it may be faster, especially at a cadence; four-bar phrases are typical 

([1991] 2001, 95–96). Handel’s arias that use the sarabande topic often retain the four-bar 

grouping, though the groups are not always complete harmonic phrases (see section 2.5 

below). This situation is demonstrated in example 2.9: a half cadence arrives after the 

first four-bar group, but the next cadence comes after eight bars. The present example is 

in the minor mode, which is common, but major-mode sarabandes are not rare. 
 
 

 

Example 2.9. Handel, Suite de pièces, vol. 1, no. 4 in E minor, IV (HWV 429), mm. 1–20. 
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The second movement from Handel’s Concerto grosso, op. 3, no. 1 is not a titled 

sarabande, but many of the identifying characteristics are present: 

 
 

 

Example 2.10. Handel, Concerto grosso, op. 3, no. 1, II (HWV 312), mm. 1–7. 
 
 

Note that the tempo is marked “largo,” and the time signature is 3/2. The harmonic 

rhythm is very slow—only one harmony per bar, as Little and Jenne suggest is typical. 

The second beat of the bar is accented through ascending melodic leaps (mm. 2, 4, and 

6–7) and one of the characteristic sarabande rhythms hh.q = qq.e in mm. 3 and 5. The 

sarabande topic is also commonly found in Handel’s opera arias. Example 2.11, below, 

from Radamisto, is in the major mode and exhibits the identifying characteristics of the 

dance. Again, the meter is 3/4 and the tempo is marked “largo,” though this is not 

shown in the example. The rhythmic figure qq.e is used throughout the voice; 

sometimes this rhythm is varied with the r.g figure on beat one or a rest on the onset of 

beat three, but the rhythmic pause and emphasis on beat two are unmistakable. 
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Translation of text:  Like a ship lost amid shifting sands and tempests,/Neither light nor harbor 

rids it of fear./So I, without help, in my deadly sufferings,/Cannot find comfort for my grieving 

heart. 

Example 2.11. Handel, “Qual nave smarrita,” from Radamisto, mm. 7–18. 
 
 
The large ascending leaps to beat two in mm. 14–16 also support the strong accent 

throughout. The measures are grouped in four by text lines and harmonic goals. The 

first four bars reach the dominant with a descent to 2, implying a half cadence in m. 13, 

while the next grouping, ending at m. 17, ends with a half cadence in the dominant (see 

example 2.11). The singer of the aria is Radamisto, who, along with his wife and father, 

is a prisoner of Tiridate, his rival. Tiridate is in love with Radamisto’s wife, Zenobia.  

Radamisto and Zenobia have just decided they would rather die at the hands of their 

enemy than allow him to take Zenobia as his own. The use of the sarabande topic in 

Radamisto’s aria reflects the deep emotion he feels and possibly also his passion and 

love for his wife. It may also, though, indicate his noble status and suggest either that 

Radamisto is nobly resigned to his fate or possibly that his time as a prince is not yet 

over. Perhaps the stately Sarbande in his aria contrasts his noble honor with that of his 

enemy Tiridate. 
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2.2.2 Dances in Simple Duple Meter 

 The simple duple dances Handel uses in his arias are the bourée9 and the 

gavotte, though the latter seems much less common. Like those in simple triple meter, 

these two dances were danced socially and used in the theatre; like the minuet and the 

passepied, they also can sometimes be difficult to distinguish when used topically in 

Handel’s arias. In addition to these two dances, a third topic in simple duple meter will 

be discussed in this section—the march. Marches often appear in Handel’s operas as 

Sinfonias, underscoring some celebratory or ceremonial action happening onstage, but 

they also serve as the topical basis for the so-called trumpet aria. The trumpet aria is 

created through the union of the march, fanfare gestures, and florid passages.  The stile 

concitato topic may also be used (see section 2.3). 

 The Bourée. Many folkdances in differing meters from various regions 

throughout France have been called bourées since at least the sixteenth century, but it is 

uncertain whether a relationship between the duple meter folkdances and the bourée  of 

the French court exists (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Bourrée”). 

The bourée as a danse noble was known both socially and in the theatre (Hilton 1997, 

383), and the dance became very fashionable during the reign of Louis XIV (Little, Grove 

Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Bourrée”). Stylized versions of the dance are 

found throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, even in the compositions of 

Haydn and Mozart (see Allanbrook 1983, 48). Little suggests that the dance was used to 

depict scenes involving courtship (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. 

“Bourrée”). Allanbrook posits that affective associations with it were linked to its role as 

a truly semi-serious dance—the bourée, she proposes, walked a fine line between noble, 

elegant restraint and the level of the bourgeoisie.  It truly is a dance of the middle style 

(1983, 69). She states that because of its stylistic level and its theatrical associations, 

contemporaneous writers described the affect of the bourée as “moderate joy,” 

“nonchalance,” or “contentment,” (1983, 49). 

 Little and Jenne note that the bourée is the “least rhythmically complex” of the 

French court dances ([1991] 2001, 35). By the late Baroque, the quarter-note upbeat and 

the moderate to fast tempo were standard for stylized versions of the dance, as was the 

                                                
9 The name of this dance has been spelled many different ways throughout the last 400 years. I use the 
French Baroque spelling “bourée,” but the presumably German spelling “bourrée” is also commonly 
found today (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Bourrée”). 
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use of four-bar phrases in which the beginning of the fourth bar serves as a point of 

repose (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Bourrée”). Allanbrook 

describes the rhythmic profile as “stopping” on beat three with the fourth beat serving 

as an anacrusis into the following bar: u/– u –, u/ etc., and this profile leads her to 

describe the bourée as a “danceable” march (1983, 48). Beat two is sometimes 

emphasized, which results in the profile u/– – ( ) u/ (1983, 48). Little and Jenne observe 

that two particular surface rhythms are common, spanning beats one to three in 4/4 

time: qryq and ryryq([1991] 2001, 41). In addition, Handel’s bourées often include the 

figure \ qqqq\ hh\ in 4/4 time. 

 The titled Bourée from Handel’s Trio Sonata in G minor, op. 5, no. 5 

demonstrates many of these identifying characteristics (see example 2.12). The excerpt 

opens with the traditional quarter-note upbeat and contains two instances each of the 

characteristic rhythms from beats one to three: mm. 4 and 7 have the qryq figure, and 

mm. 2 and 10 use the figure ryryq. The upbeat quality of beat four is present in mm. 2 

and 4. The untitled movement from Water Music (example 2.13) is not specifically 

referred to as a bourée, but it exhibits many of the same attributes found in example 

2.12. The upbeat is present, and the first two measures use the common \ qqqq\ hh\ 

rhythm. Further, m. 4 displays the accent on beat two by holding over beat three, as 

Allanbrook describes. This kind of accent leads to hearing the fourth beat of the bar as 

an upbeat, and this is exactly the effect in m. 4. Further, the descending triadic figures 

on beat one to three of mm. 5–6 and the change to eighth notes on beat four of those 

bars encourage hearing upbeats to the following measure. 

Handel often makes use of the bourée as the topic for the final coro in his operas, 

which coincides with the affect of “moderate joy” (since the operas’ endings are all 

ostensibly happy10), but it appears in a number of arias as well. These arias are generally 

written with the rhythmic values halved; that is, one typical bourée measure in 4/4 is 

represented as half of one 4/4 bar with eighth-note motion replacing quarter-note 

motion. Example 2.14a below is an excerpt of an aria from Serse (1738) that uses the 

bourée topic; in example 2.14b, the values of the original score are doubled to reflect 

                                                
10 There is at least one example of an ostensible happy ending that actually is tragic for many of the 
characters—in Tamerlano, the character Bajazet commits suicide, leaving his daughter and ally in the 
hands of the emperor, who has served as the villain for the majority of the opera.  Handel recognizes the 
dramatic ramifications and accordingly sets the final coro in the somber minor mode. 
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more typical rhythmic notation for bourées. Seen in example 2.14b, many of the 

characteristic rhythmic features of bourées are present in this aria. 

 
 

 

Example 2.12. Handel, Trio Sonata in G minor, op. 5, no. 5, VI (HWV 400), mm. 1–10. 
 
 

The first two bars open with the same figure as the one that opens example 2.12, \ qqqq\ 

hh\. The third bar and mm. 14–16 show the typical qryq rhythm in beats one through 

three. Mm. 9–12 highlight the upbeat quality of beat four in each bar because the 

melody note is held through beats one to two. In the present aria, Atalanta tells Serse 

that his brother, Arsamene, will not admit publicly to loving her because Atalanta’s 

sister is in love with Arsamene herself. Atalanta is lying to Serse, though, to try to trick 

Arsamene into wedding her. The bourée topic might be understood as acting as an 

accomplice to Atalanta’s plan, alluding to the courtship she describes but that does not 

actually exist. It, further, may be expressive of Atalanta’s joy that her plan seems to be 

working or of the cool demeanor she likely wishes to exude so as to seem more credible. 
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The topic presents a rich array of possible associations given the complicated dramatic 

situation. 
 
 

 

Example 2.13. Handel, Water Music, HWV 349, 15, mm. 1–6. 
 
 

The Gavotte. The term “gavotte” can refer to a set of various French folkdances, 

a duple-meter social dance derived from the sixteenth-century branle, or the couple’s 

dance of the French court, popular during the reign of Louis XIV; it is uncertain 

whether these different gavottes share some common lineage (Little, Grove Music 

Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Gavotte”). The courtly gavotte, like many of the 

French danses nobles, was a popular social dance and was often used in the theatre. 

Throughout the late seventeenth century and into the eighteenth, the gavotte was found 

in instrumental music, vocal music, and music meant for actual dancing (Little, Grove 

Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Gavotte”). The affect was understood by most 

eighteenth-century writers to be moderate, similar to the bourée; many different 

adjectives were used to describe the dance—gay, joyful, calm—but authors stressed that 

these were never extreme (Little and Jenne [1991] 2001, 47–48). Allanbrook suggests that 
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the dance has about it a “teasing primness,” (1983, 50), and modern authors stress that it 

was closely associated with the pastoral, often used to depict the contradictory “courtly 

shepherd” or the “rustic noble,” (see Allanbrook 1983, 52 and Little and Jenne [1991] 

2001, 47–48). 
 
 

 

Translation of text:  He will tell you that he does not love me./But do not believe him, for he is 

just pretending. 

Example 2.14a. Handel, “Dirà che amor per me,” from Serse, mm 1–12. 
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Example 2.14b. Note values of 2.14a doubled to reflect typical bourée notation. 
 
 
To underscore this point, Little notes that many of J.S. Bach’s gavottes use a musette-

like drone bass (Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Gavotte”). 

 Only a relative few of Handel’s opera arias use the gavotte topic, and these are 

usually labeled “A tempo di Gavotta.”11 Still, it is instructive to describe the typical 

characteristics. The gavotte’s tempo could apparently range from moderately slow to 

moderately fast, though Little and Jenne point out that, true to its affect, the tempo is 

never extreme ([1991] 2001, 48). The texture is often simple, like the bourée’s, and there 

                                                
11 The gavotte and bourée topics can be difficult to distinguish because the typical upbeats and phrasing 
may not be present in music not meant for dancing. I have found a handful of untitled arias and choruses 
in the operas that may be gavottes, but I am unwilling to give them the title without further consideration.   
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may be pastoral effects (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Gavotte”). 

The most prominent feature is the half-measure anacrusis, whose rhythmic presence is 

felt throughout the dance (Allanbrook 1983, 49). Handel’s titled Gavotte from the Trio 

Sonata in A major, op. 5, no. 1 displays these basic characteristics (see example 2.15). 

Note that, despite the excerpt’s similarity to a bourée, the anacrusis is two quarter 

notes—or one half measure—long. The same half-measure upbeat also opens the 

second phrase, after the authentic cadence in m. 4. Like the bourée, Handel sometimes 

wrote gavottes in which the rhythmic values are halved (see example 2.16). Here, the 

first two eighth notes in the melody line act as the two-quarter-note upbeat to the 

second de facto measure—beat three of m. 1. The rhythmic figure \ qqqry\ featured in 

example 2.15 is present here as well in the second half of m. 2 as ryrdg\. After four 

perceived downbeats, the telltale anacrusis returns on beat two of the written m. 3, just 

as in the titled example. 
 
 

 

Example 2.15. Handel, Trio Sonata in A major, op. 5, no. 1, V (HWV 396), mm. 1–8a. 
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One of the titled gavottes from Handel’s operas is Ginevra’s and Ariodante’s 

duet from the first act of Ariodante (1735—see example 2.17). The melody line presents 

the gavotte anacrusis, and the sense of caesura after beat two returns as early as m. 3. 

This pattern continues through m. 11 since the q.dg figure is retained on beats three and 

four until that time. The use of the gavotte topic in this duet probably appeals to its 

associations with the pastoral: Ginevra and Ariodante are happily engaged to be 

married, and their union, at this point in the opera, seems imminent to them. They do 

not know a plot is underway to sabotage their relationship in which it will appear that 

Ginevra has been unfaithful to Ariodante. The gavotte’s pastoral connotation implies 

the couple’s belief in the simplicity of their happiness and existence together. 
 
 

 

Example 2.16. Handel, Concerto grosso, op. 3, no. 1, III (HWV 312), mm. 1–5. 
 
 

The March/The Trumpet Aria. Marches appear in Handel’s operas to depict 

processions, heralding the entrance of royalty or a victorious character. I posit that the 

march topic also plays an important role in the arias in that it forms the musical basis 

for the trumpet aria, which combines the march topic, imitations of trumpet calls, and  
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Translation of text:  If blissful joy and hope spring up in my heart again,/it is a faithful love 

that has caused it./Whoever cannot be constant in love/cannot find true happiness. 

Example 2.17. Handel, “Se rinasce nel mio cor,” from Ariodante, mm. 6–17. 
 
 
florid melodic lines. Thus, it is instructive to examine the characteristics of marches and 

their topical associations. Schwandt notes that marches are essentially 

“ornamentation[s] of a fixed, regular and repeated drum rhythm” and that they were 

used to accompany military movements and processions throughout Europe starting in 

the sixteenth century (Schwandt and Lamb, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 

s.v. “March”). Stylized versions of the march began to be used in operas and ballets in 

seventeenth-century France, and this is how they acquired “heroic, sacrificial, and 

nuptial” associations (Schwandt and Lamb, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 

s.v. “March”). Building upon these connotations, Rosand suggests that the trumpet aria 
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was able to express “joy, celebration, and revenge,” while retaining secondary military 

associations (1991, 331). The trumpet aria, she indicates, exemplifies the transformation 

of madrigalism (trumpet call used as an icon) to the presentation of affect (1991, 332); 

that is to say, the roots of the trumpet aria topic are clear. 

 Although functional marches could be found in several different meters 

throughout the seventeenth century, stylized marches are usually in simple duple 

meter. The harmonies and textures are most often simple, the rhythms repetitive, and 

melodies are often triadic and in the major mode—Schwandt suggests that this reflects 

the limitations of the instruments on which marches were intended to be played 

(Schwandt and Lamb, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “March”). Marches 

in the theatre, though, did not always include these instruments (Rosand 1991, 331). 

Allanbrook (1983, 47) and Ratner (1980, 16) agree that dotted rhythms are commonplace 

and that melodies and rhythms in marches are often suggestive of trumpet calls, 

fanfares, and drum signals. Monelle, in his discussion of trumpet calls and military 

music, demonstrates that although some of the music associated with the military by 

the eighteenth century could not have been used functionally, it nonetheless retained 

many of these characteristics: triadic melodic outlines, simple tonic and dominant 

harmonies, dotted rhythmic gestures, repeated pitches, and oscillating pitches (2006, 

160–168). Example 2.18 below is from a 1729 collection of ten marches from the Saxon 

Electoral Army—Monelle states that the music seems more decorative than functional, 

but the excerpt demonstrates that these basic characteristics were associated with the 

military and the march regardless of their viability as true outdoor march music (2006, 

116–117—see example 2.18). Note especially the opening repeated pitches and the 

oscillation between F# and E in m. 5: 

 
 

 

Example 2.18. Reproduction of Monelle’s Figure 8.4. March from the Saxon Electoral 
Army, 1729. 
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The following movement from Handel’s Music for the Royal Fireworks 

demonstrates similar characteristics, although it is not specifically designated as a 

march (example 2.19): 

 
 

 

Example 2.19. Handel, Music for the Royal Fireworks, HWV 351, 1, mm. 1–6. 
 
 
Although only the string and bassoon parts are shown in example 2.19, the 

instrumentation actually includes brass and oboes as well—instruments traditionally 

associated with the march and “outdoor” music in general. The meter is common time 

and many of the rhythms are dotted. The texture is essentially homophonic, and the 

harmonies oscillate between tonic and dominant. The melody opens by outlining a tonic 

triad from mm. 2–3, though the gap from 1 to 3 is filled in by step. This specific march 

may also be in the French overture style, given the simultaneous use of dotted figures 

on different metrical levels, though the typical ornaments and flourishes are missing 

(see section 2.3.1 below). 

Both march melodies and solo trumpet calls tend to be triadic and repetitive, 

possible because, as stated above, these melodies were often played by trumpets or 

instruments with similar limitations. It is difficult to discern, then, if an aria’s melody is 

imitating a trumpet call or if it is simply “march-like,” since in either case, it would be 

more elaborate than its functional predecessor. I suggest that arias that exhibit march 

characteristics whose melodic lines are variously triadic and florid are certainly 
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candidates to be understood as a trumpet aria.12 Example 2.20 depicts a portion of the 

aria “Lascia Amor” from Orlando (1733), which Rosand identifies as a typical trumpet 

aria (1991, 329). The aria combines typical march characteristics with florid melismatic 

passages. The voice line opens with an arpeggiation of the tonic triad, though 4 fills the 

gap between 3 and 5. Though a predominant chord is added on the downbeat of m. 14 

to harmonize 6 in the scalar melodic ascent, the harmonies in the opening vocal phrase 

essentially oscillate between I and V as in example 2.19 above. When the line becomes 

florid in m. 17, 1, 3, and 5 remain goal tones in the melodic line. The oscillation between 

pitches in the sixteenth-note melisma, mm. 20b–22, is reminiscent of the oscillation seen 

in example 2.18, though the repetitions happen more quickly. The use of the trumpet 

aria topic is appropriate in this situation since Zoroastro is attempting to convince 

Orlando to forget about pursuing love in favor of finding militaristic glory. The military 

associations are apparent here, but the topic also alludes to the celebration and joy that 

accompanies victory. Another aria from the same opera serves as an example of the 

kinds of repetition Handel often employs in trumpet arias for treble voices (see example 

2.21). The melodic anticipations seen in mm. 33–35 and 37 are a common marker of the 

trumpet aria topic in Handel’s opera arias and relate to the repeated pitches seen in 

example 2.18 and familiar trumpet calls. 

 

2.2.3 Dances in Compound Meter and Pastoral Associations 

The gigue and the siciliano are the two types of compound-meter dances Handel 

used most often in his opera arias. Though the musical structures are similar and some 

eighteenth-century theorists thought of the siciliano as a “slow gigue,” it is unclear 

whether the dances or their musical accompaniments share common lineage (Little, 

Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Siciliana”). Both the gigue and the 

siciliano have pastoral connotations, though these styles were not exclusively used to 

represent the pastoral in the seventeenth century; the connection between compound 

meter, parallel thirds, simple melodies, drone basses and the pastoral seems not yet to 

be fully explained, though the similarities between the siciliano, seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century pifferari music, subsequent Christmas pastorals, and the general  

                                                
12 The florid, melismatic passages might be termed what Ratner calls “brilliant,” (1980, 19–20), but they 
cannot, as he suggests, be understood as topical in themselves in Handel’s arias because the Baroque aria 
is the source of the association—Ratner applied the term to music written later in the eighteenth century. 
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Translation of text:  Leave Cupid and follow Mars, go!/Fight for glory./Cupid only brings [the 

pains of] oblivion,/but Mars, lovely memories. 

Example 2.20. Handel, “Lascia Amor,” from Orlando, mm. 13–23. 

 

             1       3             5                                                                 1             5 

 

 

 

Bf:  I              V                        V6
5       I 

     1         5                           3                               1               5 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Translation of text:  Love is like a wind that makes your head spin,/I understand that for 

hundreds it begins quite beautifully/to cause some enjoyment, but for such a short pleasure/it 

causes a long grief./When two hearts are joined and believe they are blissful,/jealous fears can 

become a misery;/if a heart is disdained, it becomes enraged,/that is the way love is. 

Example 2.21. Handel, “Amor è qual vento,” from Orlando, mm. 31–39. 

 
 
“folk” associations for compound-meter dances seem to be plausible explanations. The 

connections between these musical characteristics and the pastoral are numerous and 

intricate. Nevertheless, since the musical features of the dances and those associated 
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with the pastoral were essentially the same, it seems reasonable to suggest that pastoral 

affects, especially simplicity or a desire for simplicity, could have been associated with 

the dances.13, 14 

The Gigue. The gigue appears to have origins at least as early as the fifteenth 

century as a group of popular dances in the British Isles (“jigs”), though distinct French 

and Italian types emerged in the seventeenth century as the dances reached the 

continent (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Gigue (i)”).15 Both 

Allanbrook (1983, 42) and Little (Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Gigue 

(i)”) mention that dances known as “jigs” were likely somewhat “vulgar” or “bawdy” 

and that the term “jig” in the sixteenth century came to symbolize a coarse, non-

aristocratic dance in general. In the seventeenth century, jigs, gigues, and gigas began to 

appear as independent pieces, usually in compound duple meter, and they were 

incorporated into stage works and courts for social dancing (Hilton 1997, 383). Despite 

its incorporation into the danse noble repertoire, the gigue retained its associations with 

“light and potentially vulgar things,” (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 

s.v. “Gigue (i)”) or, as Allanbrook puts it, “country” elements (1983, 42) which lowers 

the stylistic level when the dance characteristics are found in an aria. Later, in the 

eighteenth century, writers often referred to the gigue’s affect as joyful, cheerful, or 

lively (see Allanbrook 1983, 41 and Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. 

“Gigue (i)”). 

Little and Jenne divide eighteenth-century gigues into three different categories: 

the French gigue, the giga I, and the giga II ([1991] 2001, 143–145ff), but all three share 

some general attributes, which Allanbrook (1983, 41–42) enumerates: they are generally 

in 6/8 meter (sometimes in 12/8), the rhythmic profile in 6/8 time is /– u ú – u ú/. The 

harmony may change on the beat and also on the third eighth note of the beat division. 

Little and Jenne note that the French gigue is “lively and sprightly” with a “graceful 

lilt” that suggests skipping ([1991] 2001, 145 and 250). The tempo is moderate or 

                                                
13 Little and Jenne implicitly advocate for the link between the pastoral and the gigue ([1991] 2001, 269). 
14 Handel sometimes wrote minuets and passepieds in 6/8 time, but these are distinguishable from his 
gigues in that they use rhythmic figures typical to those dances, the second eighth note of a triplet 
division is accented (which does not happen in gigues), and the lilting figures qe and r.gy (“sautillant”) 
within the beat are not present. See the aria “Va godendo” from Serse as an example of a passepied in 6/8 
time. 
15 Little and Jenne acknowledge that the origins for the Italian giga are less certain than the French 
version, but state that the British jigs were the likely predecessors ([1991] 2001, 157). 
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moderately quick and the sautillant figure ( r.gy) predominates ([1991] 2001, 145). The 

giga I can be “intensely exuberant” or “joyful” but also “nonchalant,” depending on its 

complexity ([1991] 2001, 263–264). Eighth-note movement is either almost constant or is 

mixed with the qe figure ([1991] 2001, 156). Handel’s titled gigues are almost always of 

the giga I type. 

 Example 2.22 shows an excerpt of the titled Gigue from Handel’s Suite de pièces, 

vol. 1, no. 6. This movement is an example of Little’s and Jenne’s giga I type—it is in 

12/8 and the sautillant figure is used as an embellishment of almost constant eighth-

note motion. The qe rhythm is also present. The tempo is marked “presto.” The 

harmonies change once per beat on the beat, though the harmonies sometimes change 

on the third eighth note of a beat division (see b. 4, mm. 1–3). Harmonic changes on the 

third division of a beat can be real or apparent. Note also the parallel thirds from beats 

one to three in mm. 2–4. Example 2.23 is an untitled gigue from Handel’s Trio sonata in 

F major, op. 2, no. 4. Although no dance label is applied, the typical characteristics are 

unmistakable. There is constant eighth-note motion broken by the qe figure; parallel 

thirds are used throughout in the melody instruments. The third division of the beat 

sometimes produces a harmonic change, though, here, these changes serve only to 

harmonize the passing tone in two voice exchanges (see beats one to two, mm. 2 and 3). 

Handel uses the melodic head motive again in Giulio Cesare (1724) as the opening of 

Caesar’s and Cleopatra’s final duet, which is also a gigue (see chapter three, section 

3.6.2). 

The aria “O care parolette” from Orlando, excerpts of which are shown in 

examples 2.24a–b, is one of Handel’s solo arias that uses the gigue topic. Again, there is 

constant eighth-note motion broken by the sautillant figure and the qe rhythm in 12/8 

time. There are parallel thirds on each eighth note in mm. 15–16, and these become 

parallel tenths at the beat level from mm. 16b–17a. The harmonies are simple, diatonic, 

and they change on the beat. The close of the voice line in the A section, shown in 

example 2.24b, contains a common pre-cadential figure in Handel’s gigues, in which 

there is a leap or an ascent to 1 above the obligatory register and a subsequent decent to 

5. (Another similar example of this same gesture is found in Giulio Cesare in Cleopatra’s 

aria “Tu la mia stella sei,” [see chapter three, section 3.3.3].) The character Dalinda may 
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Example 2.22. Handel, Suite de pièces, vol. 1, no. 6 in Fs  minor, IV (HWV 431), mm. 1–
6. 
 
 

 

Example 2.23. Handel, Trio sonata in F major, op. 2, no. 4, V (HWV 389), mm. 1–5. 
 
 

be making use of the gigue topic in the present aria not only to signify the joy she has 

felt in hearing kind words from her ex-lover Medoro, but also to show that she desires 

to believe them. Dalinda still loves Medoro, but she knows that he now loves Angelica; 

he tells her that he will never forget how happy they had been together, and she 

confesses in her subsequent aria that she knows he is simply being polite. The use of the 

gigue coincides with her desire to believe his words (in an almost foolish manner) in 

that it implies a desire for simplicity with its pastoral associations. 
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Translation of text:  Oh dear sweet words, oh sweet glances!/Even though you are deceiving, 

still I believe you!/But then what can I do,/since I realize too late how you deceive me? 

Example 2.24a. Handel, “O care parolette,” from Orlando, mm. 14–19. 
 
 

 

Example 2.24b. Handel, “O care parolette,” from Orlando, mm. 32–34. 
 
 

   1                 5 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The Siciliano. Hardly anything is known about the siciliano as a dance, but 

references to it date from the late sixteenth century through the eighteenth—no 

choreographies from before the eighteenth century are extant, and only one from that 

century survives (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Siciliana”). The 

dance is the only one considered in this dissertation that was not included in the French 

danse noble repertoire. Monelle posits that the siciliano as it was known in the late 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was more closely related to rustic pifferari music 

than to any knowledge of the actual dance. The pifferari refers to unsophisticated 

musical performances by shepherds from outside Rome and Naples at Christmastime 

(Monelle 2006, 198). Monelle states that the eighteenth-century understanding of the 

siciliano derives from composers’, especially Alessandro Scarlatti’s, appropriation of 

this kind of music to compound-meter slow movements and arias (2006, 217). 

Eighteenth-century theorists such as Brossard and Mattheson were familiar with the 

composed versions of this type of music, if not the choreography itself, and described 

the siciliano as a slow gigue (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. 

“Siciliana”). Familiarity with the siciliano would have come about through its use in 

instrumental movements and in operas, in which it was closely associated with the 

pastoral, the pastoral depiction of the nativity, and pathetic scenes (Chew and Jander, 

Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Pastoral”). The siciliano does have 

pastoral roots in the rustic pifferari music described above, though Monelle admits the 

origins of its topical associations are “almost impossible to trace,” (2006, 215). Little 

notes that eighteenth-century writers explicitly refer to its pastoral connotations and its 

often “melancholy” affect (Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Siciliana”); she 

further explains that composers almost never titled their sicilianos when the topic was 

used in vocal pieces, but it is recognizable. She cites Handel’s aria “He shall feed his 

flock,” from Messiah as an untitled but clear example (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford 

Music Online, s.v. “Siciliana”). 

The combination of the pastoral, which alludes to an idealized simpler country 

life, and a somewhat melancholy affect of the siciliano probably led Allanbrook to 

hypothesize that this synthesis of associations led more broadly to connotations of 

nostalgia and resignation for the topic (1983, 44). In Handel’s dramatic usage of the 

topic, the siciliano sometimes expresses, in a related way, a desire for simplicity or a 

return to simplicity (see analyses, chapters three and four below). The pastoral 
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associations combined with the assumed “peasant” origin of the dance and its 

subsequent late-Baroque usage depress the stylistic level (Allanbrook 1983, 67) unless 

there are religious connotations. 

 The siciliano topic is usually clearly discernable—the time signature is 6/8 or 

12/8, and the tempo is slow (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. 

“Siciliana”). The titled Siciliano from Handel’s Oboe concerto, HWV 301 serves as an 

example (see 2.25). When Handel gives a tempo marking for the siciliano, it may range 

from Andante to Largo. The dance is often found in the minor mode, but the major 

mode is not rare. The harmonies are usually clear, and melodies are uncomplicated and 

mostly stepwise (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Siciliana”). Like 

the gigue, the harmony may change on the beat or on the third division of the beat unit, 

though the latter change may be an apparent harmony. Here, the melody consists of a 

stepwise descent beginning on 5 and embellished by upper neighbor tones. The melody 

then ascends back to 5, now tonicizied (see m. 8). The harmony changes twice per bar. 

The F: I6 chord on the third eighth note of m. 7 is only apparent, since F: IV supports 3 in 

the ascent back to 5. Most sicilianos use the sautillant figure almost constantly; they may 

instead use the quarter, eighth note rhythm consistently as well. Both of these rhythmic 

figures are pervasive in example 2.25. Typical pastoral constructions are often found, 

especially parallel thirds, pedal tones, and cover tones. The simplicity of the texture in 

this example is also apparent—there are only three voices, since the viola doubles the 

bass line at the octave. Further, parallel thirds in mm. 1–4 weaken the independence of 

the inner voice, though it does abandon these in m. 5. 

Example 2.26 is an excerpt from Bertarido’s aria “Con rauco mormorio,” from 

Rodelina (1725). The aria is a clear example of the siciliano topic—the tempo is marked 

“larghetto,” and the meter is 12/8. The voice line, beginning in m. 17, consists almost 

entirely of the sautillant and qe figures. The melody is also stepwise except for a few 

leaps in mm. 18–19a. Harmonies change either on the beat or on the third eighth note of 

a beat division. The pedal tones on 5 in mm. 16 and 20–21 and on 5/V in mm. 18–19 are 

an added pastoral effect (recalling the musette).  The character Bertarido was once the 

king of Lombardy but was overthrown; at this point in the opera, he lives in disguise to 

protect his family and to assess the new political situation (see my plot summary, 

chapter four, section 4.1). Here, he asks the surrounding countryside to join in his sad 
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Example 2.25. Handel, Oboe concerto, HWV 301, 3, mm. 1–12. 
 
 

cries because he has lost his kingdom and because he believes his wife, Rodelinda, has 

come to a truce with his usurper. The siciliano topic outwardly corresponds to the 

pastoral lyrics of the aria, but it also coincides with Bertarido’s melancholy. The 

connotations of nostalgia are not lost here, either, since the character is doubtless 

thinking of a happier time before he was forced into exile. 
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Translation of text:  With a husky murmur, weep at my tears,/brooklets and fountains,/and in 

halting and sad accents,/echo my laments, caves and hills. 

Example 2.26. Handel, “Con rauco mormorio,” from Rodelinda, mm. 16–21. 
 
 

2.3 Other Topics in Handel’s Arias 

 In this section, topics not derived from dance rhythms are explored. The origins, 

functions, and subsequent collective assumptions about these topics provide 

connotative associations for their topical development similar to those of dances. I first 

discuss the French overture, which has roots in the French theatrical and balletic 

tradition under the rule of Louis XIV. Second, topics that originated with texted music, 

including the lament aria, stile concitato, and the rage aria, are explored. Finally, the use 

of hunt and horn characteristics in arias is discussed. 
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2.3.1 The French Overture 

 The predecessor to the French overture was the entrée in works for French ballets 

de cour in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century. These “march-like 

instrumental pieces”16 provided promenade music for the dancers (Waterman and 

Anthony, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “French overture”). The familiar 

form and style of the French overture was codified by Lully in the overtures for his 

ballets in the 1650s, and these were quickly adopted as the only overture type in the 

French style. Ratner draws attention to the fact that, at this time, the overture 

accompanied the entrance not only of the dancers but also the “royal spectators,” (1980, 

20). The French overture rapidly disseminated out of France throughout Europe and 

became standard fare for theatrical overtures, concert pieces, as well as suite and sonata 

movements from about 1660 until the 1720s. Usage in these various musical genres was 

widespread by 1700 (Waterman and Anthony, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 

s.v. “French overture”). The origin and function of the French overture led it to be 

heavily associated with the “elegant tastes of 17th-century France” and the royal patrons 

of the operas and ballets de cour they heralded; the affect that grew from this association 

included seriousness, majesty, and even pompousness, and the stylistic level is 

therefore elevated (see Ratner 1980, 20 and Waterman and Anthony, Grove Music 

Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “French overture”). 

 The French overture is marked in form by two distinct sections with an optional 

third section: the first is march-like and homophonic, the second is quicker and 

imitative, and the third, if present, is similar in style to the first.17 The tempo of the first 

section is often slow and stately, the meter is almost exclusively simple duple or 

quadruple, and the texture is homophonic, though some imitation may be found. The 

two most distinguishing attributes are the almost constant use of dotted rhythms, often 

at different metrical levels and scalar flourishes called tirades (Waterman and Anthony, 

Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “French overture”). The opening 

movement from Handel’s Concerto grosso, op. 3, no. 4 provides a clear example (2.27): 

 
 

                                                
16 As opposed to full sections, as in the other sense of the word “entrée” 
17 Because the second section has fewer unique characteristics to aid in its topical identification, I focus 
only on those of the first section. 
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Example 2.27. Handel, Concerto grosso, op. 3, no. 4, I (HWV 315), mm. 1–6. 
 
 
Note the common-time meter and the use of dotted rhythms on the quarter- and eighth-

note levels throughout. The appearance of dotted figures on both levels simultaneously 

is a common feature of the French overture (see m. 4, beats one-two, for example). 

Ornamental trills are found throughout, and the violin and oboe line in m. 6 

demonstrates the tirade. The texture is primarily homophonic. Example 2.28 below 

depicts a short excerpt of a Sinfonia based on the French overture topic from Handel’s 

opera Rodelinda. The opening dotted rhythms and the liberal use of trills are clear 

markers of the topic. The parallel thirds in the upper voices in the first bar is an 

additional element that is sometimes present in French overtures. In the context of the 

present topic, I posit that parallel thirds do not refer to the pastoral. 

 
 

 

Example 2.28. Handel, 6. Sinfonia ed Accompagnato from Rodelinda, mm. 1–2. 
 
 
 Handel sometimes uses the French overture topically in his opera arias as well. 

Example 2.29 is a portion of the introductory ritornello from Tolomeo’s aria, “Sì, 

spietata,” from Giulio Cesare. The aria has all the typical French overture attributes, 

Simultaneous dotted rhythms of different values 
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including decorative trills, dotted rhythms on different note values, a homophonic 

texture, and march-like rhythmic profile. The use of the French overture in the present 

aria could be understood, on the surface, as corresponding with Tolomeo’s royal 

station—he believes that his ally, Achilla, is going to defeat Caesar, leaving himself as 

the sole king of Egypt, and he cannot believe that his prisoner, Cornelia, would refuse 

his physical advances once he is king. Listeners who are familiar with the historical 

context for the plot may further perceive the topical profile as humorous or ironic, 

though, since they know that Achilla betrays Tolomeo and Caesar prevails, making 

Cleopatra the sole queen of Egypt. The pompous nature of the topic could characterize 

Tolomeo as supercilious, over-confident, or even foolish. 

 
 

 

Translation of text:  Yes, pitiless one, your severity/awakens hatred in my breast./Since you 

despise my heart,/taste, unfaithful woman, my poison. 

Example 2.29. Handel, “Sì, spietata,” from Giulio Cesare, mm. 1–4. 
 
 
2.3.2 Topics from Texted Music 

 The Lament. The lament and its symbolism in music have been much discussed, 

possibly more than any other musical topic originating in the late Renaissance and early 

Baroque eras, so I do not intend this discussion to be exhaustive. Rather, I offer 

information essential to understanding its associative power by the time of Handel’s 

mature composition and some general characteristics of Handel’s lament arias. His 

depiction of the lament in the operas makes use of two basic elements within the usual 

da capo aria structure—the so-called lament bass and chromaticism in the minor mode. 

Hatten (2004, 140+309), Barnett (1997, 65), and Monelle (2000, 66–68) all understand the 

lament bass as being the successor of the descending half step, or pianto, used to 

represent the musical sigh. Modern authors also generally agree that the tetrachord 
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descending from 1 to 5, especially in its fully chromatic form, began to acquire the 

lament association during the early part of the seventeenth century when Monteverdi 

used it to accompany lament texts (see Rosand 1991, 370 and Williams 1997, 52–65).18 

“Lamento della ninfa” from his Eighth Book of Madrigals, for instance, is set over a 

continuously repeating diatonic descent from 1 to 5 in the minor mode. Rosand offers 

the following explanation for its initial identification as a musical icon:  “. . . the pattern 

offers an analogue of obsession [through its continuous repetition and ambiguous 

closure] and depression [through its continuous descent] . . .” (1991, 370). In the second 

half of the seventeenth century, the descending minor tetrachord often accompanied 

lament texts in Italian operas, Cavalli being the first composer to systematically make 

use of the musical device for lament arias (Williams 1997, 65). As fellow opera 

composers incorporated the descending tetrachord into their own lament arias, the 

association between the two acquired strength and was conventionalized (Rosand 1991, 

377), and Barnett posits that the lament bass was universally understood in European 

culture by the end of the seventeenth century (1997, 65).19 

 Handel and his audiences would have had fully formed associations between the 

descending minor tetrachord and the lament, and, indeed, Handel and J.S. Bach both 

used the construction.20 Handel uses both the diatonic and chromatic versions. The very 

first music heard in Tamerlano (1724), following the overture, is the diatonic lament bass, 

setting the tone for the tragic opera whose lieto fine Handel calls into question (see 

example 2.30). Two other elements that often characterize Handel’s lament arias are the 

chromaticism, which may or may not be associated with the harmonization of the 

lament bass, and dissonance, often in the form of suspensions. Williams (1997, 81) 

writes that chromaticism has long signified despair, bitterness, and suffering in Western 

art music, pitting it against “gentle pathos,” of which the siciliano might be considered 

a type (see section 2.2.3 above). Barnett adds that chromaticism in music has referred to 

high emotion since at least the end of the sixteenth century, as madrigalists began to 

employ it in their expressive texted works (1997, 62). 

                                                
18 Williams (1997, 68) notes that the descending tetrachord also signified music making and musicians in 
the early seventeenth century, though it seems to have lost that association later. 
19 Though Cavalli seems to be the major progenitor of the lament bass in arias, probably the most famous 
seventeenth-century example, at least in English-speaking areas, is the lament from Purcell’s Dido and 
Aeneas (1688[?]). 
20 Perhaps J.S. Bach’s most famous example is “Crucifixus” from the B Minor Mass. 
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Example 2.30. Handel, 1. Sinfonia from Tamerlano, mm. 1–7. 
 
 
Further, I propose that the musical “disturbance” caused by chromaticism and 

dissonance in close proximity introduces a complication that elevates the stylistic level 

of the music—as Willner (2006, 150) notes, the simpler a piece of music’s construction in 

terms of harmony, melody, texture, and phrase structure, the lower the stylistic level. 

Laments, then, typically elevate the stylistic level of an aria, unless the dramatic 

situation points to irony or some other reversal. The following example from Rodelinda 

uses both of the principal elements—the lament bass and chromaticism—of Handel’s 

typical laments (see examples 2.31a–b). In “Se’l mio duol non è sì forte,” Rodelinda 

believes that her husband, with whom she has just been reuinited, is now dead at the 

hands of his usurper, Grimoaldo. The use of the lament bass in example 2.31a, in its 

fully chromatic form, is typical for Handel’s arias in that it appears periodically but 

does not repeat constantly across the entire structure (i.e., the aria is not a passacaglia). 

The passage from the same aria, seen in example 2.31b, demonstrates the chromaticism 

associated with the lament. After the B section opens in m. 22 in the key of Af major, a 

descending fifths sequence begins with the C minor triad in m. 23. There is an elided 

resolution to F7, whose resolution is again elided to a diminished triad on B in first 

inversion. This chord becomes G7 when the root is added in m. 24. Linear chromaticism 

allows G7 to become a G minor triad until an abrupt shift leads to an A7 chord on beat 

three. 

 

 
                                 1                                                                                   7 

 
                               6                       5 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Translation of text:  If my grief is not so acute,/who will pierce, oh God, who will stab, for pity’s 

sake,/this heart of mine?/Ah! For a grief worse than death/to remove from a breast that suffers,/is 

mercy, not harshness. 

Example 2.31a. Handel, “Se’l mio duol non è sì forte,” from Rodelinda, mm. 3–6. 

 
 
The series of elided resolutions coupled with linear chromaticism is more characteristic 

of the high style in the music of J.S. Bach—Handel’s opera arias do not usually exhibit 

this kind of harmonic complexity. 
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Examples 2.31b. Handel, “Se’l mio duol non è sì forte,” from Rodelinda, mm. 21–28. 
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Stile concitato. The stile concitato’s lineage can be traced to Monteverdi’s eighth 

book of Italian madrigals and its preface, where he outlines three “generi” (genera), one 

of which is the genere concitato, or genus of anger.21 Monteverdi describes this as a 

musical style meant to imitate the “utterances” of a man engaged in warfare (Chew, 

Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Stile concitato”). Seventeenth-century 

writers retained the descriptive term but replaced the word “stile” for “genera,” and the 

style was employed by musicians throughout the seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries (Chew, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Stile concitato”). 

Although Monteverdi did not specify exactly what was meant by the style (except that 

it was to use a high register—an aspect that apparently did not persist), musicians at the 

time and modern scholars infer from the musical settings in his eighth book that the 

rapidly reiterated sixteenth notes are integral, and Chew notes that composers writing 

as late as Handel continued to apply the technique (Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 

Online, s.v. “Stile concitato”). The associations with war, the reference to anger, and the 

style’s proliferation helped to create associations that can be viewed as topical. Example 

2.32 below depicts a section of Monteverdi’s “Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda,” 

from The Eighth Book of Madrigals. The instrumental parts demonstrate the rapidly 

repeating pitches that later composers and scholars understood as the hallmark of the 

stile concitato. The text describes the furious battle between the two characters named in 

the title. The rapid oscillation between two pitches was also later associated with the 

style. 

The stile concitato also contributed to Handel’s construction of the so-called rage 

aria, one of the standard aria types in the Baroque opera seria. For Handel, the rage aria 

was often an aria di bravura that employed stile concitato elements. A famous example is 

“Crude furie” from Serse (see example 2.33). Here, towards the end of the opera, Serse is 

furious because he has just discovered that he has been deceived for most of the opera. 

The woman he loves, Romilda, does not return his affections; rather, she is in love with 

                                                
21 The notion of the three genera stems from writers in classical antiquity; Monteverdi’s other two are 
temperato (moderate) and molle (soft), which was meant to express humility (Chew, Grove Music Online. 
Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Stile concitato”). 
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Example 2.32. Monteverdi, “Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda,” from The Eighth 

Book of Madrigals, mm. 310–316. 
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Example 2.32, continued. Monteverdi, “Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda,” from 

The Eighth Book of Madrigals, mm. 310–316. 

 
 
his brother, Arsamene. The oscillating sixteenth notes in the bass line are a clear 

reference to the stile concitato and topically signify Serse’s anger and desire for revenge. 

Handel also uses the rapidly repeated notes to indicate the stile concitato. In example 

2.34, another rage aria from Serse, the topic helps to express Arsamene’s anger and 

frustration towards Serse because he refuses to believe that Arsamene loves Romilda, 

and he certainly will not allow the couple to marry. 

 

2.3.3 Hunting Music and Horn Calls 

 Horn calls have been closely associated with hunting music since at least the 

fourteenth century, when they were first mentioned in writing (Monelle 2006, 35–37). 

Before the end of the sixteenth century, horn calls were played on one pitch in different 

rhythms; this practice continued into the seventeenth century, when the familiar 

practice of “jerking,” or playing the upper-neighbor note to the principal tone, was 

introduced. During the seventeenth century, as the horn gained range and flexibility, 

horn calls began to borrow from triadic trumpet signals, and the first stylized horn calls 

appeared in programmatic instrumental music (Fitzpatrick and Downey, Grove Music 

Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Jagdmusik”). 
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Translation of Text:  Cruel furies of the horrid abysses,/pour onto me your black poison!/Let the 

world cave in and the sun be eclipsed/at the anger that breathes forth [from] my breast! 

Example 2.33. Handel, “Crude furie,” from Serse, mm. 9–13. 
 
 
These were in the major mode (due to the limitations of the natural horn) and usually in 

compound meter. By the turn of the eighteenth century, most horn calls were triadic 

and fanfare like, which likely explains Ratner’s association between the horn call and 

military music (1980, 18–19). The horn’s close association with the hunt led to its 

evocation of the chase, the outdoors, and the nobility, since hunting was a pastime 

reserved mainly for the upper class. J.S. Bach and Handel both incorporated horn calls 

into their music, mostly reminiscent of those collected and recorded by Franz Anton, 

Count Sporck between 1710–1725 (Fitzpatrick and Downey, Grove Music Online. Oxford 

Music Online, s.v. “Jagdmusik”). 
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Translation of Text:  Yes, I want her, and I shall have her./And if heaven upon me will not 

shine,/the evil monsters and the terrible ghosts/of Cocytus I shall invoke. 

Example 2.34. Handel, “Sì, la voglio,” from Serse, mm. 31–37. 
 
 
 In the aria “Va tacito e nascosto,” from Giulio Cesare, a horn plays in the 

orchestra, but the voice line is also somewhat reminiscent of a horn call (see example 

2.35)—the repeated pitches in m. 10 hover a step above the next structural pitch, 

referencing the single-pitch calls and the practice of jerking. The leaps of fourths and 

fifths (mm. 9b–10a, 10b–11a, 12a, and 13) are also familiar horn call elements. The use of 

the topic in the aria outwardly coincides with the text that refers to a hunter stalking his 

prey. The dramatic context, however, renders the aria’s (and the topic’s) meaning 

somewhat ambiguous because, as Meynell points out, it is unclear if Caesar is referring 

to himself as the hunter stalking Tolomeo, or if he means that he is aware that Tolomeo 
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is hunting him (1986, 95). The A section’s lyrics could refer to Caesar, while the B 

section’s refer to Tolomeo, or the hunter. In the same vein, the aria’s horn obbligato 

represents the antithesis of the sly plotting about which Caesar sings. 

 
 

 

 

Translation of text:  [He] goes silently and stealthily/when he is eager for prey, the astute 

hunter./And he who is disposed to do evil,/does not wish anyone to see/the deceit in his heart. 

Example 2.35. Handel, “Va tacito e nascosto,” from Giulio Cesare, mm. 8–14. 
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2.4 Topical Reversal 

 Although many topical profiles in Handel’s arias are fairly standard in musical 

construction and in affective appropriateness, the application of what I term “topical 

reversal” is one possible method Handel, and possibly other late Baroque composers, 

could have used to manipulate topical meaning. The combination of multiple topics 

within one piece or movement, found in later-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century 

works, may have been possible in the late Baroque, but examples would be rare—the 

Baroque aesthetic, as discussed in chapter one of this dissertation, usually resulted in 

the unification of affect within one movement or aria (though contrast among 

movements and arias was certainly also an important aspect of the aesthetic).22 Topical 

reversal occurs more frequently as a specific musical manipulation in Handel’s arias. 

This strategy involves using a topic in a manner that is antithetical to its typical 

appearance or dramatic associations. For example, a topic would be reversed if it were 

used in a comical or lowbrow dramatic situation when it would be expected to project a 

serious affect or high stylistic level; the result might be irony. A topic might also be 

reversed if its musical structures are somehow altered from their typical state—e.g., if a 

trumpet aria, usually in the major mode because of the limitations of the mimicked 

instrument, were found in the minor mode. Finally, I propose a topic might be reversed 

if it is somehow presented as an opposition to its more typical state; for example, a 

passepied might be considered reversed if the character colonized the topic in an aria 

describing his or her hatred for another character. Topical reversal becomes even more 

effective if the same character who sings an aria with a topical reversal has previously 

colonized the topic in a more typical manner (see my analysis of Grimoaldo’s character 

in Rodelidna, chapter four). 

 Rodelinda’s aria “L’empio rigor” demonstrates a situation in which a topic’s 

typical affect is reversed by the lyrics of the aria. The topical profile is a passepied (see 

example 2.36). The meter of the aria is 3/8, and many of the typical rhythmic gestures 

are found. For instance, mm. 70–71 contain the familiar \ rdffg \ pattern described in 

section 2.2 above. Several measures have accents on beat two, including mm. 54, 58, 60,  

                                                
22 There do exist some examples of arias in which the topic of the B section differs sharply from that in the 
A section; see “Piangerò” in chapter three, for example. Arias with simultaneously combined topics may 
also exist, but would be rare. The topics would likely be somewhat related—for example the aria “Amor 
commanda,” from Floridante (1721) could be considered both a bourée and a trumpet aria, but, as 
discussed above, a bourée is similar to a march, the topic on which the trumpet aria is based. 
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Example 2.36. Handel, “L’empio rigor,” from Rodelinda, mm. 53–78. 



 77 

and 62–63. Longer passages of straight sixteenth notes are found in both the voice and 

accompaniment lines. Passepieds usually project a playful affect regarding love 

intrigues and may even carry pastoral associations (see section 2.2.1 above). Here, 

Rodelinda angrily and forcefully rejects Grimoaldo’s proposal of marriage. He has just 

usurped her husband Bertarido’s throne, and Rodelinda believes he has been killed 

while in exile. The reversal of the passepied could be understood as an expression of 

Rodelinda’s bitterness and resentment regarding the recent loss of her own love and 

also may project the strength of her rejection of Grimoadlo by taking a topic usually 

associated with love and expressing animosity instead. Incidentally, the reversal of the 

passepied seems to be thematic specifically in the opera Rodelinda—see my analysis of 

Grimoaldo’s aria “Tra sospetti,” in chapter four, section 4.4.2. 
 

2.5 Structural Strategies and Stylistic Level 

 In the last major section of this chapter, I discuss the typical formal features of 

Handel’s arias from the 1720s and 1730s, my use of Schenkerian reductions to 

demonstrate structural means of expression, and the role phrase rhythm could play in 

indicating the stylistic level of an aria. 

 

2.5.1 Formal Features 

 The arias Handel composed for his operas are almost all in da capo or dal segno 

form. There are three principal sections in these arias, the first and third being 

essentially identical except that the singer was expected to add embellishments during 

the repeat; these two sections are labeled “A.” The third section was almost never 

written out—the words “da capo” at the end of the second section indicate an entire 

repeat, whereas “dal segno” usually indicates that the orchestral introduction was 

shortened. Orchestral ritornellos appear as the introduction, between the two main 

iterations of the text lines in the A section, and at the end of the A section. The 

contrasting second section, “B,” does not often feature a ritornello. The four text lines of 

the aria are usually distributed so that A contains the first two lines and B contains the 

second two, though A is much longer and often more intricate than B. The chart below 

depicts the typical formal and harmonic structure (see figure 2.2): 
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Form A B A
(
'
)
 

Section R
I
 S1 R

M
 S1' R

C
 S2 

Major 

Mode 

I----I IV V or I sequenceI I----I ii, iii, or vi 

(or combination) 

Minor 

Mode 

i----i iIII 

or v 

III or v 

or i 

sequencei i----i III, v, VI, iv, and VII 

(or combination) 

da capo/dal 

segno 

Figure 2.2. Form chart for Handel’s opera arias. 
 
 
In the chart above, and throughout the dissertation, I refer to the first two lines of text as 

stanza 1 (S1) and the second two as stanza two (S2). I refer to the three different 

ritornellos separately as the introductory ritornello (RI), the medial ritornello (RM), and 

the closing ritornello (RC), simply because they are not usually identical, though they 

share basic motivic and harmonic characteristics. The medial ritornello is almost always 

very short, typically only one or two bars in length. The closing ritornello is closer in 

length to the introductory one, but it, too, is often shortened. The introductory ritornello 

is typically at least eight bars long and may be longer. 

 There are, of course deviations from this formal practice. In da capo and dal 

segno arias, the medial ritornello is sometimes omitted, especially if the aria itself is 

fairly short.23 The lyrics of the aria do not always fall into two two-line stanzas. A 

common variant is two four-line stanzas. Recitative may be used to interrupt an aria’s 

formal scheme, often between the end of the B section and the return of A. This usually 

indicates that another character is listening to the aria; whether it is meant to be heard 

as music or as speech is sometimes unclear.24 Finally, an aria may not be in the tripartite 

da capo/dal segno structure at all. Short arias called “cavatinas” or “ariosos” are 

sometimes used, especially if the character is not meant to exit after it is completed; 

these may consist of one large section or two (essentially in binary form), and there are 

usually no ritornellos. 

 

 

 

                                                
23 There exist some examples in which the introductory ritornello is omitted, especially in the opera Serse, 
in which less than half of the arias are da capo or dal segno. 
24 See E.T. Cone’s discussion of “operatic ambiguity” in his essay “The World of Opera and Its 
Inhabitants,” (in Cone 1989, 125–138). 
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2.5.2 Structural-Dramatic Information 

 Though much of the interaction between music and drama in Handel’s operas 

takes place among the action, the text, and the topical profile of an aria, structural 

musical evidence can also play a role in interpretation. Usually, structural information 

that is dramatically revealing is found in musical motives or structural irregularities 

that can be interpreted as gestural icons. These motives typically help to support the 

affect projected through the text and topical profile rather than providing new dramatic 

information within themselves. For instance, an ascending triplet figure initiating a 

motion above the primary structural register in the aria “Se per te” can be correlated to 

a dismissive wave of the hand (see my analysis in chapter four, section 4.5.1). I use 

Schenkerian reductions in the analyses to help magnify these gestures and their 

placement within the structural contrapuntal fabric of the work, where appropriate. 

Other structural and formal considerations—whether for their own sake or for the 

purposes of dramatic interpretation—lie outside the purview of this study. 

 

2.5.3 Phrase Rhythm and Stylistic Level 

 As I have demonstrated in section 2.1 above, Handel’s opera arias fall within the 

middle stylistic level in a denotative sense, but this level can be relatively raised or 

lowered. I have previously alluded to two elements that aid in creating a change in style 

register: the perceived stylistic level of the topical profile, if it is markedly different from 

the middle register, and the harmonic and textural complexity of the aria (this mostly 

takes place in laments but could conceivably be at work in other types of arias, 

especially working to lower the level if the harmonies are noticeably simple). I posit that 

the third attribute that can contribute to altering the stylistic level is the phrase rhythm 

in the aria. Channan Willner has posited that hypermetric structure, along with the 

underlying paces in the work, can suggest differing stylistic levels in instrumental 

music of the late Baroque (2005, 27 and 2006, 150). Note that while it is possible for 

hypermetric structure to inform the stylistic level of an aria, this happens rarely; there 

are only a few arias in the analyses in chapters three and four in which I make use of 

this tool. 

Willner advocates understanding phrase structure in late-Baroque works in 

terms of tonal periods comprised of smaller measure groupings (2005, 134–136+456). A 

tonal period describes motion from a stable tonic to an authentic cadence, either in tonic 
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or in a related key; measure groupings are defined by recurrent melodic patterns or 

melodic unity, text phrases (in arias), and usually also by the attainment of some 

harmonic goal, though there may not be a cadence at the end of a group. Although 

measure groupings and periods are both defined by tonal motion, a durational 

expectation may also be established. Willner explains that periods are often between 8 

and 16 bars long, and I have found that the measure groupings in Handel’s arias are 

often 4 measures long. Still, the length of groupings that are both tonal and durational 

ordinarily fluctuates over the course of an aria: “It should be noted that in Baroque style 

any durational norm set up in the course of a piece is likely to be abandoned with some 

frequency . . .” (Willner 2005, 133). This fluctuation in length of groupings and periods 

is a common mark of the middle style (Willner 2006, 151). 

The phrase structure of “Dove sei,” from Rodelinda demonstrates the situation 

that is typical for Handel’s opera arias (see examples 2.38a–b). The opening period of 

“Dove sei” is 10 bars long, ending with a surface-level authentic cadence in the 

dominant in m. 18—see example 2.38a. (This cadence would be reinterpreted as a half 

cadence on deeper structural levels, of course.) The first grouping is four measures long 

and is defined by the reaching of the tonic in m. 12 and by the completion of the text 

phrase “Dove sei, amato bene.” The length of the grouping fluctuates within the period, 

though, since the second measure group is six bars long, from mm. 13–18. The second 

tonal period in the aria is comprised only of four-bar groupings, but its total length 

differs from the first since there are three total groups within the period (mm. 20–23, 24–

27, and 28–31—see example 2.38b). The fluctation of the length of measure groups and 

tonal periods is the most common hypermetrical situation in Handel’s opera arias. Note 

also that example 2.38 is fairly conservative—lengths of groups and periods can vary 

markedly over the course of an aria. 

The presence of fixed durational groups that coincide with tonal periods is a 

hallmark of the galant style, but because fixed durational groups are found in Handel’s 

arias, their presence alone does not indicate a lowered stylistic level. The typical 

hypermetric situation supports the notion that these arias are generally of the middle 

style because they have a slight galant influence. The additional element of symmetry 

between groups whose length does not fluctuate can, however, have the effect of 

lowering the stylistic level of an aria relatively, especially if an antecedent-consequent 

relationship exists—this aspect of the galant style is not normally present in Handel’s 
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arias. The symmetrical hypermetric structure is an added element that marks the galant 

style because it lies outside the typical situation in Handel’s arias. 

 
 

 

 
Example 2.38a. Handel, “Dove sei,” from Rodelina, mm. 7–19. 

 
 

I theorize that symmetry can occur between groups within a tonal period or possibly 

between tonal periods themselves, though the latter circumstance is less likely. 

Romilda’s aria “Nemmen col l’ombre” from the first act of Serse opens with a 

symmetrical contrasting period (see example 2.39). 3 descends to 2 over a half cadence 

at the end of the first four-bar phrase (m. 16), and the second four-bar phrase concludes 

with a perfect authentic cadence in tonic. This symmetrical hypermetric structure is a 

common feature of galant and later classical music but does not occur very frequently in 

Handel’s opera arias or his instrumental music (see Willner 2005). 

 

 

  |----------------------------4 bars----------------------|             |---6 bars---> 

 

 

 

 

 

>----------------------------------------------------6 bars (cont.)---------------------------| V: PAC (= 10 bars) 
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Example 2.38b. Handel, “Dove sei,” from Rodelina, mm. 20–32. 

 
 

 

 

Example 2.39. Handel, “Nemmen col l’ombre,” from Serse, mm. 13–20. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               |---------------------------------4 bars----------------------|                  |-----------------4 bars-----------> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

>------4 bars (cont.)-------|                  |-----------------------4 bars--------------------| PAC (= 12 bars) 
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>----4 bars (cont.)-----| PAC 
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There is one topic for which these distinctions can be difficult to make—the 

sarabande. This is because sarabandes generally use four-measure groupings 

throughout, even in vocal arias based on the topic. Like Handel’s musical construction 

within other topical profiles, though, these groups are not always symmetrical. In 

example 2.9 above, for example, the opening measure group is four bars long and ends 

at the dominant (mm. 1–4), but the subsequent group is eight bars long, ending again at 

the dominant (mm. 5–12). The vocal sarabande in example 2.11 opens with two four-bar 

measure groupings, but both groups end with a half cadence—the first in tonic, the 

second in the dominant—so a tonal period is not completed. In both these cases, the 

measure groupings are not symmetrical within the tonal period, so no style level change 

is indicated. Of course, there are sarabandes that use symmetrical measure groupings 

within a tonal period—see, for instance, “V’adoro, pupille,” in chapter three of this 

dissertation. 

 

2.6 Summary 

 In the discussion above, I have provided some evidence for the consideration of 

dance music and other musical constructs as topical in the early eighteenth century in 

general and, more specifically, for Handel and his audiences. Examining denotative and 

connotative associations, I describe how specific topics signify and what general 

associations they might call forth; these associations may include information regarding 

the topic’s affect and stylistic level. Finally, I discuss the most typical formal structures 

in Handel’s opera arias and suggest how different structural elements might signify. 

Affective information can be contained in prominent musical gestures interpreted as 

icons, while stylistic level can be suggested by hypermetric structure. Both of these 

types of signification are important but overall less pervasive than the use of topics in 

the arias. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

MUSICAL CHARACTERIZATION IN-DEPTH: GIULIO CESARE (1724) 
 
 
 
In this chapter, I apply the methodology proposed in the preceding chapters to the 

character of Cleopatra in Handel’s opera Giulio Cesare in Egitto, HWV 17. The 

characterization of Cleopatra is informed by an examination of the interaction between 

dramatic content and structural and expressive strategies in the arias. I first provide 

dramatic context for the analyzed arias and then detail relevant structural musical 

elements. General and specific stylistic and expressive meanings and their integration 

with dramatic content are discussed second. This seeming “drama-to-music” approach 

to the analyses is undertaken for the convenience of the reader; the methodology 

follows Shaftel (2009), but the analytical narrative obscures his sequence somewhat (see 

my discussion of this issue in chapter one, section 1.3). Where appropriate, I take into 

account the libretto, stage directions, and character interactions. I reference only the 

original performed version of the opera that premiered on 20 February 1724 at the 

King’s Theatre in the Haymarket (i.e., no arias composed for subsequent revivals are 

examined). As a result, the conclusions I draw pertain solely to this version of the opera 

and not to any versions drafted before or after the premiere.1 

 

3.1 The Opera and the Characters 

Today, Giulio Cesare is one of Handel’s most-performed and most well regarded 

operatic works, probably due in no small part to the overall quality of the music and the 

skillful characterization.2 The opera proved successful for Handel and the Royal 

                                                
1 I use the Bärenreiter Urtext edition of the opera as my source. All translations are taken from Castel 
(2005). See the bibliography. Note that where Castel provides literal translations, I change the word 
ordering to reflect normal English syntax. In most cases, where he clarifies a passage’s meaning, I use his 
secondary translation. 
2 See Dean and Knapp ([1987] 2009) for an exhaustive list of revivals in Europe and North and South 
America from 1922–1993. 
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Academy at the time of its premiere as well, and it was well received by the London 

audiences (Hogwood 1984, 84). The plot is loosely based on Julius Caesar’s campaign in 

Egypt during his own civil war in which he fought against his one-time political ally 

Pompey. While in Egypt, CAESAR became entangled in the dynastic struggle between 

co-rulers CLEOPATRA and her brother and husband Ptolemy XIII (“TOLOMEO” in the 

libretto), and this is where the opera opens (see the historical account in Chauveau 2002, 

18–28).3 

As Caesar proclaims his victory over Pompey, the latter’s wife CORNELIA and son 

SESTO enter, entreating Caesar to cease fighting. Presently, ACHILLA, Tolomeo’s 

counselor, enters and presents Caesar with Pompey’s severed head—he states that the 

gesture is one of good will on behalf of Tolomeo, who is hoping to forge an alliance 

with Caesar. The King’s gift, though, has the opposite effect: Caesar weeps and is 

subsequently enraged, Cornelia laments her dead husband, and Sesto vows revenge. 

NIRENO, Cleopatra’s eunuch, gives Cleopatra the news of what has just occurred, and 

she decides to take advantage of the situation. She resolves to charm Caesar and create 

an alliance with him, ensuring her victory over her brother. She carries out her plan 

flawlessly, allying with Cornelia and Sesto along the way. Although for a short time it 

seems that Tolomeo and his forces will defeat Caesar, the Romans prevail. Their victory 

is also Cleopatra’s—Caesar declares her the sole Queen of Egypt and a tributary queen 

to Rome. 

 

3.2 The Depiction of Cleopatra 

Rather than focusing on dramatic action or historical significance, the events 

portrayed in the opera center around human emotion and reaction, or “dramatic 

expression” (Rosen [1971] 1997, 43); this is, of course, conventional for the opera seria 

genre. Because of this lack of action and the similarity of plotlines across the genre, 

opera seria characters are usually considered to be stereotypical in contrast to the fully 

                                                
3 As Dean and Knapp note, although the plot of the opera is based partially on fact and although the 
characters are historical (except Nireno, presumably), “the librettist rearranges history to suit his 
convenience,” ([1987] 2009, 483). The timeline of events is compressed and reordered, and the socio-
political causes and effects of the events are obscured. Specific information is also included or omitted for 
convenience or dramatic effect. For instance, Caesar utters his famous words “Veni, vidi, vici” in his first 
line of recitative (in Italian, of course), although he actually wrote these words in a letter, and he was not 
referring to Egypt or Pompey (Jiménez 2000, 192). The librettist also incorporates Caesar’s weeping at the 
sight of Pompey’s severed head, most likely an apocryphal event (Chauveau 2002, 22). 
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formed characters we might find in novels, dramatic movies, and stage plays (Grout 

and Williams 2003, 187). In Giulio Cesare, though, the character of Cleopatra stands in 

relief—although she may not undergo the level of dramatic development expected from 

later operatic heroines, her interactions with other characters and her emotional 

reactions in the arias are intriguing because her motives for seducing Caesar are 

ambiguous.4 She may be taking such action to manipulate him into forging an alliance 

with her; alternatively, during the course of the action, it is possible that Cleopatra 

actually falls in love with Caesar. This ambiguity surrounding the nature of their 

relationship and Cleopatra’s reasons for entering into it pervades her character 

throughout the opera. 

There are several factors that could contribute to a resolution of this ambiguity 

regarding Cleopatra’s true feelings and, by extension, the emotional motivations for her 

arias. Clearly, the dramatic choices of the singer in a specific production will influence a 

listener’s notion of characterization, but I believe that textual and musical evidence 

points strongly to a characterization in which Cleopatra is only concerned with forging 

a romantic relationship with Caesar insofar as the relationship is advantageous to her 

own interests. I first examine the libretto, outlining the ambiguity and presenting 

evidence for its resolution through a contextualized close reading of the dramatic 

content. I then examine Cleopatra’s arias, focusing on the ways in which my 

interpretations of their structural, conventional, and dramatic strategies might further 

this characterization (after Shaftel 2009—see chapter one). An examination of dramatic 

evidence and the interaction between drama and music reveals Cleopatra’s motivations 

for cultivating a relationship with Caesar as chiefly political. 

 

3.2.1 Dramatic Evidence 

In Giulio Cesare, Cleopatra spends a great deal of her stage time talking about 

Caesar when she is not interacting with him. Taking her comments about him at face 

value means understanding her as loving Caesar in a personal way, whether lustfully or 

                                                
4 The traditional historiographical view of Cleopatra as an oversexed temptress seems to be present in the 
libretto Haym adapted, and in this way, Handel and Haym’s Cleopatra may be understood as a 
stereotype. Although relatively little is known about the historical Cleopatra as a person, it seems that she 
was an intelligent and highly skilled diplomat, known for conducting meetings with foreign leaders in 
their own native language—she likely impressed Caesar intellectually as much as physically (see Roller 
2010, especially pages 1–9). It is understandable that, today, her characterization in the opera might be 
read as somewhat harsh in light of her diplomatic and political accomplishments for Egypt. 
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more deeply. They can also be understood, though, within the context of her political 

situation—we gather that Cleopatra believes Caesar’s military-political intervention on 

her behalf is necessary for her to become the sole ruler of Egypt. Without him, she 

cannot defeat Tolomeo’s forces, and she will lose the crown. She therefore depends on 

Caesar for her political gain and possibly for her own safety. Taking into account the 

struggle in which Cleopatra and her brother are engaged, it seems reasonable for her to 

speak passionately about the safety and potential power he might provide. The 

following lines from the libretto are typical and, read within the context of her plan, 

give a sense of the ambiguity: 

CLEOPATRA 

(II.vii) . . . l’idolo del mei sen, Cesare 
amato . . .  

[. . . the idol of my bosom, beloved 
Caesar . . .] 

(II.viii) Intanto, o Numi, voi che il ciel 
reggete, difendete il mio bene, ch’egli è 
del seno mio conforto e speme. 

[Meanwhile, oh gods, you who heaven 
rule, defend my beloved, for he is the 
comfort and hope of my bosom.]

 
(III.iii) Ahi, fato rio!  Cesare, il mio bel 
nume è forse estino . . . 

[Ah, bitter fate!  Caesar, my handsome 
god is perhaps dead . . .] 

Dean and Knapp seem to take lines like these as evidence that Cleopatra truly does fall 

in love with Caesar during the course of the opera ([1987] 2009, 490). Yet when these 

lines are read within the context of her original plan, they might just as easily be 

understood as praising Caesar or lamenting his fate for her own self-serving reasons. In 

her line from Act II, scene viii, for instance, calling Caesar the “comfort and hope of 

[her] bosom” could certainly be read as an expression of her love (or lust) for him; the 

comment might also refer to her political situation, though: without Caesar’s help, 

Cleopatra has little hope of (or at least no further strategy for) defeating her brother and 

gaining the throne. The ambiguity of her true feelings permeates much of what she does 

and expresses in the opera. 

Elsewhere in the libretto, Cleopatra’s true feelings and motivation appear to be 

revealed. In her first scene (I.v), she enters describing herself as the sole deserving 

monarch of Egypt and dismissing her brother as evil and powerless. When she hears 

that Tolomeo had Pompey killed to please Caesar, she feels she must act quickly to 

counteract the gesture and clearly delineates her plan for Nireno. Because Nireno is her 

loyal confidante and later her accomplice, her words have credibility: 
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CLEOPATRA 

. . . alle cesaree tende son risolta 
portarmi; 

[. . . to Caesar’s tents I am resolved to 
take myself; 

. . . . . . 
Non paventar; col guardo, meglio 
ch’egli non fece col capo di Pompeo, 
Cesare obligherò:  

Do not fear; with my glance, better than 
he (Tolmeo) did with the head of 
Pompeo, I shall manage Caesar: 

 
in vano aspira al trono; egli è il 
germano, e la regina io sono. 

 
in vain he aspires to the throne; he is my 
brother, and I am the queen.] 

Here, Cleopatra states exactly why she plans to meet with Caesar and what she hopes to 

gain from the meeting: she intends to garner Caesar’s favor through flirting or 

seduction and expects the outcome to be an alliance with him. This union would likely 

lead to her own political victory. Cleopatra does not seem to be looking for love—she is 

seeking to win her own struggle for power. Subsequent textual evidence from both 

Cleopatra and Nireno further supports understanding her relationship with Caesar and 

comments about him within the context of her political situation. 

 Act I, scene vii. Cleopatra goes to Caesar in disguise and tells him that she is 

“Lydia,” one of the ladies who serves Cleopatra; she follows by saying that she was 

born of noble Egyptian blood, but Tolomeo has usurped her fortune. Caesar is taken 

with her and sings an aria praising her beauty. Immediately following Caesar’s exit, 

Nireno comments on Cleopatra’s effectiveness: 

NIRENO 

Cleopatra, vincesti; già di Cesare il core 
tributario al tuo volto, amor ti rende, 
 
e tutto il suo voler da te dipende. 
 

[Cleopatra, you won; already love 
makes Caesar’s heart a slave to your 

glance, 
and all his will depends on you.] 

Nireno’s statement highlights Cleopatra’s goal of captivating Caesar so that she might 

have influence over his actions. In the aria that follows, Cleopatra says nothing of 

Caesar, his looks, or his love. With the power of love on her side, she says, she can do 

anything, including, one assumes, ascending the throne. Her obsession with her 

ultimate goal supersedes any thought of true romance (the word “love” is used here 

rather loosely, it seems). With Cleopatra in disguise, this scene also introduces the 

theme of feigning or pretending that permeates Cleopatra’s words, actions, and 

characterization throughout the opera. Not only is she pretending to be someone she is 
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not, but she is also using Caesar’s desire for her to gain power—a pursuit that would 

require her to pretend to return his feelings if she did not truly do so. 

 Act II, scenes i–ii. In the recitative preceding the aria “V’adoro, pupille,” 

Cleopatra and Nireno are again discussing her plan to beguile and ensnare Caesar. 

Here, Cleopatra is especially explicit, saying that she will make him a “prisoner of 

love”: 

CLEOPATRA 

Ho già risolto, sotta finte apparenze 
 
Far prigionier d’amor 
Ch’il cor m’ha tolto. 
 

[I have already resolved, under false 
appearances, 

to make (a) prisoner of love (the one) 
who my heart has captured.] 

The wording of the lines creates two possible double meanings. First, the phrase “under 

false appearances,” on the surface, refers to Cleopatra’s being disguised as Lydia. We 

might also understand her as saying that she plans to seduce Caesar under false 

pretenses, meaning that she does not return his feelings. Second, the last line here could 

be read both as “[the one] who has captured my heart” and as “[the one] whom my 

heart has captured.” The former translation makes it seem as though Cleopatra truly 

has fallen for Caesar; the latter sounds as though Cleopatra is confident in her ability to 

charm Caesar and does not imply any feelings towards him. The first translation does 

not seem likely, given the previous dramatic evidence to the contrary. The second is 

more consistent with Cleopatra’s and Nireno’s interactions in Act I. 

Just after Cleopatra leaves and before Caesar enters, Nireno speaks one of the 

most telling lines in the opera: 

NIRENO 

Da Cleopatra apprenda 
chi è seguace d’amor l’astuzie e frodi. 
 

[From Cleopatra let him 
who is a follower of love learn craftiness 

and fraud.] 

Again, he could simply be referring to Cleopatra’s current disguise, but interpreted 

within the context of Cleopatra’s previous lines, Nireno might also be disclosing 

Cleopatra’s true motivation for creating the elaborate scene she is about to perform for 

Caesar. Regardless of which reading is more strongly supported, the line reveals that 

Cleopatra does indeed have some power over men and that she knows how to use it. 

 Act III, scene iii. In the recitative just before “Piangerò,” Cleopatra laments her 

own fate.  Tolomeo has imprisoned her, and she fears that Caesar is dead: 
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CLEOPATRA 

Eppur così in un giorno perdo fasti e 
grandezze? 

Ahi, fato rio!  Cesare, io mio bel nume 
 
è forse estino; 

[And thus in one day I lose pomp and 
greatness? 

Ah, bitter fate!  Caesar, my handsome 
god, 

is perhaps dead; 
Cornelia e Sesto inermi son, 
nè sanno darmi soccorso. Oh Dio! 
Non resta alcuna speme al viver mio. 

Cornelia and Sesto are without arms, 
nor can they bring me help. Oh God! 
There isn’t left any hope for my life.] 

Tellingly, Cleopatra does not mourn the loss of Caesar’s life; she does not mention love. 

Her chief concern is the loss of her station with no one left to help her. Later, just before 

she and Caesar are united, she again is concerned only with the loss of her kingdom: 

CLEOPATRA 

Il barbaro germano, che mi privò del 
regno, 

a me vi toglie, e a me torrà la vita. 
 

[My barbarous brother, who deprived 
me of my kingdom, 

from me takes you (maidservants), and 
from me he will take my life.] 

Both of these lines reflect Cleopatra’s preoccupation with herself and her claim to the 

throne. That in her most desperate hour she mourns the imminent loss of her crown 

strongly supports understanding her as concerned with making a political alliance with 

Caesar; if she has formed a romantic attachment to him, there is seemingly no 

indication of it, except, perhaps, that she calls him “beautiful.” 

 

3.2.2 Musical Characterization 

Examining Cleopatra’s (and Nireno’s) lines across the entire opera suggests a 

picture of Cleopatra much more interested in becoming queen than in Caesar himself, 

but the ambiguity regarding her motivations still lingers. An examination of Cleopatra’s 

arias and their structural-expressive musical strategies gives further credence to the 

understanding that Cleopatra’s motives are more political than personal and provides 

additional specificity of characterization. As is typical in opera seria, each aria presents 

a different emotion and reaction, using conventional and structural musical elements to 

support the affect (see Grout and Williams 2003, 187 and Dean 1969, 43). Cleopatra’s 

arias not only depict different aspects of her character, but they also build upon the 

dramatic information conveyed in the libretto to deepen the singer’s and audience’s 

understanding of Cleopatra’s identity in the opera. 
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 In the sections that follow, I use the methodology proposed by Shaftel (2009) and 

detailed in chapters one and two above to analyze each aria’s contribution to 

Cleopatra’s character. Figure 3.1 outlines basic musical and dramatic information for 

each of Cleopatra’s arias and her final duet with Caesar. The topic, affect, and stylistic 

register are confirmed in the subsequent analyses, and the implications of their use are 

explored. The “surface function” of the aria provides a summary of the meaning of the 

text and its place in the drama; the “subtext function” suggests possible underlying 

meanings supported by the interpretation of musical evidence. For the purposes of 

analysis, the arias are divided into four groups, based on their placement in the opera 

and the dramatic connections among them. The arias in group one set out basic 

attributes of and expectations for Cleopatra’s character. Those in group two comment 

upon and qualify the characterization, while the arias of group three serve both to 

substantiate and add depth to all that has come before. The final group of arias presents 

a culmination of these details and a hint as to how Handel’s Cleopatra might act in the 

future. 

 

 

Aria Group One 

Aria 
(Act.scene) 

Key Range Topic Affect Stylistic 

Register 

Surface 

Function 

Subtext Function 

“Non 

disperar” 

(I.v) 

E 

major 

E4–A5 Bourée Teasing, 

confident 

Middle Cleopatra teases her 

brother, Tolomeo, 

telling him that he’ll 

do better to seek 

love rather than 

political power. 

She believes she is the 

rightful ruler of Egypt and 

is confident that she will 

prevail in their power 

struggle, as she plans to 

make an alliance with 

Caesar. 

“Tutto può 

donna 

vezzosa” 

(I.vii) 

 

*As Lydia 

but to Nireno 

A 

major 

E4–A5 Passepied Coy, 

playful, 

confident 

Middle-

low 

(galant) 

Cleopatra extols the 

power of feminine 

wiles over men. 

She delights in her effect 

on Caesar and her ability 

to outsmart him. This 

reinforces her belief that 

she can have what she 

desires if she can put her 

beauty and charm to good 

use. 

“Tu la mia 

stella sei” 

(I.viii) 

 

*As Lydia 

but in 

soliloquy 

Bb 

major 

E4–

Bb5 

Gigue/Pastoral Celebratory Middle-

low 

(galant) 

Cleopatra celebrates 

seeing her plan 

successfully out of 

the gate. She 

addresses Hope, 

calling it her guide 

(“star”). 

She plans to use the power 

of love (presumably 

sexual) to form an alliance 

with Caesar. The aria 

confirms her constancy in 

achieving this goal and 

reveals her ruthlessness in 

its pursuit. 

 
Figure 3.1. Aria groupings.  “Cleopatra” in Giulio Cesare. 
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Aria Group Two 

Aria 
(Act.scene) 

Key Range Topic Affect Stylistic 

Register 

Surface Function Subtext Function 

“V’adoro, 

pupille” 

(II.ii) 

 

*As Lydia, 

performing 

as “Virtue” 

F 

major 

F4–G5 

Sarabande Feigned 

dignity 

Conflicting 

elements 

Diegetic—Playing 

“Virtue,” Cleopatra 

asks her lover 

(presumably Caesar) 

not to scorn her since 

her heart is faithful. 

She says that his 

loving glances are 

welcome to her 

breast. 

Cleopatra’s goal is to 

arouse Caesar’s sexual 

interest and to portray 

herself as worthy of 

him. In the process, the 

aria provides 

commentary on her 

method to gain the 

political upper hand 

against her brother. 

“Venere 

bella” 

(II.vii) 

A 

major 

E4–A5 Minuet Playfulness 

tempered by 

elegance 

Middle Cleopatra asks Venus 

to grant her all her 

godly powers so that 

she can make Caesar 

fall in love with her. 

A moment of reflection 

for Cleopatra, but the 

playfulness suggested 

by the passepied topic 

colors her entreaty to 

Venus—she probably 

is already confident in 

her ability to seduce 

Caesar. 

Aria Group Three 

Aria 
(Act.scene) 

Key Range Topic Affect Stylistic 

Register 

Surface Function Subtext Function 

“Se pietà” 

(II.viii) 

F# 

minor 

E4–A5 Lament Serious 

lament 

Elevated Caesar is surrounded 

by his enemies, and 

Cleopatra asks the 

gods to grant her 

peace from her 

torments. 

The true elevated 

lament suggests that 

Cleopatra’s fear is real, 

though over what is 

somewhat ambiguous. 

“Piangerò” 

(III.iii) 

E 

major 

E4–A5 Passacaglia 

(A) 

 

Stile concitato 

(B) 

Semi-serious 

lament, wrath 

Conflicting 

elements 

Cleopatra laments her 

fate after being 

captured and vows 

revenge on Tolomeo 

in the afterlife. 

She does not take her 

own lament too 

seriously, believing 

she’ll still somehow 

prevail. 

Aria Group Four 

Aria 
(Act.scene) 

Key Range Topic Affect Stylistic 

Register 

Surface Function Subtext Function 

“Da 

tempeste” 

(III.vii) 

E 

major 

D#4–

A5 

Trumpet aria Celebratory, 

martial 

Elevated Cleopatra says that, 

like a ship coming 

safely to harbor, her 

troubled heart is now 

at peace. 

She is excited at the 

prospect of her 

brother’s imminent 

defeat at Caesar’s hand. 

She will become Queen 

of Egypt as a direct 

result. Her plan has 

come to fruition. 

Duet: “Caro, 

Bella” 

(III.ultima) 

G 

major 

E4–B5 Gigue/Pastoral Contentment Middle-low Cleopatra and Caesar 

praise each other’s 

beauty and declare 

their love and fidelity. 

Cleopatra is content 

and is crowned Queen 

by Caesar’s hand, 

entering into a political 

partnership with him. 

Figure 3.1, continued. Aria groupings.  “Cleopatra” in Giulio Cesare. 
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3.3 Aria Group One 

 Aria group one establishes Cleopatra’s basic character attributes, reinforces them, 

and turns the audience’s attention to her drive to defeat her brother. “Non disperar” 

introduces her confidence, humor, and also insouciance as she teases Tolomeo with 

whom she is engaged in a power struggle. “Tutto può” reinforces these characteristics 

and also reveals her sense of sensuality—a source of confidence for her. “Tu la mia 

stella sei” builds upon the information offered in the earlier arias by focusing on her 

ruthless pursuit of her goal. 

 

3.3.1 “Non disperar” 

Cleopatra’s first aria is not truly a personal pouring forth of emotion—the 

conventional opera seria aria—as it is the last word in an argument between siblings. In 

it, she teases her brother Tolomeo, sarcastically suggesting that he may have success in 

finding love if he cannot successfully gain the crown of Egypt. The aria demonstrates 

Cleopatra’s humor and nonchalance through her sarcastic remarks, and the music of the 

aria corresponds well to this characterization. The topical profile and prominent 

gestural and structural aspects fit well with the text that projects playfulness, sarcasm, 

and a rather flippant attitude. Further, the text offers the implication that she expects to 

emerge victorious from the power struggle and become the sole queen of Egypt. The 

affect that the musical construction supports combined with the fact that she sings the 

aria at all, then, demonstrates her supreme self-confidence even when directly facing 

her political rival. In this way, the aria offers a nuanced introduction to Cleopatra’s 

character in the opera. 

First-level analysis (basic elements). In the recitative preceding the aria, Nireno 

brings news to Cleopatra that Tolomeo had Pompey killed and then had his severed 

head brought to Caesar as a gift. Cleopatra immediately understands that her brother is 

attempting to win Caesar’s favor; she resolves to counteract this gesture by visiting 

Caesar’s camp and enlisting his help for herself. She comments that she will surely be 

more successful with Caesar using her beauty and charm than Tolomeo was with 

violence. Tolomeo subsequently enters, telling his sister to concentrate on pursuits more 

fit for a woman than the ruling of a state. Cleopatra responds by teasing her brother, 

saying that he is effeminate and that he would do better to cultivate his sexual pleasures 

than overcome her to rule the kingdom. She continues along these same lines in the aria 
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proper, suggesting that he may have more luck in love than in ruling. This implies that 

she is sure to overcome him in their power struggle: 

Non disperar, chi sa? 
Se al regno non l’avrai, 
avrai sorte in amor. 
 
Mirando una beltà in essa troverai 
a consolar un cor. 
 

[Do not despair, who knows? 
If in reigning you won’t have it, 
you shall (perhaps) have luck in love. 
 
Behold a beautiful woman; in her you 
will find enough to console your heart.] 

 “Non disperar” functions as an exit aria for Cleopatra, and the form is typical of 

the da capo arias Handel wrote for his Royal Academy operas. The lyrics of stanza one 

are stated twice between three ritornellos—one introductory, one medial, and one final. 

Uncommon for the form are the interpolations of the words “chi sa” into the text of 

Stanza 1 after those words have already been sung. Usually, the ordering of text phrases 

is not changed, even when text is repeated.  In the B section, stanza two is stated once 

and there is no ritornello. The A section is then repeated. The harmonic structure is 

typical as well in that A modulates to the dominant and returns to tonic at the medial 

ritornello and B opens in a contrasting key and modulates before the repeat.5 The 

information is summarized in the chart below:6 

 
 

Form A B 

Section R
I
 S1 R

M
 S1' R

C
 S2 

Harmonic Structure E: I----I I----V I I—vi—I I----I vi—ii—v 

A 

Da capo 

Figure 3.2. Form chart. “Non disperar.” 

 

 
There are several prominent structural features of the aria that contribute to the 

characterization of Cleopatra (see example 3.1 below). The introductory ritornello opens 

with a conspicuous lower mordent figure on 5 in the violins that is iterated four times 

on the same pitch and that returns at the beginning of each ritornello. The vocal line 

also incorporates the repeated pitches gesture throughout the aria (see mm. 17, 29, 30, 

                                                
5 It is also common for the medial ritornello to open in the dominant and modulate back to the tonic 
before the voice reenters. 
6 My abbreviations for form charts are as follows: introductory ritornello=RI, medial ritornello=RM, 
closing ritornello=RC, stanza 1=S1, stanza 2= S2.  R and S may be used to signify the ritornello and stanza 
generally. See also chapter two, section 2.5. 
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34, 48, 55, and 56). Another pervasive feature is a leaping gesture in which the melodic 

line jumps up or down to another register and then quickly returns to the obligatory 

register. In example 3.1b, for instance, the melodic line leaps up to the obligatory 

register on the offbeats in m. 16; this is shown in reduction in example 3.1c. The B 

section of the aria is motivically linked to A and uses ascending leaps and repeated 

pitches as its most prominent melodic figures. The entire aria, then, is characterized by 

stretches of quick leaping lines that are tempered by moments of the stability of 

repeated pitches. An example of each of the three named surface features is given 

below: 

 
 

 

Example 3.1a. Opening lower mordent figure. “Non disperar,” m. 1. 
 
 

 

Example 3.1b. Leaping from inner voice and repeated pitches. “Non disperar,” mm. 

16–17. 
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Example 3.1c. Voice-leading sketch. “Non disperar,” mm. 15b–18a. 
 
 

Second- and third-level analysis (denotative and connotative). “Non disperar” 

demonstrates several aspects of Cleopatra’s character in both its dramatic context and 

its musical content. As I discuss above, she is shown to be playful, sarcastic, and 

somewhat insouciant. Meeting Tolomeo’s scoffs with teasing of her own, Cleopatra 

suggests that he pursue the love of a woman instead of ruling the kingdom.7 Implying 

that he concentrate on the more “feminine” pursuit of love with a woman while she 

gains power as the ruler of Egypt is mockery enough; she is clearly bold and quick-

witted. She further refers to him, though, as an “effeminate lover.” This is obviously 

meant to be taken as a derisive remark, and it has prompted the portrayal of Tolomeo 

with male concubines in some productions—an interpretation that adds another level of 

sarcasm to Cleopatra’s comment and to the subsequent aria. Singing an entire aria 

meant to mock her brother in his presence is brazen, and the references to finding a 

beautiful woman become even more pointed if she knows that he would prefer to 

romance another man. Still, knowing that Cleopatra is the heroine of the opera and 

historically the ultimate victor in the power struggle, her aria plays humorously, not 

venomously. Further, the perception that Cleopatra is approaching a serious situation 

rather lightly is a mark of her nonchalance. 

 The music of the aria supports the dramatic content through its topical profile as 

a bourée and its structural features, namely the gestures discussed in the first-level 
                                                
7 Their relationship, characterized by seemingly frivolous sibling rivalry and provocation, highlights the 
fact that the construction of opera plots in the Baroque gave the impression that the fate of nations 
depended upon the individual whims of the nobility. This common thread in opera seria plots probably 
descends from (but is obviously highly varied from) the tradition of composing works that flattered and 
pleased the nobility (see Dean 1969, 11 and 54). 



 97 

analysis above, which are interpreted as playful, teasing, and flippant. The topical 

profile of both the A and B sections is the bourée. It can be difficult to distinguish 

between a bourée and a gavotte, especially in Handel’s duple-meter allegro arias. 

Mather and Karns suggest that the choreographies of both dances were sometimes quite 

similar (1987, 104), and Bukofzer groups bourées and gavottes together as a single aria 

type in Handel’s operas (1947, 328–329). Still, “Non disperar” displays some 

characteristics of the bourée specifically (example 3.2a): 

 
 

 

Example 3.2a. Bourée characteristics. “Non disperar,” mm. 10–11. 
 
 

Although the aria does not begin with the one-beat anacrusis that is typical for a bourée 

(the text does not allow for this), its rhythmic units begin essentially on the downbeats 

of measures and are completed within as opposed to across the bar, as is typical in 

gavottes ([1991] 2001, 51). Here, the first two measures at the voice entrance also 

demonstrate the completed bourée eight-count rhythmic phrase, in which beat seven 

serves as the primary point of repose and beat three is a secondary resting point (Little 

and Jenne [1991] 2001, 37). Additionally, the surface rhythms and melodic design 

depicted in example 3.2a above are strikingly similar to several of the arias by J.S. Bach 

that Little and Jenne describe as “bourée-like,” especially “Mein gläubiges Herze,” BWV 

68, 2 (see example 3.2b). Notice that the surface rhythms in m. 11 of example 3.2a are 

almost identical to those shown in example 3.2b; further, each example features a 

melodic leap ascending from 5 to 1 with a subsequent stepwise return to 5. Rhythmic 

figuration in the bass is very similar as well, with articulations only on the quarter beats 

with an opposing figure of four eighth notes. 

              Bourée counts:    1        2             3       4             5             6            7 
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Example 3.2b. Bourée characteristics. J.S. Bach, “Mein gläubiges Herze,” mm. 4–6. 
 
 

Ratner, Little and Jenne, and Allanbrook describe the affect of the bourée 

similarly. Ratner calls attention to the feeling of “lightness,” (1980, 13) while Little and 

Jenne note that it is “lighthearted and gay” and that Mattheson considered the affect to 

be “unconcern[ed], relaxed, easy going,” ([1991] 2001, 35). Allanbrook conceives of the 

bourée as a “danceable march” with an affect of nonchalance (1983, 48). She also lists 

the dance as one of middle character (“mezzo carattere”) and concludes that the stylistic 

register is therefore not noble (1983, 69). The association of the dance with 

lightheartedness and nonchalance matches the dramatic characterization of Cleopatra 

as nonchalant and playful; the dance’s typical affects also coincide well with the surface 

function of the aria—teasing Tolomeo. 

Musical surface gestures contribute to the sense of playfulness and nonchalance 

suggested by the dramatic context and the affect created by the bourée-like topical 

profile. First, the insistence of the repeated notes referenced in the first-level analysis is 

reminiscent of the physical gesture of poking or the spoken “jab” in poking fun—

understood within the dramatic context and surface function of the aria, a musical 

metaphor is created. The inverted mordent the violins play on each note foregrounds 

this repetition figure and establishes the humor of the aria at the outset. The repeated 

pitches also provide a point of opposition for the leaping gestures, also depicted in 

example 3.1. The continual leaving and returning to the structural register in the vocal 

line stands in contrast to the stable poking gesture; if the latter is concerned mainly with 

Cleopatra’s sarcasm in making fun of Tolomeo, the former conveys the flippancy with 

which she carries on. In other words, musical jabs correspond to her actions while leaps 

describe her attitude. Quick motion in and out of implied voice lines in the vocal part is 

pervasive in the aria and is active on several levels of structure. This is depicted in the 

reductive sketches that follow (examples 3.3a–d): 

 

 

 64       53                6                                                   65                                          65 
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Example 3.3a.  Surface-level motion between voices. “Non disperar,” mm. 23–29. 
 
 

 

Example 3.3b.  Voice-leading sketch. “Non disperar,” mm. 23–28. 
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Example 3.3c.  Structural departure from obligatory register. “Non disperar,” mm. 33–

39. 

 
 

 

Example 3.3d.  Voice-leading sketch. “Non disperar,” mm. 34–36. 
 
 

 Examples 3.3a–b show rapid motion between outer and inner voices at the 

surface of the music.  In m. 23, the obligatory register is left by stepwise motion upward 

to a higher voice, but the leap from Gs5 to Cs5 corrects this. In mm. 25–26, the principal 

voice is only heard within beats one and three; leaps down to an inner voice, then up 
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out of the register are only corrected in mm. 27–28 at the cadence point. Examples 3.3c–

d show the motion out of the obligatory register at a higher level of structure, as the 

fundamental descent is completed an octave higher than it should be.  The musical 

figuration in the aria highlights Cleopatra’s nonchalance and her sarcastic interaction 

with her brother that were suggested by the text, thereby supporting and solidifying 

that aspect of her characterization. 

 Fourth-level analysis (integration). In Cleopatra’s opening aria, conventional 

and structural musical signs correspond to the dramatic evidence provided in the 

libretto. Their interpretation is fairly straightforward, in part, because the text of the aria 

and its surrounding recitative is less ambiguous than in typical opera seria arias—

Cleopatra is speaking directly to her brother instead of providing emotional 

information to the listener. Besides characterizing the young queen simply as sarcastic 

and insouciant, though, the fact that she sings this manner of aria directly to her brother 

at all suggests something else about her character—she must be supremely self-

confident. Evidence from the surrounding recitative supports this claim: the first 

statement Cleopatra makes in the entire opera (prior to singing the aria) is “Let 

Cleopatra reign.” This is a presumptuous comment to make, given that her future on 

the throne is so uncertain. That she will gain the upper hand and ultimately rule Egypt 

seems to be a foregone conclusion to her, and the confidence she displays might even be 

read as egotism. Once Nireno informs her of Tolomeo’s attempt to win Caesar’s favor, 

Cleopatra is seemingly fazed only briefly and wastes no time in forming her own 

strategy. She is confident that her seduction of Caesar will be much more effective than 

Tolomeo’s gift, even without the knowledge that Caesar was enraged by it. The fact that 

Cleopatra teases Tolomeo in his presence in such a flippant way is further evidence of 

her confidence. She does not seem worried that he might seek retribution in the event of 

her loss of power. Her unconcern might arise from the fact that Tolomeo does not know 

of her plan to make an alliance with Caesar, but it also seems that Cleopatra is 

convinced she will be able to control both Caesar and the situation. 

The humor and nonchalance supported by the music help to solidify a surface 

characterization that allows for speculation regarding Cleopatra’s self-confidence. This 

quality, gleaned from the interaction of the dramatic context and the aria’s structural 

and topical strategies, is of primary importance in understanding the character 
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throughout the work. The opening aria, then, provides a necessary and nuanced 

introduction to the character of Cleopatra in Handel’s opera. 

 

3.3.2 “Tutto può donna vezzosa” 

Cleopatra’s second aria reinforces her characterization as self-assured and it also 

introduces her ability to evoke sexuality and the power she believes she derives from it 

(culminating in “V’adoro, pupille”—see below). Cleopatra has just captured Caesar’s 

attention disguised as Lydia, a devoted servant of Cleopatra. She sings to Nireno, 

celebrating the power of feminine wiles over men. She states that a charming woman 

can have all she desires simply by opening her lips or turning her glance and that even 

the smallest gesture can be effective when love is involved: 

 
Tutto può donna vezzosa, 
s’amorosa scioglie il labbro o gira il 

guardo. 

[A charming woman can do anything, 
if lovingly she opens her lips or turns 

her glance. 
 
Ogni colpo piaga un petto, 
se difetto non v’ha quell che scocca il 

dardo. 

Every blow wounds a breast, 
if his (Cupid’s) darts are true on target.]

  
Here, Cleopatra is laying claim to her own beauty and charm. Clearly, she believes that 

she possesses the described traits and has successfully used them to her advantage. 

Seen within the context of “Non disperar,” Cleopatra’s self-confidence is set even 

further in relief. According to her presumptuous reasoning, Tolomeo has no chance to 

gain the upper hand—he certainly cannot appeal to Caesar’s sexual interest and his 

military force presumably could not prevail over Caesar’s. 

 The topical profile of the aria is the passepied; example 3.4 below demonstrates 

the passepied characteristics. Note that the tempo is quick and the meter is 3/8. The 

playful offbeat leaps in mm. 60–61 lead to the typical 3/4 hemiola in mm. 62–63 (see 

chapter two). The accent on beat 2 is apparent in mm. 68–70 and 73, and continuous 

sixteenth notes are found in the accompaniment (mm. 68–70); the figure is later taken 

up by the voice (m. 72). 
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Example 3.4. Passepied characteristics. “Tutto può donna vezzosa,” mm. 60–73. 
 
 

The use of the passepied topic in this aria contributes to the depiction of 

Cleopatra as charming and also supplies two levels of subtext. Little and Jenne note the 

“playful” affect of the dance and quote Mattheson comparing the dance to “. . . many a 

female who, though she is a little inconstant, nevertheless does not therewith lose her 

charm,” ([1991] 2001, 85). This description of the topic reflects the delight Cleopatra 

seems to find in enticing and deceiving Caesar, which is one of the subtext functions of 

the aria (she is disguised as Lydia here); it also reflects her charm and sense of sexuality. 

The stylistic register of the passepied topic creates another level of subtext with respect 

to Cleopatra’s character. Allanbrook comments that the stylistic level is somewhat 

lowered and that the dance was considered “comic,” and she points to the mischievous 

yet amusing quality of comic dances (1983, 68–69). This connotation and the stylistic 

register offer a comment on Cleopatra’s methods—she is scheming in a way that does 

not befit her station as a queen. In other words, the level of the passepied does not seem 

appropriate for someone as noble as she. (This aspect of her character is more fully 

    |--------hemiola--------| 
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engaged in subsequent arias, especially “Tu la mia stella sei,” “V’adoro, pupille,” and 

“Piangerò.”) The topic’s effect on the interpretation is summarized in the chart below 

(figure 3.3): 

 
 

Surface Function Topic Subtexts 
Text: Celebrates the power of 

feminine wiles over men 

Subtext 1: Topic helps portray Cleopatra’s delight in the 

situation 

Drama: Caesar is enticed by 

“Lydia” and agrees to meet her so 

he can help her 

filtered 

through 

passepied 

Subtext 2: Topic’s association with non-noble love intrigues 

coupled with the drama reveals Cleopatra’s methods as 

questionable, especially for a queen 

Figure 3.3. Two levels of interpretation in “Tutto può donna vezzosa.” 
 
 
 Still, although her methods may be questionable, there is something appealing or 

charming about her. 

 

3.3.3 “Tu la mia stella sei” 

Cleopatra’s final appearance in Act I culminates with the aria “Tu la mia stella 

sei.” Sung as a soliloquy, the aria serves as a celebration of sorts for Cleopatra, who feels 

that her plan is falling into place and that fortune is on her side.8 Musically, the aria 

corresponds to the drama, corroborating the characterization of Cleopatra provided by 

the first two arias. It also supplements the characterization—the expressive strategies in 

the music seen within the context of the implications for Cleopatra’s actions suggest a 

ruthlessness about her that has not yet been revealed. 

First-level analysis. Disguised as Lydia, Cleopatra has enticed Caesar and 

persuaded him to visit her at court; she has also formed an alliance with Cornelia and 

her son Sesto, promising them that Cleopatra will reward their efforts to unseat or kill 

Tolomeo. Just before she sings the present aria, she entrusts mother and son to Nireno, 

who, she says, will covertly lead them to her brother. In the aria, Cleopatra celebrates 

the successful implementation of her plan to forge an alliance with Caesar and having 

taken advantage of a chance meeting with Cornelia and Sesto. She directly addresses 

“hope,” saying that it is her guide (or “star”) and that it lifts her spirits. In the B section, 

she states that everyone will see what can be achieved when she sets her heart on it: 

                                                
8 Cleopatra’s celebration is a bit premature, since there comes a point in the opera when hope seems lost 
for both her and Caesar. Both character, though, emerge victorious in the end, of course. 
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Tu la mia stella sei, amabile speranza, 
e porgi ai desir miei un grato e bel 

piacer. 
 

[You are my star, friendly hope, 
and you grant to my desires a welcome 

and beautiful pleasure. 

Qual sia di questo core la stabile 
costanza, 

e quanto possa amore 
s’ha in breve da veder. 
 

How stable may be the constancy of my 
heart, 

and how much love can do, 
will shortly be seen.] 

 Again, the structure of this dal segno aria is typical of those Handel composed 

for his Royal Academy operas.9 The chart below summarizes the form and harmonic 

structure: 

 
 

Form A B 

Section R
I
 S1 R

M
 S1' R

C
 S2 

Harmonic Structure Bb: I----I I----V I I—ii—I I----I fontevi—iii 

A 

Dal segno 

Figure 3.4. Form chart. “Tu la mia stella sei.” 

 

 
Several prominent structural features of the aria contribute to Cleopatra’s 

characterization. The ascending melodic figure of a dotted-sixteenth note followed by a 

thirty-second note and an eighth note moves stepwise to fill in the interval of a third. Its 

variant in quasi-augmentation is also featured (see examples 3.5a–d). Example 3.5c also 

depicts an ascent to a long sustained pitch (C5) that covers the more musically active 

orchestral lines; this figure occurs at the end of each stanza iteration in the A section and 

is a particularly pronounced musical feature of the piece. As seen throughout example 

3.5, the meter of the aria is 6/8, and the harmonic rhythm is fairly slow, generally one or 

two harmonies per bar. Example 3.5a shows the use of parallel thirds in the 

accompaniment, and 3.5c demonstrates the use of pedal point in mm. 25–26. 

 
 

                                                
9 Some authors distinguish between the da capo and dal segno arias because the latter often omits the 
introductory ritornello; “Tu la mia stella sei,” however, returns to the ritornello in the final bar of the B 
section, with tonic reappearing as iii5—6. 
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Example 3.5a. Dotted-sixteenth motive. “Tu la mia stella sei,” mm. 11–13. 
 
 

 

Example 3.5b. Voice-leading sketch. “Tu la mia stella sei,” mm. 12–13. 
 
 
 

Second- and third-level analysis. The structural-expressive musical strategies 

used in “Tu la mia stella sei” coincide well with the surface-level dramatic context for 

the aria. Textually, the aria confirms Cleopatra’s steadfastness in her pursuit of 

becoming queen of Egypt—this is the “constancy of heart” that she speaks of in the aria. 

It also serves as an observance of her perceived victory in enticing Caesar and her 

ability to improvise, forging an alliance with Cornelia and Sesto. Her strategy for 

gaining the throne is apparently working well. The somewhat premature celebration is 

also supported by the topical profile of the aria and the interpretation of the dotted 

rising gestures depicted in the first-level analysis. 
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Example 3.5c. Motive in augmentation. “Tu la mia stella sei,” mm. 24–31. 
 
 

 

Example 3.5d. Voice-leading sketch. “Tu la mia stella sei,” mm. 28–31. 
 

 

The aria very clearly belongs to the gigue group of topical dance types; as is common 

with gigues, gestures associated with the pastoral are also present. 10 

                                                
10 The gigue itself often connotes the pastoral, although, according to Harris, the compound meter is the 
“pastoral meter for non-pastorals,” (1980, 45). It appears that no one has really delineated exactly how 
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The typical pastoral features include the compound meter and quick tempo, 

parallel thirds in the orchestral accompaniment, the relatively slow harmonic rhythm, 

and some instances of pedal point, including in the melodic line (refer back to example 

3.5). Little and Jenne describe the gigue as “lively,” “spritely,” and “happy” with a 

gestural correlation to skipping ([1991] 2001, 146). The happy and lively affect of the 

gigue correlates directly with the surface function of the aria—Cleopatra is feeling 

somewhat happy and lively herself seeing that her plan to defeat her brother using the 

resources of Caesar, Cornelia, and Sesto is falling into place. The stylistic level of the 

gigue offers further information on Cleopatra’s characterization (more on this below). 

 The dotted rising third figures, within the context of the surface function of the 

aria and the gigue topic, also correlate to expressions of joy that accompany the 

celebratory mood. Here, the figures typically arise out of the obligatory register to a 

non-structural register above; they might therefore be understood as musical 

embodiments of the physical gesture of skipping, as the body is lifted in the air and 

returns back to the ground with each forward leap, or possibly as vocal exclamations, as 

the voice rises indiscriminately in pitch (refer back to example 3.5b). 

The same structural-expressive strategy is made manifest on a slightly larger 

scale using the ascent to the long sustained pitches at the ends of each of the first stanza 

iterations (see examples 3.6a–b). Here, an ascent out of the fundamental line just before 

the structural descent creates a sense of increased intensity, correlating to a greater 

feeling of joy or possibly to being overjoyed. 

The conventional and structural musical strategies correspond to the aria’s 

surface function, adding to the celebratory nature of the text.  Cleopatra’s joy at the 

moment also furthers her characterization as insouciant and self-confident.  She carries 

on although nothing has actually happened yet.  Her addressing of “hope,” then, seems 

like feigned modesty.  The confidence with which she declares that hope “grant[s] to 

[her] desires a welcome and beautiful pleasure” and that “what love can do will shortly 

be seen” is presumptuous, especially when compared with the aria heard just prior to 

“Tu la mia stella sei,” Sesto’s aria “Cara speme.” 

 

                                                
compound meters became associated with the notion of “pastoral,” although it seems likely that the 
gigue’s association with folk dancing was the impetus for the connection (Harris 1980, 88). See also 
Allanbrook (1983, 42–44), Monelle (2006, 198–200), and chapter two of this dissertation. 
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Example 3.6a. Sustained upper voice and rise out of obligatory register. “Tu la mia 

stella sei,” mm. 57–67. 

 
 

 

Example 3.6b. Voice-leading sketch. “Tu la mia stella sei,” mm. 58–67. 
 
 

           5       6                                             5                                             4 

       3                                                                                                                                                          2            1  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Sesto says that hope “begins to flatter” his heart and that “it seems as though heaven 

will grant” his favor. He is unsure that a favorable outcome is imminent and speaks 

with trepidation; Cleopatra, however, presumes that, in the end, she will accomplish 

her goal. 

That Cleopatra is so pleased with herself is consistent with her character so far, 

but it’s also somewhat disturbing. She enlists the help of Cornelia and Sesto under false 

pretenses and is planning to seduce Caesar in the same disguise. Her plan puts all of 

their lives in danger and would also likely culminate in her brother’s imprisonment or 

his death. When the aria is seen in this light, Cleopatra is revealed to be more than self-

assured—she is also ruthless. The stylistic level suggested by the gigue with pastoral 

associations helps to reveal this subtext. The incorporation of these attributes within the 

dramatic context indicate a lowered stylistic level that provides commentary on the 

dignity of Cleopatra’s actions and the lack of regard for those around her. 

Allanbrook’s description of the gigue refers to this subtext function; speaking to 

the stylistic level of the dance, she states that “[the] gigue was originally a folkdance, of 

rather vulgar origin, and when refined into a danse noble it still retained those country 

associations,” (1983, 42). The gigue, she explains, was considered one of the “comic” 

dances, which were associated with common people; they had something amusing yet 

mischievous about them (1983, 68–69). Little comments that “[The gigue] seems to have 

retained its association with light and potentially vulgar things throughout the 

[seventeenth] century (Little, Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Gigue [i]”—

see also chapter two of this dissertation). These associations, coupled with Cleopatra’s 

noble station and her plan to secure it, can be understood as lowering the stylistic level 

of the aria. They offer a comment on her character and her motivations—she is certainly 

not a gracious noblewoman, especially with the character of Cornelia as a kind of foil in 

this respect. The merry folk associations combined with a hint of mischievousness call 

to mind a kind of carefree pleasure and a delight in, possibly, playing a joke on 

someone. This is somewhat disturbing in Cleopatra’s case, as she is evidently taking 

pleasure in her gain at the peril of almost every other character in the opera.  

Fourth-level analysis. The music of “Tu la mia stella sei” both corresponds to 

and supplements the characterization of Cleopatra in the opera thus far. The joyful 

nature of the gigue with its various connotations and the corresponding exuberant 

musical gestures project Cleopatra’s delight that her plan seems to be working. The 
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cheerful music and the text give no hint that she is feeling trepidation, so her self-

confidence is also in evidence here. The lowered stylistic level of the aria, due to the 

topical profile offers commentary on the dignity of Cleopatra’s actions—deceiving, 

seducing, and directing others do her bidding, all at the peril of those who trust her. 

Her dishonorable actions coupled with her obvious pleasure in their success provide an 

aspect of her characterization not yet seen, namely, that she is ruthless in the pursuit of 

her goal. 

 

3.4 Aria Group Two 

 The arias in group two center around Cleopatra’s seduction of Julius Caesar—the 

crux of her plan. She assumes that if she can accomplish this goal, Caesar will favor her 

to rule Egypt and force Tolomeo to accept defeat or punishment. Both arias reveal two 

opposing aspects of Cleopatra’s characterization. “V’adoro, pupille,” the focus of the 

subsequent analyses, uses conflicting elements of stylistic register to convey the 

dissonance between Cleopatra’s use of disguise, sexual provocation, and the noble 

station of the throne she wishes to secure. “Venere bella” plays an important role in 

softening the characterization of Cleopatra, tempering her sensuality and her scheming 

with elegance and her self-amusement with self-reflection. While aria group one 

centered on substantiating some of her basic character traits, this second group 

comments upon them and qualifies them. 

 

3.4.1 “V’adoro, pupille” 

“V’adoro, pupille,” possibly the most famous aria from Giulio Cesare, is a diegetic 

song, meaning that it is meant to be heard as real music in the world of the opera 

characters. In the opening of the second act, Nireno and Cleopatra are discussing 

putting on some kind of scene or spectacle for Caesar as part of Cleopatra’s plan to 

seduce him. During this recitative, she comments to Nireno that she intends “under 

false appearances to make [Caesar] a prisoner of love,” (see section 3.2.1 above). 

Cleopatra’s and Nireno’s exchange in the scene, especially this line, indicates that there 

is a dissonance between Cleopatra’s outward actions and her inner motivations, as 

previously demonstrated.11 Namely, she is pursuing Caesar sexually not for any love 

she feels for him but to help ensure her own political gain and its subsequent stability. 

Although seemingly simple, the aria presents disparate attributes that characterize 
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Cleopatra in a complex way. Conflict between differing stylistic elements supplements 

the drama by providing extra-dramatic commentary on the incongruence between her 

high standing and her rather ignoble plans, and the resulting affect is “feigned dignity.” 

This highlights Cleopatra’s inclination to deceive those around her for her own 

benefit—a major theme of her characterization in this opera. 

 First-level analysis. The aria itself becomes the spectacle Cleopatra and Nireno 

have previously discussed. The stage directions indicate that Mount Parnassus is to be 

seen “in the distance” (i.e., upstage); when Caesar enters, just before the aria proper 

begins, Parnassus opens to reveal Cleopatra, still disguised as Lydia and in costume as 

Virtue, enthroned and surrounded by the nine Muses. “Lydia” sings that she welcomes 

the glance of her lover and asks him to be merciful with her since he is her “cherished 

one”:

V’adoro, pupille, saette d’amore, 
le vostre faville son grate nel sen. 

[I adore you, eyes, arrows of Cupid, 
your sparks are welcome to my bosom.

 
Pietose vi brama il mesto mio core, 
ch’ogn’ora vi chiama l’amato suo ben. 
 

My sad heart wishes you merciful, 
since always it calls you its cherished 

one.]

The aria is not a standard Handelian Royal Academy da capo aria—Caesar and 

Nireno have recitative that interrupts the would-be ritornellos. The formal distancing 

from a typical da capo aria signals the listener that the instrumental music and 

subsequent song are diegetic. In the opening ritornello (marked “Sinfonia”), Caesar and 

Nireno each sing a line of recitative. The music is identical to the first nine bars of the 

aria proper, and it could easily have been a traditional introductory ritornello. 

Wondering what he hears, presumably, Caesar tells Nireno to remain silent. Two lines 

of recitativo semplice follow; Caesar compares the ritornello to the music of the spheres: 

 

 

 

 

                                                
11 Dean and Knapp ([1987] 2009, 490) suggest that “V’adoro, pupille” is so fraught with passion that  
there can be no interpretation other than that Cleopatra has truly fallen in love with Caesar.  I  
demonstrate below, though, that the affect of the aria, understood within the dramatic context, can be  
read as more complex than that.  It is important to remember that Cleopatra is not only playing a scene  
for Caesar, but she also needs his political services. 

 



 113 

CESARE 

Taci. [Be silent.] 
 
NIRENO 

Che fia? [What is it?] 
 

CESARE 

Cieli! E qual dale sfere scende armonico 
suon, che mi rapisce? 

[Heavens! And what from the spheres 
descends harmonious sound that 
enraptures me?] 

NIRENO 

Avrà di selce il cor chi non languisce. [Anyone who doesn’t languish (at the 
sound) must have a heart of stone.] 

A second, more elaborate ritornello, also marked “Sinfonia,” follows, during which 

there is no recitative. Just before Cleopatra begins to sing, Caesar again interrupts; 

clearly, the image has its desired effect: 

CESARE 

Giulio, che miri? E quando con abisso di 
luce scesero il Numi in terra? 

[Julius, what do you see? And when, 
with (such) enormous quantity of light 
did the gods descend to earth?] 

Finally the aria proper begins. There is a one-bar introduction, and the two text lines in 

the A section are stated three times in three tonal periods. There is a short four-bar 

ritornello that ends the A section, but there is no medial ritornello. The B section states 

the second two text lines together, then repeats the final line. Caesar sings a line of 

recitative before the da capo.  The form and harmonic structure are summarized below: 

 

 

Form Ritornello 1 Recitative Ritornello 

2 

Recitative A B Recitative 

Section Sinfonia/Recitative Caesar, 

Nireno 

Sinfonia Caesar Tonal 

Period  

Tonal 

Period 

Tonal 

Period 

RC 2 Tonal 

Periods 

Caesar 

Harmonic 

Structure 

F: I----I I----V I----I vi—iii I----I I----V I----I I--

--I 

viii—

iii 

vi 

A 

Da 

capo 

Figure 3.5. Form chart of recitative-aria complex. “V’adoro, pupille.” 
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The melodic design of the aria is based primarily on the dotted-eighth, sixteenth, 

quarter note rhythmic figure (see example 3.7a). Here, the first two values comprise the 

first beat of the 3/4 bar and the third is the second beat of the bar—this metrical 

placement continues throughout, with a consistent accentuation of the second beat. The 

sixteenth note in the figure is a neighbor tone, and the figure is always preceded by an 

upbeat. The motivic figure pervades the A section until it is fragmented in mm. 27–28. 

In the B section, the rhythmic motive is lost, but the feeling of a pause on beat two is 

retained. The harmonic rhythm is mostly one or two harmonies per bar throughout the 

aria. Examples 3.7a–b also show the opening tonal period, which is eight bars long, 

divided evenly into two phrases of four bars each: 

 
 

 

Example 3.7a. Dotted figure and opening period. “V’adoro, pupille,” mm. 1–11. 
 
 

These eight measures contain a typical symmetrical period structure complete with a 

small-scale interruption scheme, as seen in the graph.  The first period, then, is both 

 

       |----------------------------------4 bars-------------------------| HC 

 

|--------------------------------5 bars------------------------|  PAC 
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tonal and durational (see Willner 1999, 199).  The second period is also completed in 

eight bars, though it is not divided symmetrically like the first (see examples 3.8a–b). 

 
 

 

Example 3.7b. Voice-leading sketch. “V’adoro, pupille,” mm. 1–9. 
 

 
An ascending 5–6 sequence beginning in m. 10 leads to the temporary tonic in m. 

14 (this is seen in the reductive graph as the attainment of 2 in the upper register); this 

thwarts the expectation originated in mm. 2–9, but because the second grouping opens 

tonally at m. 14 as the first grouping closes, the overlap creates an eight-bar periodicity 

overall. M. 18 is tonally unnecessary, though it does somewhat destabilize the sense that 

the second period matches the first durationally. The final period in the A section opens 

as if it will mirror the second (see examples 3.9a–b). It seems as though a five-bar 

descending sequence that leads to the tonic (this time in the original key) will overlap 

with a second, cadential phrase, creating another overall eight-bar period. The cadential 

6
4 resolves deceptively to IV6 on the eighth downbeat, though, and causes the need for 

internal phrase expansion, in which 3 continues to be prolonged in the fundamental 

line. This time, the ninth bar is necessary for tonal resolution; it also overlaps with the 

final phrase. The conflict between the expected eight-bar periodicities and the 

graduated expansion of them creates stylistic tension on subsequent levels of analysis. 

Second- and third-level analysis. In “V’adoro, pupille,” hidden motivations and 

ironic portrayals pervade the scene in text, image, and music, all pointing to Cleopatra 

as a character whose methods of accomplishing her goal are somewhat suspect. The 
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entire spectacle falls under this shadow—Cleopatra has revealed to Nireno that she has 

motivations for seducing Caesar other than emotional fulfillment. The lyrics of the song  

 
 

 

Example 3.8a. Second tonal period. “V’adoro, pupille,” mm. 6–23. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

   |------------------------5 bars--------> 

>--------5 bars (cont.)----------------------------|-------------------------------4 bars----------------------| V:PAC 

       (extension bar) 
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disguise these motivations and Cleopatra’s characterization as being self-confident: she 

asks her lover (meant to be Caesar) to look lovingly at her and to be merciful. Even 

though she is playing a part, it seems clear that Caesar should transfer the message to 

real life; thus, Lydia is telling him that she is taken with him and does not want to be 

teased or used. Ironically, for the audience at least, it is Cleopatra who plans to use 

Caesar. Conflict between the lyrics of the stanzas themselves support the dramatic irony 

here—the A section welcomes the lover and is sexually charged while the B section 

depicts the singer as an innocent figure who anticipates her lover’s unfaithfulness or 

insincerity. 

The imagery used in the scene also furthers the sense of dramatic irony while 

simultaneously introducing a conflict of stylistic levels and the theme of pretending or 

feigning, both of which will become important elements in the interpretation of the 

music in the aria itself. Cleopatra, the character known only to Nireno and the audience 

at this point, is pretending to be Lydia, who is further costumed as Virtue. She is twice 

removed from the character Virtue on stage and her personal characterization is at odds 

with the attributes Virtue symbolizes. In addition, the association between Lydia and 

Parnassus might invoke a disparity between her station and the location associated with 

the god Apollo and learned matters. 

Musically, “V’adoro, pupille” is constructed with contrasting style elements, 

mixing indicators of elevated and lowered registers. This stylistic conflict in the aria 

provides comment on the similar dissonance between Cleopatra’s royalty and her 

questionable actions. Both the topical profile of the aria and its structural characteristics 

provide evidence for this reading. 

 The aria’s topical profile is clearly a sarabande, which is generally indicative of 

an elevated stylistic register (see also chapter two). It is in a slow triple meter, and there 

is a clear accent on beat two of the bar in the melody and accompaniment in most 

measures. A large ascending leap from beat two to beat three often highlights the slight 

rhythmic pause between them (refer back to example 3.7). The rhythmic motive detailed 

in the first-level analysis is an embellishment of the quarter, dotted-quarter, eighth-note 

figure closely associated with the sarabande (see examples 3.10a–b). 
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Example 3.8b. Voice-leading sketch. “V’adoro, pupille,” mm. 10–18. 

 
 

Note that in mm. 2–3 of example 3.10b, Kirnberger uses the unadorned version of 

this rhythm for his model sarabande in Airs de danse; though it is in 3/2 time, the sound 

of the typical rhythm is the same. Handel’s version adds an embellishing lower 

neighbor tone between beats one and two in 3/4 time. The dance is characterized as 

serious, intense and passionate (Little and Jenne [1991] 2001, 92). Although it had New 

World and Spanish origins and was initially livelier, the slow French court version 

elevated the stylistic register (Allanbrook 1983, 37). Fairfax notes that after it was 

incorporated into the realm of the danse noble, it was recognized as a serious dance and 

was often used to portray gods, kings, and heroes (2003, 87). 

 
 

 

Example 3.9a. Third tonal period. “V’adoro, pupille,” mm. 18–23. 

 
 

               |----------------------------------------------5 bars-------------------------------|---4 bars?----> 
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Example 3.9a, continued. “V’adoro, pupille,” mm. 24–35. 

 
 

 

Example 3.9b. Voice-leading sketch. “V’adoro, pupille,” mm. 19–31. 

 

 

 

 

>-----------------------4 bars? (cont.)-------Deceptive motion5 bars|  
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Example 3.10a. Characteristic sarabande rhythms. “V’adoro, pupille,” mm. 1–3. 

 
 

 

Example 3.10b. Kirnberger, “Sarabande,” mm. 1–5, from Airs de danse. 
 

 
 Again, the use of the sarabande in this aria is both appropriate and dramatically 

ironic. The dance’s noble associations are, on the surface, fitting for Cleopatra’s persona 

as “Virtue” in the scene and for Cleopatra herself—after all, she aspires to be the sole 

queen of Egypt. These associations are also fitting for the intended audience in the 

world of the opera (i.e., Caesar). As Allanbrook (1983, 37) and Little and Jenne ([1991] 

2001, 92) note, however, the origins of the dance are anything but dignified—the veneer 

of the mannered French court disguised its more raucous elements. In this dramatic 

context, the sarabande could be viewed as the embodiment of feigned dignity. The 

associations with this topical profile support defining Cleopatra as a character who also 

feigns dignity, or who at least has motivations that seem undignified. The music helps 

to substantiate the subtext suggested by the scene and her previously offered 

characterization. 

A similar conflict takes place structurally in the aria, in which galant elements 

threaten to lower the stylistic level. These lowered elements are, at first, foregrounded—

the opposite case from the topical profile. As demonstrated in the first-level analysis 

above, the A section opens with a clear eight-bar period with four-bar groupings; this 
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produces a de-facto four-bar hypermeter within a period that is divided symmetrically. 

The use of the foursquare regular hypermeter along with this symmetrical division is 

typically considered galant (Willner 2006, 150). It may seem as though the symmetrical 

division of the period could not offer comment on the stylistic register of a piece, since 

pieces meant for actual dancing generally had very regular hypermeters and measure 

groupings. However, other types of compositions in the late Baroque period, such as 

Handel’s da capo arias, did not. Since the topical profile of sarabande could have been 

projected without structural reference to hypermeter suitable for dancing (as is seen in 

the analyses throughout this dissertation), I contend that the symmetrical division of 

foursquare hypermeter lowers the stylistic level.12 

The second tonal period is also eight bars long, but the interior grouping is 

compromised (refer back to example 3.8 above). The grouping in the third period would 

have been the same as the second period if not for the deceptive motion and subsequent 

concluding subphrase. Although the eight-bar periodicity is essentially present in all 

three statements in the A section (and, incidentally, literally present in all three periods 

in the B section), more neutral middle-style asymmetrical groupings are imposed on 

what could have been a foursquare durational grid. The conflict in the metrical grid in 

the A section, outlined above, could be seen as embodying the conflict between style 

registers in the aria as a whole. Although each period essentially fulfills the durational 

expectation of being 8-bars long, their graduated expansion and subsequent lack of 

symmetry impose another level of stylistic tension within the phrase structure itself. 

Fourth-level analysis. The dissonance between the expected stylistic levels of 

both the structural and expressive strategies in this aria and their interpreted stylistic 

levels leads to the affect designated as “feigned dignity.” Not only does conflict exist 

within these elements, but also among them: the use of the sarabande topic coupled 

with Cleopatra’s noble station and her portrayal of a kind of goddess should point to a 

serious stateliness; the galant musical influences, coupled with Cleopatra’s somewhat 

vulgar objective of deceiving Caesar and seducing him to secure her own political 

standing, run counter to the high stylistic level and offer another ironic commentary on 

Cleopatra and her scheme. The dissonance between the projected stylistic levels of the 

                                                
12 Sarabandes often make use of four-bar measure groupings, and I briefly discuss the difficulty of 
discerning symmetrical measure groupings within a tonal period in sarabandes in chapter two, section 
2.5 of this dissertation. There are sarabandes and arias that use the sarabande topic in which four-bar 
groupings are present but that are not symmetrical, so I contend that the distinction is sustainable. 
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structural and expressive strategies in the aria, coupled with the dramatic situation, 

suggests dignity that is feigned or discounted. Cleopatra’s colonization of the serious, 

stately sarabande topic during her “galant” opening and somewhat vulgar attempt to 

seduce Caesar reveals that though she is attempting to show her intentions are noble, 

the music exposes them as anything but. The stylistic conflict is also embodied in the 

phrase structure of the aria itself: the incongruence between the opening symmetrical 

period and the subsequent lopsided periods that essentially retain the overall 

durational expectation mirrors the stylistic contradiction between the topical profile and 

the first period structure. In this way, the music takes on the first of Shaftel’s suggested 

roles by supporting the dramatic irony identified in the libretto and stage action. 

 

3.4.2 “Venere bella” 

 Cleopatra’s aria in which she asks the goddess Venus to grant her power over 

love so that she can seduce Caesar brings into relief her role as youthful temptress 

because it directly follows an interaction between Achilla, Tolomeo, and Cornelia in 

which the two men vie to win the affections of the Roman noble. While Cornelia refuses 

to use her beauty (a trait often commented on by male characters in the opera) to her 

advantage, even putting her own freedom in jeopardy, Cleopatra is more than willing 

to use the promise of sex for her political gain. The aria is Cleopatra’s second passepied, 

but its dramatic interest lies in a conflict between the lyrics and the affect of the topic. 

 Before she pretends to be asleep while Caesar comes in—a holdover from the 

earlier Baroque opera convention of the “slumber scene”13—Cleopatra entreats the 

goddess Venus for help in executing her plan: 

 
Venere bella, per un istante deh, mi 

concedi 
le grazie tutte del dio d’amor. 

 
[Lovely Venus, for one instant please 

grant me 
all the graces of the god of love. 

 
Tu ben prevedi, ch’il mio semiante 
dee far amante d’un regio cor. 

You know well that my countenance 
must make a lover out of a royal heart.]

Her appeal to the Roman goddess for power over love seems somewhat 

gratuitous at this point in the opera.14 Cleopatra certainly knows fairly well that Caesar 

                                                
13 Complete slumber scenes (or “sommeil” scenes) and components of slumber scenes are found 
throughout Baroque opera. The slumber scene from Lully’s Atys (1676) is usually considered the 
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is enticed by her beauty.  Nireno even comments on his reaction to her in Act I, scene vii 

(see section 3.2.1 above). This understanding of Cleopatra is well supported by the 

previous musical and dramatic evidence in the opera; however, the lyrics in the current 

aria seem to suggest that she is slightly concerned about her ability to continue 

executing her plan successfully, or, at the least, she is taking a reflective moment. The 

topical profile of the aria, though, is a passepied, and I posit that the use of the 

passepied topic in conjunction with the lyrics fuses together the characterization of 

Cleopatra drawn from “Tutto può donna vezzosa” and “Tu la mia stella sei.” In the 

former, she is delighted by her ability to seduce Caesar, presumably gaining confidence 

in her plan; in the latter, she demonstrates feigned modesty. The topical profile of 

“Venere bella” suggests that the music in the aria expresses Cleopatra’s self-amusement 

at her own handiwork and the youthful playfulness involved therein. The associations 

with fickleness, gaiety, and the mischievous correspond well with Cleopatra’s intended 

goal—seducing Caesar—and her underlying motivations. Though the entreaty she 

makes in the aria may temper this characterization just a bit, the conflict between 

musical affect and stated intent seems to reveal that Cleopatra’s own power sits fairly 

firm in her mind. 

 

3.5 Aria Group Three 

 The two arias in group three comprise Cleopatra’s most dramatic moments of the 

opera. “Se pietà,” the first aria of the two, continues the trajectory of tempering her 

character as set out in “Venere bella.” It is a stylistically elevated, serious lament. 

Dramatic context, though, reveals that what Cleopatra is lamenting is probably her own 

poor turn of fate. “Piangerò,” the analytical focus of the section, works with this 

interpretation of “Se pietà,” demonstrating that Cleopatra is no pitiable figure and that 

she most likely does not believe that she will truly fail in her political and personal 

struggle. 

 

 

 

                                                
quintessential example of the scene type, but Monteverdi’s L’incoronazione di Poppea (1642) also 
incorporates the type when Amor prevents Ottone from killing Poppea while she is sleeping. 
14 The reference to Venus would, of course, have had immediate resonance with an eighteenth-century 
audience. 



 124 

3.5.1 “Se pietà” 

Cleopatra and Caesar have just had a comic exchange after “Venere bella,” and 

Curio enters to tell Caesar that conspirators are calling for his death. Cleopatra reveals 

to Caesar who she truly is and tells the two men that she will go stop the conspirators 

from approaching. She returns, though, unsuccessful. Caesar says that he will fight (“Al 

lampo dell’armi”), and he leaves with Curio. Following their exit, Cleopatra has an 

accompanied recitative in which she portrays a range of emotions, vowing vengeance 

(presumably for her subjects’ betrayal and what she apparently perceives to be Caesar’s 

impending death), and then asking the gods to protect Caesar, saying she will perish if 

he dies.  In the aria that follows, she asks the gods to take pity on her: 

Se pietà di me non senti, 
giusto ciel, io morirò. 

[If you do not feel pity for me, 
merciful heaven, I shall die. 

 
Tu dà pace a’miei tormenti, 
o quest’alma spirerò. 

Grant peace to my torments, 
or my soul shall expire.] 

Seen in a sympathetic light, the aria reveals that Cleopatra may be truly despairing, but 

in a rather ostentatious way. Seen more cynically, she is lamenting over the possibility 

of losing the power struggle with her brother for the throne of Egypt. In any case, we 

see that she is still young and somewhat self-centered, though perhaps not completely 

indifferent to the plight of others. 

The aria is a true lament as indicated by the use of the diatonic descending fourth 

from 1 to 5 in the bass. The lament bass is not used throughout as it would be in a 

traditional lament aria, though—just at the beginning of the ritornello, the beginning of 

the first vocal entrance, the medial ritornello, the end of the vocal line, and the closing 

ritornello (see chapter two). It is not used in the B section. The tempo is slow (largo), 

and the mode is minor. The angularity of the vocal line and its slow ascent through a 

rising chromatic fourth also add to the sense of anguish or “lament,” bringing the 

construction of the aria closer to the style of J.S. Bach, which is generally more 

harmonically and contrapuntally complex (see comments in Dean and Knapp [1987] 

2009, 491). These elements elevate the stylistic register as well. These attributes are 

depicted in example 3.11 below: 
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Example 3.11. Lament aria characteristics. “Se pieta,” mm. 8–15. 
 
 
Note that mm. 8–9 contain the diatonic version of the lament bass, harmonized in the 

traditional manner as i—v6—iv6—V. The measures that follow make greater use of 

chromaticism than has been seen so far in Cleopatra’s arias; this occurs through the 

prolongation of 5 from mm. 9–11 and the subsequent ascending chromatic fourth from 5 

to 1, ending in m. 14. The i6–5 motion in mm. 10-11 initiates an ascending sequence that 
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harmonizes the rising melodic fourth. The combination of the slow ascent and the 

chromaticism has the effect of heightening the musical tension, lending a depth of 

expression to the aria. 

This is essentially the only “serious” aria we hear from Cleopatra, given the 

musical construction and the context—the dramatic situation is heightened somewhat 

because Caesar and Curio have just run off into battle, leaving the outcome uncertain 

for all. The aria does reveal a more serious side to Cleopatra, but compared to Cornelia, 

the truly tragic figure in the opera, Cleopatra’s full-out lament over her present 

situation seems out of place. She is lamenting, it seems, her own possible decline in 

status. 

 

3.5.2 “Piangerò” 

 In the preceding analyses of Cleopatra’s arias, I have characterized her as self-

confident, sarcastic, ruthless, and playful, with the ability to display sensuality, 

elegance, and a bit of self-reflection. I hope, though, that her intelligence and 

resourcefulness have not been lost in the previous discussion. Throughout the opera, 

she is able to use her beauty to her advantage—seducing Caesar and garnering his favor 

while in disguise—to win the power struggle between her and her brother, Tolomeo. 

Compared to, say, Cornelia, whose husband is killed before the action of the opera 

begins and whom Tolomeo takes into custody, separating her from her son, Cleopatra 

does not seem like a tragic figure—she is self-assured and holds the upper hand against 

Tolomeo for at least the first half of the opera. Nevertheless, “Piangerò” is a lament of 

sorts, as indicated by the text of the A section. However, textual and musical 

oppositions between the A and B sections and the interplay of stylistic and structural 

aspects of the A section reveal Cleopatra’s underlying strength and resolve despite her 

current situation. The aria reveals deeper characterization of Cleopatra than might be 

garnered from the text alone by corresponding to the two competing aspects of her 

emotional state presented in the A and B sections. Further, this would-be-lament aria 

defines which of these understandings, or emotional poles, is more authentic. 

Expressive and structural musical attributes indicate that Cleopatra is not so tragic a 

figure as she might appear if the aria were considered out of context.  

 First-level analysis. Just before the aria, Cleopatra is about to be taken prisoner 

and possibly killed by Tolomeo; she fears that Caesar, her sole hope in her struggle to 
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regain power in Egypt, may be dead and believes that Cornelia and Sesto have no way 

to help her. The drama of her situation is heightened for the audience as well, since 

Caesar is not revealed to be alive until the following scene. This is truly her most dire 

dramatic moment in the opera. In the A section, she sings: 

Piangerò, la sorte mia, 
sì crudele e tanto ria, 
finché vita in petto avrò. 

[I shall weep (over) my fate, 
so cruel and so bitter, 
as long as I have life in my breast.] 

The aria is unique, among Cleopatra’s arias, in its textual construction. B sections 

contrast with A sections in key and mode; however, they are not often drastically 

different in topical profile or use of melodic motives. The lyrics of the B section here, 

though, present a much changed mood: 

Ma poi morta d’ogn’intorno 
il tiranno e notte e giorno 
fatta spettro, agiterò. 

[But after I am dead, from all around, 
the tyrant both night and day 
I shall disturb, having become a ghost.]  

The A section suggests the mood of a lament, while the B section is angrier and might 

lend itself to a so-called rage aria or an aria agitata. 

The A section is structured using a repeating bass line that descends the major 

tetrachord from 1 to 5 (example 3.12a–b): 

 
 

 

Example 3.12a. Repeated bass line creates periodicity. “Piangerò,” mm. 1–6. 
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Example 3.12b. Voice-leading sketch. “Piangerò,” mm. 1–6. 
 
 

The bass line differs after the descent each time, but always passes through a 

predominant harmony to cadence on the tonic, as depicted in the graph. The use of the 

repetitive bass line divides the A section into regular, overlapping six-bar groupings, 

which are also tonal periodicities (see example 3.13a–b). Mm. 11–15 comprise a 

periodicity compressed into only five bars, but the regular length returns in the next 

grouping. Expansion of the periodicity takes place in mm. 20–31 (if one understands the 

motion to Cs minor as a prolongational excursion from the ground bass begun in m. 20), 

although an embedded six-bar group can be heard in mm. 21–26 (see example 3.13b). 

The section closes with a return to the regular groupings that open the aria. The use of 

this repeating bass line alters the basic form of the aria—the introductory ritornello is 

omitted and what might be the medial ritornello is also the beginning of the next bass 

line statement. The following chart depicts the form and key scheme: 

 
 

Form A B 

Section S1 (R
M

) S1’ R
C
 S2 

Harmonic Structure E: I----V I I—vi—I I----I vi—v 

A 

Da capo 

Figure 3.6 Form Chart for “Piangerò.” 

 

 
The A section is characterized by a fairly disjunct melody. Leaps in mm. 8, 13, 20, 

28, and 33 are large, expanding to as great as a M9. The opening leaps from 3 to 5 that  
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Example 3.13a. A section. “Piangerò,” mm. 1–24. 

 

                   |-----------------------------------------6 bars----------------------------------| (etc.) 

 

      |--------------5 bars-----------> 

 

>----------------------5 bars (cont.)-----------------| 

 

|-----1 bar----+-----------------------------------6 bars-------------------------------> 
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Example 3.13a, continued. “Piangerò,” mm. 25–47. 

 

>-----------6 bars (cont.)--------|--------------------------------------------6 bars?--------------------------------> 

 

 

>---------6 bars? (cont.)------------|-------------------------------6 bars------------------------------------------> 

 

 

>--6 bars (cont.)--| 
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Example 3.13b. Reduction showing periodicities. “Piangerò,” mm. 1–20. 
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Example 3.13b, continued. Reduction showing periodicities. “Piangerò,” mm. 20–36. 
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set the word “piangerò,” meaning “I shall weep,” are significant because of their 

accompanying words and because they are surface-level manifestations of a motivic 

parallelism at deeper structural levels (see example 3.14). Just as the first periodicity in 

mm. 1–6 presents a melodic line that begins on 3  but reaches upward to 5, only to 

descend back to 3, the following periodicity leaves 3 for 5 again with a subsequent 

descent. The 3, which is prolonged to m. 6, reaches up to 5 and repeats the process on a 

higher level of abstraction.  

Musical elements in the B section are in sharp contrast to those in the A section. 

The repeated bass and slow tempo are gone, replaced by quadruple meter and a much 

faster tempo (see example 3.15). The mode is changed from major to minor. The 

oscillating sixteenth-note figures in the bass, beginning in m. 50 above, are a prominent 

feature of the section, as are the melismatic passages that highlight the word “agiterò,” 

meaning “I shall disturb” (see mm. 53–56 above). The phrase rhythm in the B section 

differs markedly from the A section in that the basic periodicity expands and contracts 

through sequential altering of the basic pace. The repeated bass that produced regular, 

overlapping periodicities in the A section is gone in B. A grouping of 1+1 in mm. 48–49 

leads directly to a descending fifths sequence that expands the basic pace, creating 

irregular groupings. This is a marked structural difference from A. 

Second- and third-level analysis. The striking musical oppositions between the 

A and B sections of “Piangerò” are motivated by the textual differences. In contrast to 

Cleopatra’s first statement, suggesting that she will lament her fate from now until she 

meets her end (potentially at the hands of her brother), the second text statement 

reveals that she is also angered by and feels vindictive towards her brother. The lyrics, 

then, reveal two sides to Cleopatra’s characterization, outwardly, at least—she laments 

her fate but also angrily wishes revenge for it. The structural differences correspond to 

and provide evidence for the two competing moods between the sections. 



 134 

 

Example 3.14. Motivic parallelism. “Piangerò.” 
 

 
Musical characteristics of the A section correspond to the pitiable mood. The 

recurring use of the falling bass line that leads to a cadence and overlaps with the 

following tonal period makes fairly strong reference to a chaconne (although it is not 

one in a strict sense); the combination of the chaconne-like bass, the triple meter, the 

slow tempo, and the occasional melodic accent on the second beat of the measure (refer 

back to example 3.13a, mm. 1, 3, and 5–6, for example) could make reference to the 

dance associated with the chaconne—the sarabande (Little and Jenne [1991] 2001, 207). 

Sarabandes and, by extension, slow chaconnes were considered noble and impassioned 

in the late Baroque (Little and Jenne [1991] 2001, 92); both of these are associations that 

align well with Cleopatra’s character and her lamentable situation. The disjunct melody 

also contributes to the mood—the ascending leaps seem to imitate a vocal crying out, 

especially those in the first four measures that set the word “piangerò,” meaning “I 

shall weep.” 

The leap up from 3 to 5 and subsequent descent back to the opening pitch can be 

understood as correlating to the physical gesture of striving—there is a motion to reach 

above or to move to a different space and a subsequent defeated descent back to the 

original space. The deeper-level reflection of this surface motivic gesture characterizes 

the entire section in this way. Additionally, there are a few instances of descending half 

steps, which traditionally signify weeping or sighing (especially mm. 27–28). These 

musical features considered together characterize the A section as expressive of the 

textual content. 
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Example 3.15. Opening of B section. “Piangerò,” mm. 48–58. 

 

                     

            “stile concitato” 
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The contrasting musical elements in the B section reveal Cleopatra’s strength and 

ambitious nature even in the face of the doubt she expresses in the opening of the aria. 

The oscillating sixteenth-note figures in the bass indicate the stile concitato and bring a 

sense of heightened emotion and urgency to the section (refer back to example 3.15, 

mm. 50–56, for example). Also, the stile concitato is topical in that it is associated with 

expressing anger and possibly the act or desire of going to battle.15 Finally, the melismas 

on “agiterò,” meaning “I shall disturb” (refer back to example 3.15, mm. 53–56 above) 

grant importance to the word that truly emphasizes the spirit of the passage. The B 

section interrupts the intended affect of the A section with a spirited rant against 

Tolomeo. 

Taken alone, the musical and textual oppositions between the A and B sections 

reveal what might be read as Cleopatra’s competing feelings regarding her current 

situation: the opening section might be taken to indicate that she is a pitiable figure, 

defenseless against the will of her tyrant brother, while the second section expresses her 

fiery rage and her wish for revenge. The analysis thus far has shown that the music 

defines these conflicting feelings in Cleopatra. A further investigation of the music in 

the A section and its integration with dramatic considerations reveals, though, that 

Cleopatra’s true nature cannot be understood as tragic. In this way, the music 

supplements the drama, providing the listener with a subtext. 

 The use of the chaconne bass in the A section provides a musical-stylistic 

commentary on the text of the A section. The text seems to call for the minor-mode 

descending tetrachord, perhaps even in chromatic form, because this motion has 

historically been associated with the lament; Rosand suggests that this motion correlates 

to both obsession and depression due to its repetitive use and downward motion, 

respectively (1991, 370; see also chapter two above). Although the bass does present the 

descending tetrachord, it is in the major mode. Thus, this bass line is reminiscent of the 

lament bass, but it is not actually an example of one. Although, as stated above, the 

passionate and noble associations with the sarabande-like chaconne are perfectly 

suitable for the text, the major-mode descending tetrachord seems like an ironic 

comment—a musical wink—indicating that perhaps listeners should not take the 

                                                
15 Although the B section won’t be discussed further in this context, the use of the stile concitato, may be 
further interpreted as foreshadowing Caesar’s forceful overthrow of Tolomeo and Cleopatra’s political 
gain from it. 
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lament section of the aria too seriously; perhaps even Cleopatra does not take it too 

seriously. Even her ascending melodic leaps are defiant here—the text would seem to 

call for more pianto figures, but there are only two (as mentioned above) and only one of 

these is an actual half-step descent. Despite her external emoting, Cleopatra more likely 

believes internally that she is cunning enough to find a way to survive or that an ally 

will come to her aid—this is more in accord with her previous characterization and the 

music here may be heard as supporting it. 

 Interacting with the stylistic features that support reading the A section less 

tragically than a true lament are attributes of the phrase rhythm and pacing that can be 

read as correlating to Cleopatra’s resolve and self-assuredness. Instead of a normalized 

harmonic rhythm that would yield eight-measure groupings subdivided into four 

measures, the periodicity is six bars long in almost every case in the A section (refer 

back to example 3.13b). With regard to the light shed on Cleopatra’s characterization by 

stylistic elements in the A section as well as the oppositions between the A and B 

sections, the compression of periodicity into six-bar units instead of the normalized 

eight can be read as a correlation with resolve or determination. In each periodicity, the 

foreshortened nature seems to convey that Cleopatra continuously stops herself from 

succumbing to the thought that fate has led her to her end—she begins to lament, stops 

herself, then begins again. Further supporting this reading is the contraction of the third 

periodicity to five bars, accompanying the words “as long as I have life in my breast.” 

The contraction may be read as stronger determination, suggesting that Cleopatra 

believes she will live longer than one might expect, given her current situation. Even if 

the periodicity between mm. 20–31 is understood as one long structure with an inserted 

excursion to C-sharp minor (perhaps expressive of a temporary emotional lapse into 

true despair), the closing six bars and the final ritornello reinstate the regular 

periodicity, closing the aria with a show of Cleopatra’s return to reassurance. 

 Fourth-level analysis. The stylistic and structural strategies in “Piangerò” both 

provide support for the differing affects suggested by the two text stanzas and 

supplement the characterization of Cleopatra by defining which of these emotional 

poles takes precedence. The music provides subtle cues to suggest that what might have 

been a true lament—closer in affect and construction to “Se pietà” (see section 4.5.1 

above)—is not to be taken too seriously and that the emotion portrayed in the B section 

is probably more authentic. Consistent with the previous analyses presented in this 
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chapter, Cleopatra is too self-confident and strong-willed to truly believe that she will 

not somehow emerge victorious from her current predicament. 

 

3.6 Aria Group Four 

 Aria group four, which is actually made up of Cleopatra’s final solo aria and her 

duet with Caesar in the scena ultima, represents her reaction to the culmination of her 

plan and the subsequent maintenance it requires for its continuation. I show that 

Cleopatra’s trumpet aria, “Da tempeste,” both expresses Cleopatra’s joy in Caesar’s safe 

return and provides a subtext for the significance of this turn of events for Cleopatra. 

The aria reveals that she expects Caesar’s safety to result in her gaining the throne. The 

final duet reveals that Cleopatra is content in her situation as the newly appointed sole 

ruler of Egypt, but also that she will continue to give Caesar what he wants, so to speak, 

to maintain her political position and her accord with Rome. 

 

3.6.1 “Da tempeste” 

Cleopatra’s final solo aria, which closes the antepenultimate scene in the opera, is 

a trumpet aria, combining florid coloratura passages with the topical profile of a march 

(see chapter two). The text presents a simile, comparing a storm-battered ship that 

comes safely back to harbor with a heart that has weathered grief only to find joy again. 

“Da tempeste” is more than a vehicle for vocal or literary display, though. Informed by 

the dramatic situation and the previous analyses of Cleopatra’s character, an 

interpretation of the topical and structural elements in the aria provides a coherent 

musical commentary on Cleopatra’s take on her reversal of fortune. The music, of 

course, corresponds to the joyful feeling inherent in the libretto, but it also provides a 

subtext to Cleopatra’s celebration, thereby supplementing the drama as well. 

 First-level analysis. By the time the scene opens, the audience has seen that 

Caesar is alive and planning to take revenge on Tolomeo with the help of Sesto and 

Achilla’s troops. Cleopatra, however, has no knowledge that the situation has changed.   

She begins to say goodbye to her attending women, since Tolomeo’s guards are about 

to seize her. Caesar then enters triumphantly, telling Cleopatra that his strength is 

renewed and asking her to go to the harbor to gather his forces. Though she 

presumably does not know how Caesar has attained the ability to overthrow Tolomeo, 

she pauses to sing her celebratory aria anyway: 
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Da tempeste il legno infranto 
se poi salvo giunge in porto, 
non sa più che desiar. 

[If a boat, battered by storms, 
later comes safely into port, 
it has nothing more to desire. 

 
Così il cor tra pene e pianto, 
or che trova il suo conforto, 
torna l’anima a bear. 

Thus the heart, in its grief and tears, 
now that it finds its comfort, 
restores the soul to bliss.] 

 
 Fittingly for Cleopatra’s final solo appearance, the form is a full da capo aria with 

a complete repeat of the introductory ritornello as the closing of the A section and at the 

beginning of the da capo repeat. Its form is typical of Handel’s da capo Royal Academy 

opera arias. The formal and harmonic structure are summarized below: 

 
 

Form A B 

Section R
I
 S1 R

M
 S1' R

C
 S2 

Harmonic Structure E: I----I I----V V I----I I----I vi—V—iii 

A 

Da capo 

Figure 3.7 Form Chart for “Da tempeste.” 

 
 
Several prominent musical features contribute to the second- and third-level analyses 

that follow. The opening melodic gesture is of particular importance (see examples 

3.16a–b): The vocal entrance at m. 11, which emulates the orchestra’s opening gesture in 

m. 1, is an ascending arpeggiation of the tonic triad with embellishing tones filling in 

the leap from 5 to 1. After oscillating between tonic chords with strong metrical 

placement and V6
5 chords with weak metrical placement, the line in the obligatory 

register descends from 5 back to 1. The same gesture returns in the ritornello, now in 

the dominant, in m. 28. The first vocal entrance on the repeat of the first text stanza 

inserts a repeated 1 in the upper register before two tonic triad arpeggiations. The same 

line is directly repeated, this time arpeggiating V/V (see examples 3.17a–b). Note in the 

above examples that florid coloratura passages alternate with these arpeggiated 

gestures (e.g., mm. 12a–13a in example 3.16a and 32 and 35 in example 3.17a). 
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Example 3.16a. Opening triadic and florid gestures. “Da tempeste,” mm. 9–14. 

 
 

 

Example 3.16b. Voice-leading sketch. “Da tempeste,” mm. 11–13. 
 
 

 

      Triadic gesture 
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Example 3.17a. Triadic and florid gestures. “Da tempeste,” mm. 31–36. 
 
 

 Besides these surface-level figurations, there is an interplay between two- and 

three-bar groupings within each tonal period, as delineated by harmonic structure and 

similarity of figurations. In examples 3.17a–b, mm. 31–36 are split into two groups of 

three measures. Each group completes one text line of the first text stanza and each 

group completes one V–I statement in the monte sequence contained in these bars. The 

completion of the tonal period, though, from mm. 37–46, consistently groups measures 

into pairs. Grouping occurs by the completion of a text line (mm. 37–38 and 39–40), by 

the attainment of a non-cadential harmonic goal (I in mm. 41–42 and 45–46), and 

similarity of gesture (mm. 43–44—see examples 3.18a–b). 

Second- and third-level analysis. On the surface, “Da tempeste” celebrates 

Caesar’s safe return and Cleopatra’s physical freedom, but the aria shows that this 

event has more significance for Cleopatra than witnessing her and Caesar’s physical 

saftey—her ability to gain the political power she has sought throughout the opera 

depends on Caesar’s victory over Tolomeo. His return reinstates that possibility. 

Cleopatra’s final solo aria reflects the joy expressed in the text but also her renewed 

sense of empowerment through its use of the trumpet aria topic. 

 

                      Triadic gesture on I 

 

 

                   Triadic gesture on V/V 

 

 

 

  |---------------------------------------------3 bars-----------------------------| 
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Example 3.17b. Voice-leading sketch. “Da tempeste,” mm. 31–36. 

 
 

The trumpet aria, with its combination of triadic gestures and florid passages, 

may be understood as correlating to the dual nature of Cleopatra’s expression. The 

coloratura passages can be associated with motion and excitement—they reflect the 

celebratory spirit of the expression. The triadic imitation of a trumpet call can have this 

joyful affect as well, but they also call up military associations, suggesting Cleopatra’s 

empowerment and renewed hope of gaining political control in Egypt (see Rosand 

1991, 329). The trumpet aria is essentially an elevated march complete with fanfare-like 

melodic figures. The intermittent arpeggiated melodic gestures depicted in examples 

3.16 and 3.17 above serve as the imitations of trumpet calls and fanfares. Other 

characteristics point to the topic as well—the quick quadruple meter, the major mode, 

and the chief metrical stress on the downbeats of measures all match both Ratner’s and 

Allanbrook’s descriptions of the march (see Ratner 1980, 16 and Allanbrook 1983, 45–

47). 

The feeling of empowerment and celebration for Cleopatra’s own political gain is 

also reflected in the musical structure. The march style is typically associated with a 

regular phrase or subphrase structure of two or four bars, but in this aria, there is an 

interplay between two-bar groupings and three-bar groupings. The regularization of 

the periodicity, seen between mm. 31–36 (examples 3.17–3.18), could be correlated with 

the underlying use of the march style, already associated with Cleopatra’s political 

ambition through surface-level musical indicators. 
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Example 3.18a. Two-bar measure groupings. “Da tempeste,” mm. 37–48. 

 

 

 

 

                 |------------------------------2 bars------------------------------------|   |---------------2 bars---------------> 

 

 

 

>------------2 bars (cont.)-------|                |-----------------------------------2 bars------------------------------------| 

 

 

               |-------------------------------2 bars--------------------------------|     |-----------------2 bars----------------> 

 

>--------------2 bars (cont.)---------------| 
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Example 3.18b. Voice-leading sketch. “Da tempeste,” mm. 37–46. 

 
 
This adjustment might be read as a kind of “correction” from atypical to typical march 

groupings. The structural correction could be interpreted on the level of the lyrics as the 

saving of the ship or the return to comfort. In a more abstract sense, it may correlate to 

Cleopatra’s attainment of her desired order—Caesar’s imminent military annexation of 

Egypt and her own rise to power. 

 Fourth-level analysis. “Da tempeste” represents Cleopatra’s reaction not only to 

Caesar’s safe return, but really to seeing her own plan come to fruition. It is a reaction 

that has been in the making for the entirety of the opera. She is clearly taking joy in the 

situation. The military associations of the trumpet aria and march are suggestive of the 

very source of her rejoicing, though: the prospect of Caesar overthrowing her brother 

and naming her Queen of Egypt. In this respect, the aria reflects many of the 

characteristics of Cleopatra depicted in the first two aria groups and itself acts as a 

culminating force for her characterization. 

 

3.6.2 “Caro, Bella” 

 This duet is the final set piece in the opera before the requisite closing coro. In the 

preceding scene, Sesto kills Tolomeo, finally realizing his revenge. He and Cornelia 

enter the scena ultima victoriously and declare their loyalty to Caesar. Following this 

news, Caesar crowns Cleopatra Queen of Egypt, and she declares her loyalty and 

reverence to him as the Emperor of Rome; notably, her remarks are primarily political, 
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not emotional. Finally, they sing the duet in “amorous accord,” as Rosand suggests is 

typical of final scenes (1991, 335): 

Caro, (bella,) più amabile beltà 
 
mai non si troverà del tuo bel volto; 
 
 

[Dearest one, (lovely one,) a more loving 
beauty 

never will be found than your lovely 
visage

In me (in te) non splenderà 
nè amor, nè fedeltà da te (da me) 

disciolto. 

My (your) love and fidelity 
shall never be unbound from you (me).] 

Although the duet is the first time Cleopatra claims to love Caesar, dramatic and 

musical evidence suggest that this is probably not quite the case. This is, after all, the 

first time she has had to adhere to her own flirtatious insinuations on Caesar’s terms. 

The topical profile of the duet is a gigue with pastoral elements. This topic 

corresponds well to the surface function of the aria—gigues produced one of the most 

joyful affects in the topical spectrum that was available to Handel at the time. And 

Cleopatra is clearly extremely happy; she has achieved the goal she set forth in her very 

first scene. The gigue was used similarly to express joy in Cleopatra’s first colonization 

of the topic, the aria “Tu la mia stella sei.” The current duet shares an important 

intertext with this aria—Cleopatra’s joy in both is directed at the fulfillment of her plan. 

This helps to differentiate her colonization of the topic from Caesar’s. They are both 

overjoyed, but probably for very different reasons. The heavy use of pastoral elements 

here—simple harmonies, slow harmonic rhythm, an abundance of parallel thirds, and 

tonic and dominant pedal tones—further conveys a simplicity not evident in any of her 

previous vocal pieces. Instead of reading this simplicity as correlating to her “amorous 

accord” with Caesar, previous characterization suggests that the duet marks a return to 

simplicity for her. The obstacle she could not overcome on her own (Tolomeo) has been 

removed through her manipulation of others; the only person she must answer to now 

is Caesar, and she knows well how to deal with him. “Caro, bella,” then, is an indication 

that Cleopatra will continue to do what she feels needs to be done to ensure her wishes 

and needs will be met. 

 

3.7 Chapter Conclusion 

 The character of Cleopatra in Handel’s Giulio Cesare is intriguing because her 

words, actions, and dramatic situation call into question her motives for seducing 
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Caesar. Her professions of love could be taken at face value, but the structural and 

expressive musical strategies employed in her arias help to remove the ambiguity by 

providing specificity of characterization. Structural musical components, musical 

gestures, and the topical profiles of each aria provide associations regarding affect and 

stylistic level that can be interpreted within Cleopatra’s dramatic context. The following 

chart summarizes Cleopatra’s characterization through her arias (figure 3.8): 

 
 

Aria 

Group 

Aria Depiction Group Expression 

“Non 

disperar” 

Teasing gestures and the “unconcerned” quality 

of the bourée show Cleopatra’s self-confidence 

and humor. 

“Tutto può 

donna 

vezzosa” 

The passepied topic portrays her delight in 

charming Caesar and the suspicious nature of 

her plans. 

Aria 

Group 

One 

“Tu la mia 

stella sei” 

Gestural ascents and the gigue topic reveal her 

joy and confidence in her plan but also her 

ruthlessness. 

Arias Establish Characterization: 

Self-confident 

Humorous 

Nonchalant 

Sensual 

Ruthless 

 

 

“V’adoro, 

pupille” 

Dissonance between projected stylistic levels in 

hypermeter and the sarabande topic portray 

“feigned dignity.” Aria 

Group 

Two 

“Venere 

bella” 

Cleopatra’s second passepied, in conjunction 

with the text, demonstrates her feigned modesty 

and self-amusement. 

Confidence in her plan: Feigned 

modesty and dignity reveal 

Cleopatra as primarily concerned 

with her scheme for political 

advancement. 

“Se pietà” Cleopatra’s true lament shows the potency of 

her desire for power and her need for Caesar to 

emerge victorious. 
Aria 

Group 

Three “Piangerò” The music itself calls Cleopatra’s lament lyrics 

into question and demonstrates that she believes 

she will still overcome her brother. 

Cleopatra is steadfast in achieving 

her goal. 

“Da 

tempeste” 

The triumphant nature of the trumpet aria 

reflects Cleopatra’s reaction to Caesar’s safe 

return and to her imminent rise to power.  Its 

military associations refer to the source of her 

power: Caesar’s overthrow of Tolomeo. 

Aria 

Group 

Four 
“Caro, bella” 

(duet) 

Cleopatra’s second colonization of the gigue 

topic marks her extreme joy and a return to 

simplicity for her.  She feels confident in 

dealing with Caesar. 

Cleopatra’s plan is achieved: her 

arias solidify the political nature of 

her aims throughout the opera. 

Figure 3.8. Arias inform Cleopatra’s characterization. 
 
 
Cleopatra’s cunning, sensuality, hopefulness, humor, despair, and joy are variously 

revealed throughout the opera in her arias; these musical depictions allow conclusions 

regarding her character to be drawn that are not supported by the drama alone. The 

interaction of dramatic context, lyrics, and musical associations allows for 
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interpretation. In the case of Handel’s Cleopatra, a well-drawn character emerges 

whose motivations are focused on gaining political power in Egypt regardless of the 

cost—her supreme self-confidence and charm engenders both believability and 

likeability in one of Handel’s most memorable characters. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

MUSICAL CHARACTERIZATION IN-DEPTH: RODELINDA (1725) 
 
 
 
In this chapter, I apply the methodology proposed in the opening chapters of this 

dissertation to the character of Grimoaldo in Handel’s opera Rodelinda, Regina 

de’Longobardi, HWV 19. I undertake an examination of the interaction of dramatic 

content with structural and expressive musical strategies in the arias as it informs the 

characterization of Grimoaldo. For the arias analyzed, I first provide dramatic context 

and detail relevant structural musical elements. Stylistic and expressive meanings and 

their integration with dramatic content are discussed second. (See the discussion of the 

methodology in chapter one, section 1.4.) Where appropriate, I take into account the 

libretto, stage directions, and character interactions. I reference only the version of the 

opera that premiered on 13 February 1725 at the King’s Theatre in the Haymarket (i.e., 

no arias composed for subsequent revivals are examined). As a result, the conclusions I 

draw pertain solely to this version of the opera as a text and not to any versions drafted 

before or after the premiere.1 

 

4.1 The Opera and the Characters 

Rodelinda is the final opera in a series of three that many have claimed to be 

Handel’s finest opera seria works (the other two are, of course, Giulio Cesare in Egitto 

and Tamerlano).2 As with Giulio Cesare, the original production was a popular success, 

and subsequently it has been one of Handel’s most-performed operas in the past 90 

years; it also has the distinction of being the first of Handel’s operas to be revived in the 

                                                
1 I use the Bärenreiter Urtext edition of the opera as my source. All translations are taken from Castel 
(2005). See the bibliography. Note that where Castel provides literal translations, I change the word 
ordering to reflect normal English syntax. In most cases, where he clarifies a passage’s meaning, I use his 
secondary translation. 
2 See Dean’s discussion of Handel’s career as an opera composer (1969, 30–31) and his discussion of the 
characteristics of a dramatically effective opera seria work (1969, 64–68). See also Meynell’s discussion of 
the three operas as a group (1986, 93–94). 
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twentieth century in a famous production at Göttingen in June of 1920 (see the 

discussion of Rodelinda’s reception in Dean and Knapp [1987] 2009, 589–593). The 

background events leading to the opening of the first act are somewhat complicated 

and not as well known to twenty-first-century audiences as those surrounding the 

action in Giulio Cesare.3 A brief summarization follows (after Jellinek 1994, 38–39):  In 

661 C.E., the King of Lombardy died and split his kingdom between his two sons, 

Godebert and Perctarit (Italianized as “BERTARIDO” in the libretto). Feuding over the 

kingdom with his brother, Godebert called upon the Duke of Benevento, Grimoald 

(“GRIMOALDO”), for help. Grimoaldo took advantage of the unstable situation by having 

Godebert killed, and he subsequently usurped the throne of Lombardy. Bertarido was 

forced to flee, leaving behind his wife RODELINDA and son Cunicpert (“FLAVIO,” a mute 

role in the opera). The opera’s action begins at this point. 

As in Giulio Cesare, the librettist takes considerable liberty with the historical 

events to suit the needs of the plot and create the requisite lieto fine.4 At the beginning of 

Act I, Rodelinda laments over her husband, whom she and the rest of the characters in 

the opera believe to be dead. He is not—later in the act, we learn that Bertarido had this 

rumor circulated to aid in his return to Lombardy. Presently, Grimoaldo enters, 

professing his love for Rodelinda and offering his hand in marriage. She refuses, of 

course, and exits. In a private conversation between Grimoaldo and GARIBALDO (his 

principal advisor and the Duke of Turin), we learn that Grimoaldo had previously 

proposed marriage to Bertarido’s sister, EDUIGE, who refused him at the time, but who 

now makes advances on him. When she enters, Grimoaldo subsequently refuses her, 

and he leaves her and Garibaldo alone on stage. Garibaldo, it seems, has told Eduige 

that he is in love with her, though when she exits, he admits that he really only desires 

to marry into the royal family. 

As mentioned above, Bertarido is not dead and has returned to Lombardy. Only 

his secretly loyal confidant, UNULFO, who currently serves Grimoaldo, knows that he is 

                                                
3 The source of the story is History of the Lombards by Paul the Deacon, written in the 790s C.E. Collins 
describes the source as flawed because some of its primary sources were not accurate (1991, 183). 
4 The librettist for Handel’s version was Nicola Haym, who reworked Antonio Salvi’s operatic adaptation 
of Corneille’s play. Love intrigues that probably did not exist among the historical characters are added, 
notably between Eduige and Garibaldo, Eduige and Grimoaldo (although he may have been promised 
her hand in marriage as a reward for helping Gundebert), and Grimoaldo and Rodelinda. Although the 
kingdom of Lombardy was eventually restored to Bertarido and Rodelinda, it appears that this did not 
take place until Grimoaldo’s death in 671 C.E. and not, as in the opera, upon his surrender (Christie 1995, 
100–101). 
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alive and has returned. While Bertarido tries for much of the opera to find a proper 

place and time to reveal his presence to Rodelinda, she and Grimoaldo go back and 

forth, he with marriage proposals and she with ways to thwart them. First she says she 

will only marry him if he has Garibaldo killed; she then says she will marry him if he 

kills her son before her eyes, forcing him to be seen as a malicious usurper. Grimoaldo 

refuses both of these terms. Once Bertarido and Rodelinda are reunited, the king 

accidently interrupts their meeting and has Bertarido arrested, though he is still unsure 

of his identity. This turn of events leaves Grimoaldo confused and unsure how to 

proceed; emotionally exhausted, he falls asleep wishing that his life were as simple as a 

shepherd’s. Garibaldo discovers Grimoaldo sleeping and tries to take the opportunity to 

kill him, thus removing another obstacle in his own quest for the throne. Bertarido, 

having escaped from prison with the help of Eduige and Unulfo, intercedes, however, 

and kills Garibaldo instead. Grimoaldo relinquishes the throne to Bertarido, 

proclaiming that he will marry Eduige. Rodelinda celebrates with a final aria, and all 

join in the coro, looking forward to a new, peaceful day. 

 

4.2 The Depiction of Grimoaldo 

In a certain sense, Grimoaldo’s situation is the converse of Cleopatra’s, examined 

in the previous chapter. Whereas she desires to gain political power at any cost and 

pretends to be in love with Julius Caesar to further her aim, Grimoaldo’s love for 

Rodelinda overcomes his desire for power. At the outset of the opera, he is portrayed as 

the villain whose usurping of the throne of Lombardy has already provided him with 

political power. He pursues his love for Rodelinda, and his first scenes and arias 

involve meeting this objective. By his final aria, though, Grimoaldo is clearly the victim 

of his own conflicting emotions. Rodelinda has twice agreed to his marriage proposals 

only if he agrees to murder, which would result in his name being vilified. When 

Bertarido returns, Grimoaldo loses all hope of winning Rodelinda—either she will 

remain with her husband, or he will be killed and she will never forgive Grimoaldo. His 

inner-conflict between killing Bertarido to retain his position as king (and throwing 

Rodelinda into despair) and relinquishing his power mounts. This emotional turmoil 

proves too much to bear, and he relents. Dean and Knapp describe Grimoaldo as 

“vascillating” and a “sheep in wolf’s clothing,” ([1987] 2009, 577), but this seems to be 

an oversimplification of the character. He is hardly shown to be a cruel tyrant, but their 
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description discounts the conflict that defines his character for so much of the opera. 

Because of his inner-turmoil, Grimoaldo undergoes a transformation in the opera—he 

begins as the perceived villain, is quickly characterized less harshly as simply pursuing 

his desires, and finally becomes a victim of his own passion through a situation he 

himself created. The conflict between maintaining power and winning love is the means 

of this transformation. In this chapter, I examine Grimoaldo’s transformation as his 

characterization, noting that this type of dramatic and musical progression is often 

absent from (or, at least, presumed to be absent from) opera seria characters.5 

 

4.2.1 Dramatic Evidence 

In synopsis, Grimoaldo’s relinquishing his power and the throne to Bertarido in 

the scena ultima may seem like an abrupt reversal in course, but an examination of the 

dramatic evidence throughout the opera suggests that Grimoaldo is not the villain he 

might be assumed to be—he is empathetic to other characters’ feelings and reactions. 

Futher, dramatic evidence indicates a progression from control of both his emotions and 

his situation to the deterioration of that control. Again, the progression arises from the 

conflict between loving Rodelinda and retaining his power. In the following, I present 

textual evidence and interpretation that support this understanding of Grimoaldo. 

(Again, see my discussion regarding the ordering of the analytical narrative in chapter 

one, section 1.4.) 

Act I: Grimoaldo in control. In the first act, Grimoaldo’s recitative dialogue 

portrays him as feeling that he has control over both his emotions and his relationships, 

though he does recognize Rodelinda’s anger. His remarks to Rodelinda, Garibaldo, and 

Eduige in the opening scenes reveal that he understands Rodelinda’s reaction to his 

proposal and does not wish to provoke her, but he is willing to mask his emotions to 

follow Garibaldo’s advice (see below). He first tells Rodelinda that he has loved her for 

                                                
5 Many characters seem to reform at the end of opera seria works (think of the title characters in Tamerlano 
or Serse, for example), but few seem to have as much attention paid to the motivations and processes that 
engender their reform as Grimoaldo. The strength of his characterization (and his dramatic soliloquy 
scene) was likely created to suit the original performer’s acting ability. Handel clearly respected the tenor 
Borosini’s talent in this area. He rewrote the entire role of “Bajazet” in Tamerlano (1725) for him before the 
first performance, making it considerably more dramatic with the character dying on stage in an 
extended scene of accompanied recitative and a short cavatina. See C. Steven LaRue’s chapter on the 
subject (2001). 
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a long time; after she exits, he comments on her beauty and confesses to Garibaldo that 

he does not want to push her away (I.i–ii): 

GRIMOALDO

Fintanto che visse Bertarido, il tuo 
consorte, 

ti celai, Rodelinda, il foco mio. 

[As long as Bertarido, your consort, was 
alive, 

I hid from you, Rodelinda, my passion.
. . . . . . 
Duca, vedesti mai più bel disprezzo? Duke, did you ever see a more lovely 

disdain?
. . . . . . 
Temo irritarla.  La pace del mio seno 
 
Eduige combatte, e Rodelinda; 
questa con l’odio e quella con l’amore. 
 

I fear of irritating her.  The peace of my 
breast 

both Eduige and Rodelinda assail; 
this one (Rodelinda) with hatred and 

that one (Eduige) with love.] 
GARIBALDO 

L’una e l’altra domar puoi col rigore. [The one and the other you can subdue 
with firmness. 

. . . . . . 
Il noioso affetto disprezza d’Eduige; 
e Rodelinda ti paventi e ti adori a suo 

dispetto. 

Scorn Eduige’s bothersome advances, 
and Rodelinda will fear you and adore 

you despite herself.] 

GRIMOALDO 

Io non ho tanto core. [I lack the heart (to do it).] 

That Grimoaldo never shared his feelings with Rodelinda before her husband’s 

supposed death suggests that he respects her and cares about her opinion of him, and 

his reaction to her stern reproach after she has exited shows that his remarks can be 

taken seriously. His feelings for her are, indeed, genuine. When Grimoaldo, continuing 

his conversation with Garibaldo, states that he does not wish to irritate her and that he 

“lacks the heart” to make a show of dominance to strong-arm Rodelinda into 

submission, the implication is that he empathizes with her. 

Though he was hesitant to do so at first, Grimoaldo subsequently takes 

Garibaldo’s advice, dismissing Eduige as unworthy of his consideration (I.iii): 

EDUIGE 

E tanto da che sei re, 
sei divenuto altiero, infido Grimoaldo? 
 
 

[(Is it) since you’ve become king 
(that) you’ve become offhand with me, 

treacherous Grimoaldo?] 
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GRIMOALDO 

Da che son re son divenuto infido 
 
per esser giusto. 
T’offersi la mia mano e la sdegnasti; 
 
m’offri adesso la destra e la rifiuto; 
 
ora soffrilo in pace; 
 
al trono io vuò chimar, chi più mi piace. 
 
 

[Since I’ve become king, I’ve become 
unfaithful 

in order to be just. 
I (once) offered you my hand (in 

marriage) and you scorned it; 
now you offer me your hand and I 

refuse it. 
Now put up with it without 

complaining; 
I will summon to the throne whoever 

pleases me more.] 

Although Grimoaldo takes a harsh tone in his reaction to Eduige’s reproach, the 

preceding recitative with Garibaldo contextualizes the conversation, demonstrating that 

Grimoaldo is exaggerating his contempt. 

 Prior to Grimoaldo’s second appearance in Act I, Garibaldo exerts the king’s 

authority in his place. His plan is to threaten to have Rodelinda’s son killed if she does 

not agree to marry Grimoaldo (I.viii): 

GARIBALDO 

Grimoaldo ti chiede pronta obbedienza, 
e non contrasto. 
. . . 

[Grimoaldo demands swift obedience, 
and not opposition. 
. . . 

E’l suo periglio ti renda men superba, 
e più prudente. 
Grimoaldo consente di riporre in tua 

mano or la tua sorte. 
Pensa, ed in breve eleggi o’l trono pel 

tuo figlio, 
oppur la morte. 

May his (her son’s) danger render you 
less proud and more prudent. 
Grimoaldo consents to place in your 

hand now your fate. 
Think, and soon choose: either the 

throne for your son, 
or else death.] 

 
RODELINDA 

Perfido, sì t’intendo: 
Questo è sol tuo consiglio. 

[Evil man, yes, I understand you: 
This is your advice alone.] 

Rodelinda’s comment is telling—she correctly guesses that this threat against her son 

was not Grimoaldo’s idea, indicating that she views him as at least somewhat 

empathetic. Even though he usurped her husband’s throne, she still sees Garibaldo as 

more villainous than Grimoaldo. She tells Garibaldo that she will marry Grimoaldo 

only if he has Garibaldo put to death. After she exits, Grimoaldo enters, clearly unaware 

of what has just taken place (I.ix): 
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GRIMOALDO 

E ben, Duca, poss’io all’ardor del cor 
mio 

sperar dall’opra tua qualche conforto? 

[Well, Duke, can I for the ardor of my 
heart 

hope (to take) some comfort from your 
effort?]

GARIBALDO 

Sì, Rodelinda è tua. [Yes, Rodelinda is yours.] 
 
GRIMOALDO 

Mi narri il vero? [Are you telling me the truth?] 
 
GARIBALDO 

Tu sei felice, ed io, Signor, son morto. 
 
. . . 
S’ella racquista il regno, giurò tutto il 

suo 
sdegno scagliar contro di mio. 

[You are happy, and I, my Lord, am 
dead. 

. . . 
If she regains the kingdom, she swore 

all her 
anger to unleash against me.] 

 
GRIMOALDO 

Scaccia il timore, che questo lauro mio 
 
sarà in difesa tua, 
contro il più crudo fulmine del suo 

sdegno, 
un forte scudo. 

[Banish your fear, for this laurel 
(wreath) of mine 

shall be in your defense, 
against the most harsh thunderbolts of 

her wrath, 
a mighty shield.] 

Here, Grimoaldo is emboldened by the news that Rodelinda has agreed to marry him. 

This exchange marks the high point in Grimoaldo’s confidence and self-assuredness—

he believes that, through his position of power, he will be able to win Rodelinda’s hand 

while simultaneously saving Garibaldo and conciliating Rodelinda. Grimoaldo 

demonstrates his belief that he has the ability to satisfy all parties; in other words, he 

believes that he is in control of his relationships with the other characters. 

 Act II: Conflict builds. In Act II, Grimoaldo’s confidence wanes as a result of his 

two on-stage encounters with Rodelinda. When he first meets with her in scene iii, he 

treads lightly, calling her “dearest” and promising that she can have anything she 

wishes except for the death of Garibaldo. Rodelinda surprises him by asking instead for 

him to murder her son in her presence (II.iii): 

GRIMOALDO 

Rodelinda, è pur ver? [Rodelinda, is it true?] 
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RODELINDA 

Sì, Grimoaldo, sì ch’io mi rendo. 
. . . 
Tu pria m’osserva un patto solo, 
 
e poi sarò qual più mi vuoi, 
 
o sposa, o serva. 
. . . 
 

[Yes, Grimoaldo, yes, I give in. 
. . . 
You (will) first observe one condition 

alone, 
and then I shall be what more you wish 

me to be, 
either a wife or a servant.] 
. . . 

GRIMOALDO 

Il tutto chiedi, fuor chè la morte di . . . [Anything you may ask for, other than 
the death of . . .] 

RODELINDA 

. . . di Garibaldo? 

. . . 
Alma sì vile del mio nobile sdegno 

invan paventa. 

[. . . of Garibaldo? 
. . . 
Such an evil soul need not fear my noble 

contempt.]

GRIMOALDO 

Compisci dunque, o cara i miei contenti. 
Giuro tutto eseguir. 

[Make, then, o dearest, my happiness. 
I swear to do anything.] 

RODELINDA 

Vuò che tu prenda nome di scellerato e 
d’inumano; 

che sveni di tua mano sugl’occhi miei 
 
questo mio figlio; 
e resti sepolta in un delitto 
tutta la gloria tua. 
. . . 

[I wish that you acquire the name of 
villain and inhuman, 

that you slay by your own hand, under 
my very eyes, 

my son here; 
and let remain buried in a crime 
all your glory. 
. . .] 

GRIMOALDO 

Tu scherzi. [You must be joking.] 

RODELINDA 

No, non scherzo e non t’inganno . . . [No, I am not joking, and I’m not 
deceiving you . . .] 

Later, after Rodelinda has made clear in her aria that she has no desire to make deals 

with or enter into a relationship with Grimoaldo, he confesses to Garibaldo and Unulfo 

that he realizes there is little hope of winning Rodelinda. His passion for her, however, 

does not diminish (II.iv): 
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GRIMOALDO 

Unulfo, Garibaldo, in questo seno muor 
la speranza 

ch’alimenta amore, e seco 
amor non muore e non vien meno. 

[Unulfo, Garibaldo, in my breast dies 
the hope 

that love feeds, but with it 
love neither dies nor abates.] 

Grimoaldo’s somewhat callow initiation of conversation with Rodelinda and his naïve 

disbelief at her request contrasts sharply with her confident, assertive attitude. In this 

context, the two characters can be read as foils; Grimoaldo’s loss of confidence at her 

hand is apparent. He defers to Rodelinda’s feelings and understands he cannot meet her 

terms without appearing to be an evil tyrant. Rodelinda’s strategic move and her 

manner are the catalysts that engender Grimoaldo’s conflict between pursing love and 

maintaining power. 

 Conflict continues to mount for Grimoaldo in his next appearance in Act II—he 

seemingly accidentally interrupts Rodelinda’s reunion with Bertarido, her husband she 

presumed was dead. At first, Grimoaldo rebukes Rodelinda for her supposed infidelity 

because he does not recognize Bertarido. Later, when Bertarido discloses his identity, 

Grimoaldo insists that he be imprisoned and subsequently put to death (II.vii): 

GRIMOALDO 

Questa è la fè costante che all’estinto 
consorte 

tu serbi, o Rodelinda? 
E un rege amante, che t’offre col suo cor 
 
la destra e’l regno 
orgogliosa disprezzi e prendi a sdegno? 
. . . 
Impudica, non parli? 
. . . 

[This is the constant faith that to your 
consort 

you keep, o Rodelinda? 
And a loving king who offers you, with 

his heart, 
his right hand and a kingdom 
you despise and spurn, o proud one? 
. . . 
You shameless hussy, can’t you speak?] 
. . . 

BERTARIDO 

No, Grimoaldo, a torto si taccia 
d’impudica 

un cor sì fido. 
Casti fur quegli amplessi; 
Il consorte abbracciò: son Bertarido. 
 
. . . 

[No, Grimoaldo, wrongly you besmirch 
as a wanton 

a heart so faithful. 
Chaste were those embraces; 
she embraced her consort: I am 

Bertarido.] 
. . . 
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GRIMOALDO 

Costui si custodisca; 
e tu m’ascolta: o tuo drudo o tuo sposo, 
 
 
anco una volta la stringi al sen, 
 

[Arrest this man; 
(to Rodelinda) and you listen to me: 

whether your lover or your 
husband, 

you may embrace him one more time,

te lo consento anch’io; 
sien legittimi o no, 
gli dian gli amplessi tuoi l’ultimo addio. 

I’ll allow it myself; 
whether this embrace is properly his, 
let it be the last farewell to him.] 

Grimoaldo’s first reaction is purely emotional and demonstrates that he has lost control 

of his emotions. He lashes out at Rodelinda when he witnesses what he perceives as her 

disregard for his feelings. After he realizes that the man she is with may be Bertarido, 

his angry threats are a thinly veiled desperate attempt to regain control of the situation. 

The conflict between love and power is fully present, since Bertarido’s return signals a 

real possibility that Grimoaldo’s crown is in jeopardy. 

Act III: Grimoaldo in crisis. Grimoaldo’s final appearances in the opera reveal 

that he recognizes the manner in which his usurping of the throne and pursuit of 

Rodelinda have come into conflict and led him to a dilemma. He describes the situation 

to Garibaldo (III.ii): 

GRIMOALDO 

Agitato è il cor mio; 
muove il pensiero or sospetto, or amore, 
 
or speranza, or timore, or bella gloria, 
or  gelosia d’impero. 
 

[My heart is agitated (and) 
my mind is troubled (by thoughts of) 

suspicion, love, 
hope, fear, sweet glory, and lust for 

power.]

GARIBALDO 

Questa ad ogn’altro affetto, questa 
prevaglia; 

o siasi finto o vero, 
uccidi in Bertarido il tuo sospetto. 

[This, above any other feeling, this must 
take precedence; 

whether it be false or true, 
kill your suspicion by killing Bertarido.]

GRIMOALDO 

Ma sia vero o mendace, 
se Bertarido uccido, e come spero 
d’ottener mai da Rodelinda pace? 

[But be he genuine or an imposter, 
if I kill Bertarido, how do I ever hope 
to make peace with Rodelinda?] 
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GARIBALDO 

E come averla puoi, vivo il consorte, 
 
o sia mendace o vero? 
. . . 
O dai morte al fellone, 
o perdi un regno. 

[And how can you have her with her 
husband alive, 

whether he is an imposter or not? 
. . . 
Either you kill that wretch, 
or you lose a kingdom.] 

  
Garibaldo’s final line quoted here summarizes Grimoaldo’s situation neatly, if harshly. 

Here, Grimoaldo is confused about how to proceed, since he believes there is no option 

available to him that will bring about a positive result. His troubled heart indicates that 

he is indecisive because he still cares for Rodelinda. Grimoaldo’s final scene opens with 

a solo accompanied recitative in which the toll of his inner-turmoil over this conflict is 

apparent—the recitative displays his emotional exhaustion and his desire for a return to 

simplicity in a quasi mad scene (see section 4.6 below). 

 Textual evidence indicates a marked dramatic progression in Grimoaldo’s 

character. At the opening of the opera, his is presumed to be the villain, and although 

this characterization is subsequently tempered, he is portrayed as confident in his 

position until Rodelinda’s tactics and Bertarido’s reappearance bring about a powerful 

inner-conflict in which he is forced to make a choice between power and love. 

Grimoaldo’s conflict is further explored through his solo arias in that they polarize his 

conflicting emotions regarding political power and love for Rodelinda. 

 

4.2.2 Musical Characterization 

The libretto provides solid ground for suggesting a characterization of 

Grimoaldo in which he transforms from the presumed villain to a victim of his own 

desires. The music of his arias supports the textual evidence in this understanding of his 

character, and they provide supplementary information relative to one another. I divide 

the arias into three pairs—each pair presents a polarized account of Grimoaldo’s 

transforming feelings regarding his political power, his love for Rodelinda, and his 

character overall.6 The arias act as snapshots of his psychological state and of his own 

understanding of his situation during his dramatic progression throughout the opera. 

The first and last arias, “Io già t’amai” and “Pastorello,” are considered together 

                                                
6 The idea of understanding arias as pairs was first suggested by the work of Jonathan Easey, a colleague 
at Florida State University. 
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because they are both character-defining at each pole of the transformation. Arias two 

and four, “Se per te” and “Tuo drudo è mio rivale,” characterize the progression as it 

relates to Grimoaldo’s position of power. Arias three and five, “Prigioniera” and “Tra 

sospetti,” characterize the progression as it relates to his love for Rodelinda. 

Polarization takes place by comparing topical and gestural information in the aria pairs. 

Although arias one and six are a pair, I separate them in the following analyses to 

highlight their respective rhetorical functions as initiating and concluding and to 

underscore Grimoaldo’s transformation over the course of the opera. 

Again, I use the methodology proposed by Shaftel (2009) and detailed in 

chapters one and two above to analyze each aria’s contribution to Grimoaldo’s 

character. Figure 4.1 outlines basic musical and dramatic information for each of his 

arias. The topic and affect are confirmed in the subsequent analyses, and the 

implications of their use are explored. The “surface function” of the aria provides a 

summary of the meaning of the poetic text and its place in the drama; the “subtext 

function” suggests possible underlying contributions to the characterization supported 

by the interpretation of musical evidence. 

 
 

Aria Pair One 

Aria 
(Act.scene) 

Key Range Topic Affect Surface Function Subtext Function 

“Io già 

t’amai” 

(I.iii) 

Bf 
major 

C3–G4 Military 

elements 

Controlled 

bravado 

Grimoaldo, taking 

Garibaldo’s advice, 

sings directly to 

Eduige, firmly 

rejecting her 

romantic advances. 

Grimoaldo’s ability to dismiss 

Eduige so coolly demonstrates 

that he is in control of his 

emotions and actions, though he 

may be masking his true 

feelings or at least exaggerating. 

“Pastorello” 

(III.vi) 

 

E 

minor 

D3–G4 Siciliano/Pastoral Regret, 

emotional 

exhaustion 

Grimoaldo expresses 

his anxiety by 

contrasting his 

inability to find rest 

with a shepherd’s 

simple, carefree life. 

The aria is expressive of 

Grimoaldo’s desire to return to 

simplicity and his resignation.  It 

redefines his character as he 

comes to a conclusion about his 

inner conflict and creates space 

for the opera’s denouement. 

Figure 4.1. Aria pairings.  “Grimoaldo” in Rodelinda. 
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Aria Pair Two 

Aria 
(Act.scene) 

Key Range Topic Affect Surface 

Function 

Subtext Function 

“Prigioniera” 

(II.iv) 

A 

major 

E3–A4 

(highest 

point in 

range) 

Passepied Pleasure tinged 

with pain 

Grimoaldo relishes 

his love for 

Rodelinda although 

he knows his 

feelings are not 

returned. 

The aria demonstrates 

that Grimoaldo is a 

figurative prisoner of his 

own feelings. He states 

that he is unconcerned 

about this, but he may be 

starting to acknowledge 

that this is problematic. 

“Tra sospetti” 

(III.ii) 

A 

minor 

E3–G4 Aria agitata/stile 

concitato and 

reversal of 

passepied 

Distress, 

confusion 

Grimoaldo 

expresses his 

psychological 

torment and doubt 

regarding his 

political and 

romantic situation. 

Grimoaldo’s emotional 

prison in which he 

previously found 

contentment is now the 

source of his troubles.  

The aria presents a 

polarized view of his 

feelings for Rodelidna. 

Aria Pair Three 

Aria 
(Act.scene) 

Key Range Topic Affect Surface 

Function 

Subtext Function 

“Se per te” 

(I.ix) 

F 

major 

C3–G4 Minuet Noble 

dismissal and 

restrained joy 

Grimoaldo 

dismisses 

Garibaldo’s 

worrying over 

Rodelinda’s threat 

of retaliation. 

Grimoaldo is confident 

that, as king, he has the 

ability to effect a positive 

outcome for himself 

while simultaneously 

pleasing Rodelinda and 

saving Garibaldo. 

“Tuo drudo è 

mio rivale” 

(II.vii) 

G 

minor 

D3–G4 Reversal of 

trumpet aria 

Anger Grimoaldo 

expresses his anger 

towards finding 

Rodelinda 

embracing another 

man and the 

possibility of 

finding his rival, 

Bertarido, alive. 

Grimoaldo’s desperate 

attempt to control the 

situation is overridden by 

the trumpet aria reversal, 

which suggests that his 

political power is 

deteriorating. 

Figure 4.1, continued. Aria pairings.  “Grimoaldo” in Rodelinda. 

 
 

4.3 Aria Pair One, Part One: “Io già t’amai” 

Grimoaldo’s first aria, “Io già t’amai,” works to establish his character at the 

outset of the opera, before any transition has taken place. The surface function of the 

aria is to scorn Eduige, making a show of his new position as king, but the aria also 

communicates musically that Grimoaldo is in control of his emotions and actions—he is 

the master, so to speak, of his kingdom and himself. The principal musical gestures, 

when understood within the dramatic context, suggest that he is acting on Garibaldo’s 
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recommendation, expressing pride and indignation, though this goes against his true 

feelings or original intent. 

 

4.3.1 First-Level Analysis (basic elements) 

When Grimoaldo enters in the first act, he confesses to Rodelinda that he has 

been in love with her for a long while and asks her to marry him. Rodelinda is 

understandably furious at this—she refuses to marry the man who usurped her 

husband’s throne and caused his death. After she exits, he tells Garibaldo that he is 

distressed over the situation—he is in love with Rodelinda, who hates him, and he is 

finished with Eduige, who loves him. Garibaldo advises that Rodelinda will gain 

respect for him if she fears him. He can begin by taking a firm hand with Eduige, 

scorning her advances. Grimoaldo admits that he does not “have the heart” to carry out 

that plan, but Garibaldo convinces him. Grimoaldo’s tone suddenly changes when 

Eduige enters; he puts the advice into action, telling her that he could not have a queen 

sitting on the throne who had once snubbed him (see section 4.2.1 above). The same 

tone continues into the aria: 

Io già t’amai, ritrosa. 
Sdegnasti esser mia sposa, sempre 

dicesti no. 

[I once loved you, indifferent one. 
(But) you always scorned my proposal 

and said no. 
 
Or ch’io son re, non voglio compagna 

nel mio soglio 
aver chi mi sprezzò, no. 

Now that I am king, I don’t want to 
have a consort on my throne 

who spurned me, no.] 
 
 The aria is mostly typical of Handel’s Royal Academy dal segno arias. There is 

no repeat of the introductory ritornello after the B section, however—it leads directly 

back to the A section’s first vocal entrance. The chart below summarizes the form: 

 
 

Form A B 

Section R
I
 S1 R

M
 S1' R

C
 S2 

Harmonic Structure Bf: I----I I----V V—I I—Desc. 3rds—fonte—I I----I vi—ii—iii 

A 

Dal segno 

Figure 4.2. Form chart. “Io già t’amai.” 
 
 

The aria has two main musical features that contribute to the characterization. The first 

is the measure-long bass gesture, first heard in the introductory ritornello and reiterated 
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at various pitch levels in both the A and B sections. The gesture is depicted in tonic in 

example 4.1a below. 

 
 

 
Example 4.1a. Repeated bass figure. “Io già t’amai,” mm. 10–11. 

 
 

It is composed of a series of repeated pitches on beats one and two with an eighth rest 

on the downbeat, followed by a decorated 2–3 bass suspension on the dominant. 

Besides being repeated at the dominant before the modulation and in the dominant 

after the modulation, the same gesture supports both sequences that follow the medial 

ritornello and is heard throughout almost half of the B section (see example 4.1b). The 

second prominent musical feature that returns continually throughout the aria is the 

eighth-note ascending run, present in both the orchestral part and the vocal line. The 

bass line doubles the voice or ascends with it in parallel thirds for an octave or more. In 

these runs, the first pitch comes from an implied inner voice or an octave transfer and 

rises to become a superposition above the fundamental line (see examples 4.2a–b). In m. 

39, both the voice and the bass line leap down an octave and immediately ascend a 

tenth; the melody reaches 5 above the fundamental line before completing an overall 

third progression to 1. 

 

4.3.2 Second- and Third-Level Analysis (denotative and connotative) 

Although, on the surface, the aria seems to characterize Grimoaldo as a prideful 

and somewhat contemptuous ruler, the events and conversations that precede it and 

several musical details provide supplementary evidence that suggests Grimoaldo may 

be acting out of character. Rodelinda has just rejected him even though he is in a 

position of power—he finds her response troubling, as he confides to Garibaldo, and he  

 

 

                 

 

 

   

                  

                  2--------3 
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Example 4.1b. Bass figure in V and in sequence. “Io già t’amai,” mm. 23–32. 

 
 
admits that using fear as a coercion tactic is a task that is too hard-hearted for him to 

carry out. His dialogue and aria to Eduige, then, mark a sharp dramatic departure from 

his original intentions. The dramatic context suggests that while Grimoaldo takes 

Garibaldo’s advice, he may not be expressing his true feelings or he may at least be 

exaggerating. Besides taking command of his relationship with Eduige, he is also, then, 

taking command of his feelings and their expression. 
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Example 4.2a. Ascending runs in voice and bass. “Io già t’amai,” mm. 39–45. 
 
 

 

Example 4.2b. Voice-leading sketch. “Io già t’amai,” mm. 39–47. 

 

 

          3   octave transfer                                                                                                   2 

           1                                                                         3  
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The two musical gestures described in the first-level analysis support the notion 

that the pride and bravado expressed in the aria are somewhat exaggerated. The 

repeated bass gesture is reminiscent of the military topic because it is a stylized march 

figure. It marks strict duple time and implies only tonic and dominant triadic 

harmonies. Its repeated pitches are somewhat reminiscent of a trumpet call, though it is 

in the bass. As Monelle suggests, this type of “pseudo-quotation” of trumpet calls and 

military signals, with contours and motives similar to the originals, evoke the military 

topic as legitimately as an actual call would (2006, 166). The topical reference itself is 

suggestive of the source of Grimoaldo’s boldness—his political and military power as 

king. The repeated figure helps to scorn Eduige by harping on his power and 

referencing the way in which he came to it. The insistence of the motive, both in its 

repetitive nature and its reiteration throughout the aria, also seems to indicate 

overcompensation or exaggeration. Constantly returning to the gesture that indicates 

the source of his power, Grimoaldo is able to summon the ability to disparage Eduige. 

The ascending vocal gestures also contribute to the sense that Grimoaldo is 

exaggerating and thus controlling his true feelings. Because of their upward motion 

from an inner voice to a position above and beyond the fundamental line, they suggest 

a correlation with the physical act of getting a running start and overshooting a goal. 

Further, the runs cover close to the extent of the singer’s range in one quick motion (see 

example 4.2)—in other words, the gesture is an exaggeration of typical range and 

musical construction. Both of these pervasive gestures are incongruous with 

Grimoaldo’s previously conveyed understanding of his own expressive capabilities. 

The space created by this incongruity may be interpreted as a subtext that suggests the 

aria is an exaggeration of his true feelings. 

 

4.3.3 Fourth-level analysis (integration) 

Grimoaldo’s background and his somewhat insensitive marriage proposal to 

Rodelinda suggest at the outset that he is a villainous character. “Io già t’amai” and its 

surrounding dramatic context, though they make little comment on his nature, serve to 

establish his ability to control the expression of his feelings. The topical reference in the 

aria supports the text, while the musical gestures, with the help of the dramatic context 

in which Grimoaldo professes not to be able to be firm with both Rodelinda and Eduige, 

contradict the aria’s surface meaning. Grimoaldo’s ability to express something he may 
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not actually feel is subsequently weakened throughout the opera as Grimoaldo becomes 

conflicted over maintaining his power and gaining Rodelinda’s affection. “Io gia 

t’amai” serves to establish the power and command that accompany Grimoaldo’s 

political position. As the opera progresses, his command and his position are called into 

question, and, ultimately, this first aria is seen in retrospect as one pole of his 

characterization (see section 4.6 below). 

 

4.4 Aria Pair Two 

 Although the arias in the second group are not presented contiguously in the 

opera, “Prigioniera” and “Tra sospetti” can be read as presenting polarized 

understandings of Grimoaldo’s love for Rodelinda. Therefore, the aria pair 

characterizes his transformation as it relates to his love for Rodelinda. “Prigioniera” 

depicts Grimoaldo’s retreat into an inner world of his own creation when confronted 

with conflict. It reveals that his feelings for Rodelinda serve as a kind of psychological 

escape for him. “Tra sospetti” uses topical associations to invert his inner world, 

demonstrating that it has become a kind of prison as his conflict reaches a climax; 

Grimoaldo’s inability to escape his own emotional prison nearly results in his death and 

ultimately costs him the crown. 

 

4.4.1 “Prigioniera” 

Grimoaldo’s first aria in the second act depicts something of his inner-life for the 

listener. The music and text together suggest that he is somehow trapped by his 

emotions, but rather than breaking away from them, he luxuriates in his feelings. 

Repeated and repetitive musical constructions support the meaning of the text, while 

the topical profile, paired with this support, aids in the perception that this aria reflects 

his inner-life. The aria presents an aspect of Grimoaldo’s love for Rodelinda and the 

psychological construct he has created for coping with her rejection in the short term. 

This characterization is polarized when read in the context of “Tra sospetti,” which 

depicts similar aspects of Grimoaldo’s character after his dramatic progression is nearly 

complete (see section 4.4.2). 

First-level analysis. Just before this aria, Rodelinda tells Grimoaldo that she will 

agree to marry him on one condition. He believes that she will ask him to kill 

Garibaldo, which he says he will not do, but tells her that he will do anything else for 
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her. She says that he must murder her own son, Flavio, in her presence. Clearly 

imagining that he will never consent to this, she blames Grimoaldo and Garibaldo for 

her suffering and says that she will never love the former. In the recitative leading to his 

aria, Grimoaldo confesses to Unulfo and Garibaldo that his love for Rodelinda is even 

stronger; he is happy to be so ensnared by love. Although each advisor offers counsel 

on how Grimoaldo should respond to this situation, Grimoaldo’s aria addresses neither 

plan; he only speaks of his own feelings: 

Prigioniera ho l’alma in pena, 
ma sì bella è la catena 
che non cerca libertà. 

[My soul is a tormented prisoner, 
but so lovely is the chain 
that it doesn’t seek freedom. 

 
Mesto, infermo, il cor sen giace, 
ma il suo mal così gli piace, 
che bramar pace non sa. 

Sad, sick my heart remains, 
but its pains so please it, 
that it does not wish to seek relief.] 

 “Prigioniera” is a typical dal segno exit aria. The full introductory ritornello is 

not repeated; instead, only the first four measures are given before the voice reenters for 

the repeat of A. A summary of the form and key scheme is given in the figure below: 

 
 

Form A B 

Section R
I
 S1 R

M
 S1' R

C
 S2 

Harmonic Structure A: I----I I----V V fonte—I----I I----I vi—ii—iii 

A 

Dal segno 

Figure 4.3. Form chart. “Prigioniera.” 

 

 
The aria is in A major and a fairly quick triple meter (3/8), and it features an abundance 

of repeated or repetitive musical gestures. Musical lines that extend beyond the 

structural line—either through motion out from it or by superposition—and then return 

to it are also prominent.7 The opening vocal line in mm. 24–29 demonstrates the 

repetitive nature of the music and a reaching above and return to the structural line (see 

example 4.3a–b). The melody begins with a stepwise ascent from 3 (the Kopfton) to 5 that 

is immediately repeated. The line then steps above to 6 and quickly returns to 3  by 

stepwise motion. Mm. 28–29 are a direct repetition in the orchestra of mm. 26–27. Mm. 

                                                
7 Clearly, motion out from a strand of voice leading and superpositions are not in themselves unique to 
this aria, but the quickness with which they return to the structural line, the repetitive nature of these 
motions, and their ubiquitousness set them in relief. 
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91–98 also typify both of these musical characteristics (see example 4.4a–b). The tonic 

harmony is prolonged through two identical motions from I6–5
3 with a stepwise, 

embellished descent from 5 to 3. The descents, again, begin above the structural line and 

fall down to it; m. 95 begins a descent from above the line into the obligatory register 

and leads to a perfect authentic cadence. The entire span from mm. 91–98 is also 

repetitive in a larger sense in that it is almost an exact transposition of mm. 54–61, the 

material that leads to the cadence point in the dominant before the medial ritornello 

(see example 4.4c). 

 
 

 

Example 4.3a. Repetitive melodic gestures. “Prigioniera,” mm. 22–31. 
 
 

 

 

         3                          (5)     3                          (5         6         5) 

 
 
                                     3  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Example 4.3b. Voice-leading sketch. “Prigioniera,” mm. 24–29. 
 

 
Second- and third-level analysis. Rodelinda has just forcefully rejected 

Grimoaldo, saying that she will never marry him, let alone love him, since he is the 

cause of her own misery. Grimoaldo, in his recitative that follows her exit and in the 

present aria, does not accept her statement realistically. He retreats into the private 

world of his emotions, choosing to relish his own feelings rather than face them. The 

repeated musical gestures and the tendency for lines to reach up and subsequently 

return to the obligatory register, combined with the topical profile of the aria, support 

the text, creating a musical portrait of Grimoaldo’s emotional imprisonment. This 

depiction is subsequently polarized when read in the context of “Tra sopsetti,” (see 

section 4.4.2). The polarization supports Grimoaldo’s transformation.  In “Prigioniera,” 

conflict has not yet taken hold and Grimoaldo’s emotional retreat is seen as a way for 

him to remain in control. 

The repetitive musical gestures with their constant reversion to the Kopfton can 

be understood as having a correlation with the notion of confinement or being trapped 

that is suggested in the text of the aria. Mm. 10–14 in the introductory ritornello 

illustrate the physical correlation well (see example 4.5a). Each measure is an exact 

repetition of the one before it (except for the lack of 2 in the highest voice in m. 10), 

constituting a kind of musical trap or loop in which the gesture seems that it will never 

cease repeating. The voice line participates in the same gesture in mm. 98–102 (see 

example 4.5b); the direct repetition of lines is found throughout the aria and constitutes 
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Example 4.4a. Direct repetition. “Prigioniera,” mm. 90–102. 
 

 
Example 4.4b. Voice-leading sketch. “Prigioniera,” mm. 91–98. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                         A:     I
6
--------------------------5

3 

 

                                         5                                                               3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                              PAC 

 

 

                                             

                                            2                      1 



 171 

 
Example 4.4c. Transposition of repeated material. “Prigioniera,” mm. 50–62. 

 
 

another musical depiction of being trapped or unable to leave (refer back to examples 

4.3 and 4.4 above). Another kind of repetition also pervades the musical structure, 

though it is not exact. Besides being a musical depiction of imprisonment, repeating the 

same gesture directly might also be heard as a musical depiction of obsession. Repeated 

musical gestures are often interpreted in this way—Ellen Rosand regards the repetitive 

nature of the lament bass as obsessive (1991, 370; see my discussion of the lament in 

chapter two, section 2.3.2). Along these same lines, the melodic repetition that a 

sequence necessitates clearly does not connote a musical loop by itself, but heard 

alongside the direct repetition that is not sequential, the melodic sequences help to 

support the idea of obession as well. 

 
 

 (E:  5                                                              3)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

        E:   I
6
--------------------------5

3 
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Example 4.5a. Repeated material as musical loop. “Prigioniera,” mm. 7–16. 
 

 

 

Example 4.5b. Voice line participates in musical loop. “Prigioniera,” mm. 96–102. 
 
 

Dean and Knapp suggest, in the same vein, that the repetitive gestures depict 

Grimoaldo “fondling his wounded heart,” ([1987] 2009, 586). This image is a more 

specific interpretation of an obsessive act. The notion of obsession coincides well with 

Grimoaldo’s seeming fixation with winning Rodelinda and with savoring his own 

feelings of love even though they are not returned. This obsession, of course, becomes 

extremely troublesome for him because it subsequently leads to his loss of power. 

Many of the repetitive gestures described above also incorporate a sense of 

striving to move to a different place, then returning to the point of origin. Often, this 
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striving motion is an ascent out of, or a superposition above, the structural line with a 

subsequent return. Locally, the opening vocal line demonstrates this kind of motion 

(refer back to example 4.3). The same motion occurs over longer time spans as well. 

After a long descent from 6 to 3 in mm. 30–36, the voice line immediately jumps back to 

6 as if trying to move away from the Kopfton. A descent inevitably occurs, of course, this 

time below 3, since m. 41 begins the prolongation of 2 in the first branch of the 

interruption scheme (see examples 4.6a–b). Just before the end of the A section, the 

musical line ascends its greatest length, as the voice rises a P11th from 5 below the 

obligatory register to 1 above it—this is the highest point the line reaches not only in the 

aria, but also in Grimoaldo’s music in its entirety. But 1 is harmonized by vi, and, again 

descends with structural closure in the obligatory register (see examples 4.7a–b). The 

gestures’ striving upward and subsequent falling back can be understood as another 

musical correlation with imprisonment; they are a musical embodiment of the physical 

sense of struggling and failing to escape. This correlation, though, actually contradicts 

Grimoaldo’s text in a sense because it indicates an attempt to break free, while 

Grimoaldo protests that he is content to be a prisoner. The contradiction could be 

understood as an expression of Grimoaldo’s acknowledgement of the friction between 

his love for Rodelinda and his role as king and usurper. 

The topical profile of “Prigioniera” supports the amorous aspect of Grimoaldo’s 

text and works with the correlations that the musical gestures provide to paint a full 

picture of his emotional obsession. The aria uses the passepied topic. It is in 3/8 time 

with mostly eighth- and sixteenth-note motion, and the tempo is quick, suggesting that 

only the downbeat is felt strongly. This coincides with both Allanbrook’s (1983, 39) and 

Little and Jenne’s ([1991] 2001, 83–85) descriptions of the dance’s rhythmic profile. Also, 

the strongest cadence points have the telltale hemiola two measures before the 

resolution to tonic (refer again to Allanbrook [1983, 40] and Little and Jenne [(1991) 

2001, 87]—see examples 4.4 and 4.7). Little and Jenne characterize the passepied as 

“charming” and “playful,” while Allanbrook notes that it was often associated with 

love intrigues, especially of more common people. While these portrayals do not 

correspond exactly with Grimoaldo’s situation since Rodelinda does not return his love, 

they can be understood as coinciding with his own sentiments. His love has not abated, 
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and he might be described as charmed by his own feelings. The passepied indicates, 

musically, the aspect of love in the aria. 

 
 

 

Example 4.6a. Local descent from 6  above 3 . “Prigioniera,” mm. 27–42. 
 
 

 

 

         

         6 

 
 
                                     5                                                                                               4                                                                                               3 

 
 

                                                       2                                           1                                                       3                      2 ( / / )  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Example 4.6b. Voice-leading sketch. “Prigioniera,” mm. 29–41. 
 
 

 

Example 4.7a. Voice ascends P11 before structural closure. “Prigioniera,” mm. 103–
113. 

 
 

 

 
 
                                                                                 3  

                                                                                         1  
                                                       2 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Example 4.7b. Voice-leading sketch. “Prigioniera,” mm. 103–110. 
 

 
Fourth-level analysis. Locally, “Prigioniera” creates a musical depiction of 

Grimoaldo’s fixation on his love for Rodelinda. Musical gestures correlating with 

imprisonment and obsession work with the passepied topic, conveying amorous 

intrigue, to suggest the notion of being unable to escape feelings of love. In this way, the 

aria supports Grimoaldo’s text and the dramatic situation more broadly. The musical 

gestures associated with an attempt to escape, despite the text, may reveal a growing 

realization on Grimoaldo’s part that his feelings are troublesome. When this aria is seen 

as a pair to “Tra sospetti,” the contextualization reveals the ramifications for his 

emotional retreat. 

 

4.4.2 “Tra sospetti” 

 In itself, the music of “Tra sospetti,” like that of “Prigioniera,” serves to 

correspond with the dramatic situation and the context—musical gestures and 

structural aspects are expressive of the emotional turmoil about which Grimoaldo sings. 

The topical profile of the current aria and that of “Prigioniera,” though, create an 

intertext that polarizes each aria, thereby defining characterization on either side of 

Grimoaldo’s transformation. In the act II aria, Grimoaldo retreats to his own emotions, 

of which he states he is a prisoner, and takes pleasure in this psychological act. Read 

within this context, “Tra sospetti” indicates that Grimoaldo’s imprisonment in his love 

for Rodelinda is actually the source of his suffering and the root of his imminent loss of 
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power. Although Grimoaldo may have begun to acknowledge this conflict in 

“Prigioniera,” the current aria outwardly expresses it. 

 First-level analysis. As described in section 4.2.1 above, Grimoaldo is furious 

when he sees Bertarido and Rodelinda together, and he swears to have Bertarido killed. 

In the recitative before the present aria, however, he admits to Garibaldo that he is 

greatly troubled and confused—he is paranoid about losing his status as king if 

Bertarido is alive, but he knows that having him put to death will also kill any hope of 

winning over Rodelinda. Garibaldo points out that he will lose Rodelinda in either 

situation and advises the king to have Bertarido put to death, imposter or not, lest he 

lose the throne. Grimoaldo’s love for Rodelinda is pitted against his desire for power, 

and this, of course, has become Grimoaldo’s central conflict; he expresses his 

psychological situation in the aria: 

Tra sospetti, affetti e timori 
sento il seno ripieno d’affanni. 

[Amid suspicions, passions, and fears 
I feel my breast filled with anxiety. 

 
Or mi rendo, or m’accendo in furori, 
 
or mi pento, or pavento d’inganni. 

Now I surrender, now I flare up in a 
fury, 

now I am sorry, now I fear deceits.] 
 
 The aria is a standard Handelian da capo aria from the Royal Academy period, 

except that stanza 1 is actually repeated three times instead of two.8 After opening in A 

minor, the relative major is a chief harmonic goal before the stanza repeat, which is 

typical. There is a subsequent tonicization of iv (where the initial V7/iv substitutes for 

the tonic), then a return to the tonic. The following chart summarizes the form: 

 
 

Form A B 

Section R
I
 S1 R

M
 S1' R

C
 S2 

Harmonic Structure a: i----i i----III III Ascnd 5–6—iv—Descnd 5
th

—i i----i VII—iv—VI—v  

A 

Da capo 

Figure 4.4. Form chart. “Tra sospetti.” 
 
 

Important musical gestures and structural elements contribute to the support of the 

dramatic situation in the aria. One of the most prominent of these features is the 

contrast between short descending gestures and longer melodic lines in the voice part. 

                                                
8 Stating the text of stanza 1 three full times is by no means rare, but typically the stanza is stated twice (or 
possibly four times in longer arias). 



 178 

Mm. 16–29 exemplify these two differing types of gestures (see example 4.8). The line 

opens with an overall ascent from 3 to 5 with short descending gestures intervening, 

first filling in two falling thirds, then outlining the minor tonic triad. The text phrase 

continues in mm. 21–29 in a long florid line with no obvious break—a longer descent 

from 6 opens this line, introducing a sixteenth-note melisma that lasts for four bars. 

Similar gestures occur throughout the A section of the aria, each time setting the same 

section of the text. Another prominent figure in the accompaniment is a kind of written-

out tremolo, where a compound line holds one voice as a pedal while another voice is 

more active (see example 4.9). In the introductory ritornello, this figuration is woven 

seamlessly into the upper voice’s compound line (mm. 12–15). The pitch A5 is held as a 

cover tone, alternating with a moving stepwise line sounding below it on the off beats. 

The voice line does take on something of this same character in the B section, although 

the structural pitches in the pedal voice are embellished (see examples 4.10a–b). In mm. 

111–113, the upper voice of the compound line holds F4 (1 in the temporary key of VI), 

but embellishes it with a lower neighbor tone to E4. The lower strand of voice leading 

presents a stepwise line from D4 to G3. The same figure returns, transposed, in mm. 

126–128. Finally, the second beat of the measure throughout the aria is often accented or 

used as an anacrusis, leading into the following measure (refer back to example 4.8, 

mm. 17–19, 21, and 29). 

Second- and third-level analysis. As in “Prigioniera,” several of the prominent 

musical features in “Tra sospetti” serve to support the text of the aria; here, they 

embody physical gestures associated with intense emotion and give musical shape to 

the passions being stirred in Grimoaldo. The short, falling gestures within the overall 

ascent, demonstrated in example 4.8 above might have a correlation with the physical 

rising and falling of the chest as one gasps for breath. Breathing in this manner is often 

an outward sign of powerful emotion, and it is easy to imagine Grimoaldo doing the 

same, given the intensity of his conflict. Mm. 64–66 further contribute to the affect: the 

lower voice of the compound line (in the voice part and the bass) creates a chromatic 

lament bass descent (see example 4.11). The ascending leaps of a sixth out of the falling 

lower line seem to signal a struggle to leave the lament, similar to the striving gestures 

present in “Prigioniera.” The emphasis on beat two in many measures and the initiation  
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Example 4.8. Contrasting melodic gestures. “Tra sospetti,” mm. 16–30. 
 
 

of imitation between voice and accompaniment on this beat, seen in example 4.8 above, 

have an unsettling metrical effect and never allow for a strong sense of repose in the 

musical line; these musical characteristics also correspond with Grimoaldo’s description 

of his ceaselessly changing emotions and the disturbance they cause him. 

 
                                   3                                                 4                                               5 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Example 4.9. Compound melody. “Tra sospetti,” mm. 11–15. 
 

 

 

Example 4.10a. Compound melody in voice. “Tra sospetti,” mm. 107–117. 
 
 

The remaining musical element described in the first-level analysis also depicts 

Grimoaldo’s emotional state, though not through correlation with physical gestures. 

The pervasive use of compound melodic lines with one voice acting as a pedal, as 

shown in examples 4.9 and 4.10, is a clear reference to the stile concitato. In this 
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conventional musical gesture single or oscillating notes or chords are repeated 

continuously. 

 
 

 

Example 4.10b. Compound melody in voice, transposed. “Tra sospetti,” mm. 124–129. 
 
 

 

Example 4.11. Lament bass in voice. “Tra sospetti,” mm. 61–66. 
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The context of their appearance traditionally implies aggression or active passion (i.e., 

not the pathetic), while the gesture itself seems also to convey a sense of fixation in its 

focus on one or two particular notes or chords.  Grimoaldo’s voice part in the B section, 

as shown in example 4.10, incorporates the oscillating motion in a compound line seen 

in the accompaniment in the A section; it also introduces rapidly repeated notes in an 

arpeggiation of V9 in mm. 67–68 and mm. 81–82 (see example 4.12). The marriage of 

aggression and obsession in the stile concitato gestures helps to mark the aria as an aria 

agitata type and suggest that Grimoaldo is wrestling with his emotions. While in 

“Prigioniera” he indulged in his emotional escape, here his emotions are causing him 

turmoil (although he is no less a prisoner).9 

 
 

 

Example 4.12. More stile concitato figures in voice. “Tra sospetti,” mm. 65–68. 
 
 

The topical profile for “Tra sospetti” also addresses the dual nature of 

Grimoaldo’s emotional escape in that it forms an ironic pairing with “Prigioniera.” The 

overarching topic in both arias is the passepied. The dance type in “Prigioniera” is 

typical because it is not colored with stile concitato or agitata elements, but “Tra sospetti” 

exhibits the traditional features of the passepied. The aria is in 3/8 time, and the tempo 

is very lively. The melodic motion is mostly eighth and sixteenth notes, while the bass 

moves mostly in eighth notes. There are also two instances of the hemiola cadence that 

is typical of passepieds (again, see Allanbrook 1983 and Little and Jenne [1991] 2001). 

                                                
9 All of these musical elements that indicate an unsettling or constant change might also be described in a 
Cartesian sense as the rapidly whirling esprits animaux within Grimoaldo’s body. Peter Kivy discusses the 
effect of Cartesian philosophy on musical representation and aesthetics in the late Baroque at length 
(1988, 99–130). 

 

 

 

 

V-----------
7
-------------------------

9
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The use of the same dance topic coupled with the similar textual subject forms a link 

between the two arias. In the act II aria, the passepied topic in the major mode was 

indicative of Grimoaldo’s love for Rodelinda and helped to create a musical depiction 

that he was charmed by his own emotions. In the present aria, the passepied is set in the 

minor mode and combines with text and musical gestures indicating emotional 

disturbance and turmoil.10 Because added conventional elements that are antithetical to 

the affect of the passepied are layered onto the dance type, “Tra sospetti” is an example 

of topical reversal. The link between the two arias suggests that the topic is indicative of 

Grimoaldo’s emotional world and that the different uses of the topic reveal two distinct 

viewpoints with respect to that world. Understood within the context of both arias, the 

use of topical reversal in the second can be read as an ironic inversion, suggesting that 

the escapism in which Grimoaldo engaged to avoid the reality of his relationship with 

Rodelinda is the exact psychological construct that hinders him. The understanding of 

this dual nature coupled with dramatic clues polarizes the arias, revealing two 

expressions on the same subject; this is symptomatic of his transition. 

Fourth-level analysis. Musical elements in “Tra sospetti” support the surface 

meaning of the text and the dramatic situation through correlations with physical 

gestures associated with intense emotion and with the psychological streams of thought 

associated with emotional turmoil and stress in both a modern sense and in the 

Cartesian sense of “stirring the passions,” (see fn 8 above). The aria is also important 

because its shared topical profile with “Prigioniera” polarizes Grimoaldo’s view of and 

reaction to his love for Rodelinda and his inability to escape this emotion. His inability 

to escape his emotions and his indulgence of them during the first half of the opera is 

made even more dramatic when the music indicates that these behaviors also initiate 

his loss of power and status that follows in the denouement. 

 

 

                                                
10 The arias are further linked in that their tonic keys are the same—the first is in A major, and the second 
is in A minor. I do not wish, though, to further address the issue of dramatic tonal planning or the affect 
of keys in Handel’s operas since the composer seems to have been somewhat willing to change keys to 
accommodate the singers (see C. Steven LaRue 2001, 126–136) and since the specific affect of keys seems 
to have been a matter of personal opinion to eighteenth-century music theorists. See Neubauer’s 
discussion on the difficulty of assigning universal affects to keys and other musical elements (1986, 55–
56); Buelow further points out that Mattheson admitted his assigning of affect to keys was at least 
partially personal to him (1983, 402). For a different perspective on the issue, see Tarling ([2004] 2005, 76–
77). 
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4.5 Aria Pair Three 

 Just as the arias in group two polarized Grimoaldo’s emotional state as it relates 

to his character’s tranformation acrorss the opera, the arias in group three, “Se per te” 

and “Tuo drudo è mio rivale,” polarize Grimoaldo’s confidence and perception of 

effectiveness. “Se per te” is sung at the character’s most confident moment; the topical 

profile indicates that he is able to colonize noble control and restraint and that he feels 

his power or influence increasing. The topical reversal in “Tuo drudo è mio rivale,” 

though, reveals that Grimoaldo, for all his supposed power, cannot colonize legitimacy; 

this failure is symptomatic of his progressive political and emotional deterioration. The 

former aria depicts Grimoaldo’s belief in his own power and control, while the latter 

marks his struggle to maintain it. 

 

4.5.1 “Se per te” 

Grimoaldo’s second aria serves a two-fold purpose in his characterization. The 

surface function of the aria, of course, is to reassure Garibaldo that he will not be put to 

death if Rodelinda marries Grimoaldo. He demonstrates a sense of loyalty and justice 

despite his love for Rodelinda that would probably not be associated with a villainous 

character, his supposed role up to this point in the opera. The music of the aria 

supplements this understanding of his character in both gesture and topical profile—

they suggest that Grimoaldo is approaching the situation with a noble confidence that 

indicates his sense of control. The aria marks a brief moment in which he believes he 

has the power, as king, to please all parties—Rodelinda, Garibaldo, and himself. The 

aria defines his sense of power at this early moment in the opera. 

 First-level analysis. Although Grimoaldo is not aware of his specific plan, 

Garibaldo threatens the life of Rodelinda’s son to try to coerce her into marrying 

Grimoaldo. She agrees, but before she exits, she tells him that her first act as queen will 

be to have Garibaldo killed. When Grimoaldo enters, he is overjoyed to hear of 

Rodelinda’s consent, and in his aria, he assures Garibaldo that he has nothing to worry 

about—as king, he will not allow him to be put to death: 

 
Se per te giungo a godere, 
puoi temer di chi? di che? 
 

 
[If through you I come to pleasure, 
whom can you fear? what (can you 

fear)? 
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Io d’Astrea do moto al brando, 
io commando, io sono re. 

I wield the sword of justice, 
I command, I am king.] 

 
The aria is da capo with a full repeat of the ritornello at the end of the A section and 

after the B section. The form is summarized below: 

 
 

Form A B 

Section R
I
 S1 R

M
 S1' R

C
 S2 

Harmonic Structure F: I----I I----V I I----I I----I vi—iii 

A 

Da capo 

Figure 4.5. Form chart. “Se per te.” 
 
 

The aria is in a moderate 3/4 and in F major. The bass line moves mostly in quarter 

notes and the harmonic rhythm is generally one harmony per bar. When two or three 

harmonies appear in a measure, it is generally at a cadence point, as expected, or they 

are serving to prolong another harmony (see example 4.13). 

 
 

 

Example 4.13. Harmonic rhythm. “Se per te,” mm. 1–10. 
 
 

The most prominent surface feature of the aria is the opening triplet that anticipates but 

overreaches the quick ascent to the Kopfton, 3 (see examples 4.14a–b). The figure is used 

motivically in mm. 11–17 and then is expanded into a melisma in mm. 18–20. The graph 

of these measures also reveals that the triplet initiates a registral discontinuity at the 
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shallow middleground in mm. 13–14—the descent to 2 in a small-scale interruption 

scheme in these measures occurs in the octave above the obligatory register. Similar 

discontinuities occur throughout the A section (see examples 4.15a–b). In m. 18, the 

descent to 2 in the obligatory register initiates a larger-scale prolongation of V in the 

first branch of a structural interruption scheme. 2 is prolonged by a descending-fifth 

progression as 5 over I in the key of the dominant, which is typical. The descent, 

though, takes place in the octave above the obligatory register. 4 is reached in the upper 

octave in m. 25, and the descent continues to C4 as 1. Quickly rising above the 

obligatory register is a property of the opening surface motive, and a similar 

phenomenon is present on a deeper structural level. 

Second- and third-level analysis. Garibaldo’s threats against Rodelinda’s son, 

Grimoaldo’s seeming ignorance of them, and his promise to protect Garibaldo work 

together to transfer Grimoaldo’s assumed initial position as the villain in the opera to 

Garibaldo.11 Grimoaldo displays loyalty to Garibaldo, and his aria speaks to a sense of 

justice; that is, Grimoaldo feels that it would be unjust for harm to come to Garibaldo if 

his efforts bring forth Grimoaldo’s desired result. These qualities would not normally 

be associated with a villain, and they identify Grimoaldo as a different kind of 

character. He is, as discussed in section 4.2 above, a character in transition. 

In the aria itself, the musical gestures and the topical profile work together to 

supplement the characterization gleaned from the dramatic context—they suggest that 

Grimoaldo feels confident that, as king, he can resolve the situation in a way that is 

agreeable to all parties (i.e., Rodelinda, Garibaldo, and himself). His confidence at this 

moment most likely stems from Rodelinda’s affirmative answer to his proposal of 

marriage, regardless of her stipulation. The ascending triplet gestures described in the 

first-level analysis above (refer back to example 4.14) can be correlated with the physical 

movement of the hand that accompanies a dismissal either of a person’s thoughts or 

their presence. Here, the ubiquity of the gesture throughout the aria and its elongation 

on the word “fear” (“temer”) can be understood as Grimoaldo’s dismissal of 

                                                
11 Although not discussed in this dissertation, Garibaldo’s soliloquy in act I, scene v begins to establish his 
characterization as a villain. He admits that he does not love Eduige, as she believes, and that his true ambition is to see 
Grimoaldo overthrown so he can gain the throne himself. Of course, a plan to usurp the throne mirrors Grimoaldo’s 
actions before the action of the opera begins—the difference is that Grimoaldo’s dramatic trajectory leads him to regret 
his actions, while Garibaldo’s villainous characterization is fairly static. Nevertheless, when Grimoaldo reacts to 
Rodelinda’s answer as he does, the transfer is complete. 
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Garibaldo’s fears. Grimoaldo might also just as easily be casting off his own fears or 

hesitations regarding Rodelinda and her attitude toward him. 

 
 

 

Example 4.14a. Triplet motion and registral displacement. “Se per te,” mm. 11–23. 
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Example 4.14b. Voice-leading sketch. “Se per te,” mm. 11–19. 
 
 

The registral discontinuity the triplet figure introduces on the small scale, paralleled in 

the musical structure on the shallow middleground level, suggests that the notion of 

casting off is controlling the aria both structurally and dramatically—the obligatory 

register itself is “cast off.” 

 The aria’s topical profile is a minuet, despite the melismatic triplet passages. The 

moderate tempo in triple meter, the harmonic rhythm, and the quarter-note motion in 

the bass point to this topic. Although in 3/8 time, J.S. Bach’s aria “Hier, in meines 

Vaters,” BWV 32, displays similar minuet characteristics with florid triplet passages in 

the obbligato violin, as Little and Jenne document ([1991] 2001, 229—see example 4.16). 

The minuet portrays a sense of the nobility and refined, restrained joy. Qualified 

happiness is certainly an appropriate emotion for Grimoaldo at this moment, but the 

regal aspect of the topic combined with the gestures of casting off or dismissal seem to 

indicate that Grimoaldo’s confidence stems from his position as king. 

 Fourth-level analysis. The topical profile and the musical gestures suggest that, 

having heard of Rodelinda’s agreement, he believes he will be able to successfully 

navigate the situation as a monarch. His own desire will be fulfilled in marrying 

Rodelinda, he, as king, will not allow Garibaldo to be killed, and again, as king, he will 

be able to assuage Rodelinda by giving her anything else she desires. The interaction of 

the musical gesture and the topical profile suggest noble confidence and a sense of 

control that quickly wanes for Grimoaldo as he struggles to manage a conflict that 

ultimately results in his loss of power. At this moment, though, that conflict is not yet 
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present. The aria serves to define this aspect of Grimoaldo’s conflict in his 

characterization that precedes it. 

 
 

 

Example 4.15a. Larger-scale registral discontinuity. “Se per te,” mm. 16–31. 

                                     2  (= C: 5  

 

     C: 4                                                  3 

 
                   2                                   1) 



 190 

 

Example 4.15b. Voice-leading sketch. “Se per te,” mm. 18–29. 
 

 

 

Example 4.16. Minuet style with triplet rhythm. J.S. Bach, “Hier, in meines Vaters,” 

mm. 25–30a. 

 
 
4.5.2 “Tuo drudo è mio rivale” 

 Grimoaldo’s last aria in the second act marks both a musical and a dramatic 

turning point for the character. It is the first of Grimoaldo’s arias to be in the minor 

mode, and this shift mirrors a profound change in his situation. Before this point, he 

single-mindedly pursued Rodelinda without much care for any consequences; when he 

finds that she is with another man and that this man may be Bertarido, the danger of 

losing his kingdom to the rightful ruler becomes acute. “Tuo drudo è mio rivale” uses a 

topical reversal to indicate that Grimoaldo cannot legitimately claim the right to take 

revenge against Bertarido (indeed, the situation should be reversed). When read in the 

context of “Se per te,” the current aria polarizes Grimoaldo’s ability to use his power in 
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a way that is advantageous to him. “Tuo drudo è mio rivale” not only suggests that 

Grimoaldo is losing his grip on his power, but it also foreshadows his downfall. 

 First-level analysis. As scene vii begins, Grimoaldo enters, accidentally 

discovering Rodelinda’s reunion with Bertarido. Presuming him to be dead, though, 

Grimoaldo does not realize that it is truly he; irate, he demands to know why Rodelinda 

refused him repeatedly but freely embraces a man of lower status. Although Bertarido 

eventually identifies himself, Grimoaldo is still unsure. He concludes, though, that 

Bertarido, imposter or not, must be put to death, as he explains in the aria. He sings the 

first stanza directly to Rodelinda and the second to Bertarido: 

Tuo drudo è mio rivale, 
tuo sposo è mio nemico, e morte avrà. 
 

[Your lover is my rival, 
your husband is my enemy, and he shall 

die.
 
L’amplesso tuo fatale, 
legittimo o impudico, or reo ti fa. 
 

Your fatal embrace, 
(whether) proper or improper, now 

makes you guilty.] 
 
 The aria is dal segno with a full repeat of the introductory ritornello, but there is 

no medial ritornello—the text of the A section is repeated three times with no clear 

ritornello break. The following chart summarizes the form and harmonic structure: 

 
 

Form A B 

Section R
I
 S1 R

C
 S2 

Harmonic Structure g: i----i i—V''  V
7
/iv–iv—III—V ped.—i i----i III--v 

A 

Dal segno 

Figure 4.6. Form chart. “Tuo drudo è mio rivale.” 
 
 

The most prominent gestural element in the aria is the contrast between short, triadic 

statements and longer melismatic passages. Mm. 11–12 contain instances of the former 

type of gesture (see example 4.17a). In m. 11, the tonic triad in G minor is outlined, 

descending from 5 to 1; the rhythm is mostly even eighth notes with one dotted eighth-

sixteenth figure on the first beat of the measure. 5 is repeated for two beats, echoing the 

opening motive in the ritornello (see example 4.17b). M. 12 similarly features a 

descending tonic triad from 1 to 1, this time with passing tones added between the 5 

and 1. Again, a dotted eighth-sixteenth figure is heard, now on beat two. The following 

statement, in mm. 13–16, is a largely melismatic passage with sixteenth notes, although 
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triad outlines are retained in mm. 13 and 14. The orchestral accompaniment also makes 

use of the triadic outlines and repeated notes in mm. 11–12, and the triadic outlines are 

retained as the voice begins the melisma. 

 
  

 

Example 4.17a. Triadic gestures. “Tuo drudo è mio rivale,” mm. 9–14. 
 
 

 

Example 4.17b. Repeated pitches. “Tuo drudo è mio rivale,” mm. 1–3. 
 

 
Second- and third-level analysis. Although Grimoaldo does not ultimately have 

Betarido put to death, he suggests in the aria that he will do so regardless of his 

Repeated pitch and triad outline 
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identity. If the man he has found with Rodelinda truly is Bertarido (and he is indeed), 

this death sentence is a logical political strategy: Grimoaldo only became king because 

he removed the two rightful heirs to the throne—if one of those heirs were still alive, he 

would have a legitimate claim to the crown and, presumably, might be able to raise 

forces to overthrow Grimoaldo. If, however, the man were not Bertarido, no reason 

would exist for his death sentence or even his imprisonment besides Grimoaldo’s own 

anger and envy. Grimoaldo’s immediate solution to dealing with this “other man” 

demonstrates his desperation in trying to maintain control over both his political 

situation and his pursuit of Rodelinda. All his previous actions culminate in this scene 

to create a dilemma for Grimoaldo that ultimately results in his losing not only what he 

desired, but also what he had already obtained. 

 Grimoaldo’s precipitate reaction is dramatically revealing in itself, but the music 

of the aria expresses a divergent viewpoint in which sympathy lies with Rodelinda and 

Bertarido. The minor mode, the quick tempo, the dramatic context, and the frequent 

scalar sixteenth-note melismas all work to categorize this aria as a rage aria—this 

supports the surface function of the aria as an expression of Grimoaldo’s anger over 

finding Rodelinda with another man. The overarching musical topic seems to be the 

trumpet aria. The piece is in common time and the rhythmic profile is march-like. The 

opening vocal motive, seen in example 4.17a above, outlines the tonic triad in imitation 

of a trumpet fanfare, and the subsequent melismatic flourishes (see example 4.17b 

above) are characteristic of Handel’s trumpet arias (see chapter two, section 2.2.2). The 

typical conventionalized dramatic associations with the trumpet aria also correlate well 

with Grimoaldo’s emotional expression—by promising death to Rodelinda’s lover 

(Bertarido or imposter), he is taking revenge on both parties for defying his authority 

and, frankly, for undermining his plans. 

 A single musical parameter, however, does not fit the normal description of a 

trumpet aria and can be understood as antithetical to this topical profile. The minor 

mode challenges the topical profile in two ways. First, trumpet arias are essentially 

marches, which Allanbrook characterizes as being in the major mode (1983, 47). Second, 

and most tellingly, trumpet arias are recognized as such because the melodic gestures 

imitate trumpet fanfares and flourishes. Natural trumpets, though, hardly ever play in 

the minor mode—the overtone series limits the available triads and scalar passages 

mostly to the major mode (Tarr 1997, 90). The use of the minor mode in a piece 
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otherwise marked as a trumpet aria is, therefore, a reversal from normal topical use. 

Grimoaldo’s attempt to colonize the trumpet aria as an expression of his vengeance 

ultimately fails because of this reversal—the topic cannot belong to him in this dramatic 

context. The antithetical musical topic demonstrates conflict with the surface function, 

suggesting that it is not Grimoaldo who deserves revenge; it is Bertarido and Rodelinda 

who do. Grimoaldo’s sense of power is musically rejected, providing a polarization of 

his sense of control from “Se per te.” 

 Fourth-level analysis. The surface-level dramatic purpose of “Tuo drudo” is to 

convey Grimoaldo’s anger towards Rodelinda and Bertarido, and the text, coupled with 

musical elements associated with the rage aria, accomplishes this expression. The 

topical profile of the aria ostensibly aids in this characterization, since trumpet arias 

often suggest revenge; however, the use of the minor mode precludes this reading since 

the major mode is a necessary element for association with trumpet flourishes. The 

topical reversal conflicts with Grimoaldo’s dramatic expression and demonstrates his 

inability to colonize the trumpet aria; thus, his power and legitimacy are called into 

question. Although Grimoaldo has not yet been thrown into the emotional turmoil 

depicted in “Tra sospetti,” “Tuo drudo è mio rivale” marks the dramatic fulcrum of his 

inevitable loss of power. This is in sharp contrast to “Se per te,” which is heard on the 

other side of his character’s transformation. 

 

4.6 Aria Pair One, Part Two: “Fatto inferno . . . Pastorello” 

In this final section, I discuss both Grimoaldo’s last aria and, to a lesser extent, 

the preceding accompanied recitative. The recitative is notable for its allusion to 

operatic mad scenes, although it is not actually one. It does, though, present a kind of 

dramatic progression, first reinforcing Grimoaldo’s inner-conflict over whether to have 

Bertarido killed, then outwardly expressing a desire—before only implicit—for respite 

from the pressure of ruling. The aria builds upon this expression by supporting the 

dramatic surface function and providing a subtext that suggests Grimoaldo will 

ultimately choose to relinquish his power. Together, the recitative and aria present a 

view of Grimoaldo’s characterization at the end of his dramatic progression that 

contrasts sharply with the aria “Io già t’amai.” Interpreted together, the two arias offer 

polarized views of Grimoaldo, while the four other arias, as expressed in the preceding 

sections, offer polarized views of aspects of his transformation. 
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4.6.1 First-Level Analysis 

The entire scene is Grimoaldo’s alone and opens with an accompanied recitative 

that indicates the intensity of his emotion. He is still conflicted over the dilemma that 

Garibaldo clarified before “Tra sospetti:” if he has Bertarido killed, he will retain his 

power but lose all hope of persuading Rodelinda to marry him; if he frees Bertarido, he 

loses Rodelinda and risks the throne as well. Here, he expresses not only the emotional 

conflict he feels, but also a degree of paranoia and regret: 

GRIMOALDO

Fatto inferno è il mio petto: 
di più flagelli armate ho dentro il core 
 
tre furie: gelosia, sdegno ed amore. 
 

[My breast is made an inferno; 
armed with several scourges, I have 

within my heart 
three furies: jealousy, anger, and love. 

E da più gole io sento, 
quasi mastin crudele il rimorso latrar, 
per mio tormento, chiamandomi 
infedele, spergiuro, 
usurpator, empio e tiranno. 

And from many a throat I hear 
that cruel Cerberus tormenting me with 
its howling, calling me 
disloyal, perjurer, 
usurper, wretch, and tyrant.] 

 
At this point, the music abruptly changes key, tempo, and mood. The new material 

could potentially be the introductory ritornello for an aria, though this is not realized. 

Here, Grimoaldo suddenly turns his attention to the natural world and the thought of 

finding peace of mind, not in a palace, but among “fountains and grasses:” 

GRIMOALDO 

Ma pur voi lusingate le stanche mie 
pupille 

ad un breve riposo, aure tranquille. 
Sì, dormi, Grimoaldo, e se ritrovi pace 
 

[But you lure these tired pupils of mine 
 
to a brief rest, tranquil breezes. 
Yes, sleep, Grimoaldo, and if you again 

find peace 
tra i fonti e l’erbe, 
delle regie superbe le mal sicure soglie 

in abbandono lascia, 
 
ché prezioso è dell’alma il riposo 
al par del trono. 
 

among the fountains and grasses, 
abandon any thoughts of the haughty 

palaces and their uncertain 
thrones, 

for rest is more precious for the soul 
than any throne.] 

The true introductory ritornello for Grimoaldo’s aria “Pastorello” begins here in a lilting 

12/8 time. Grimoaldo continues to express his desire for rest in the aria; still connecting 

his inability to find relief from emotional and political pressures with his position as 

king, he further supposes that a simple shepherd would live life without these troubles: 
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Pastorello d’un povero armento pur 
dorme contento, 

sotto l’ombra d’un faggio od alloro. 

[(The) shepherd of a poor flock sleeps 
contentedly 

under the shade of a beech or laurel tree.
 
Io, d’un regno monarca fastoso, 
 
non trovo riposo sotto l’ombra di 

porpora e d’oro. 

(While) I, the lavish monarch of a 
kingdom 

cannot find rest under the weight of my 
purple and gold (mantles.)] 

 
 The aria is dal segno with the introductory ritornello shortened from four bars to 

two bars on the repeat; there is no medial ritornello. The form is summarized in the 

chart below: 

 
 

Form A B 

Section R
I
 S1 R

C
 S2 

Harmonic Structure e: i----i i—III—i i----i III—vV 

A 

Dal segno 

Figure 4.7. Form chart. “Pastorello.” 
 
 

Several salient features of the music contribute to the dramatic expression. Probably the 

most pervasive gesture is the sautillant rhythmic figure, the dotted-eighth, sixteenth, 

eighth rhythm within one beat. (see examples 4.18 and 4.19a). 

 
 

 

Example 4.18. The sautillant rhythm. 
 
 

The melodic line also features registral play that figures prominently in the 

interpretation of Grimoaldo’s characterization at this crucial point in the opera (see 

examples 4.19a–b). Once the voice enters after the introductory ritornello, a reaching 

over above G4, the Kopfton, initiates an ascent to 3 in the upper register (G5). After two 

attempts to reach G5 in mm. 6–7, though, only the orchestra attains the Kopfton in the 

upper register—the voice only reaches F5, which acts as a passing tone in the larger 

motion from E5 to G5. Later, the voice leaps into the upper register and attains 3 in m. 

13 (see examples 4.19c–d). There is a perfect authentic cadence in tonic in this bar, but 

the closure is not structural. Interplay between the violins and voice creates a series of 
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7–6 suspensions (some with a change of bass) in mm. 14–15. This decorated stepwise 

descent from G5 to A4 allows for structural closure to be achieved in the obligatory 

register in m. 16. 

 
 

 

 
Example 4.19a. Voice line attempts to ascend. “Pastorello,” mm. 4–9. 

 
 

Also salient are the tonicizations of III that occur throughout the A section. Four of these 

instances last for two beats, and there is a more extended tonicization of III in mm. 8–10 

(see example 4.20). The motions to III provide consonant support for either 5 itself or for 

7 as a consonant skip from 5 over III. 
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Example 4.19b. Voice-leading sketch. “Pastorello,” mm. 5–7. 
 

 

 

 
Example 4.19c. Descent above obligatory register and structural closure. “Pastorello,” 

mm. 12–17. 
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Example 4.19d. Voice-leading sketch. “Pastorello,” mm. 13–16. 
 
 

 

Example 4.20. Tonicization of III. “Pastorello,” mm. 7–11. 
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4.6.2 Second- and Third-Level Analysis 

Grimoaldo’s accompanied recitative helps to characterize him through its 

musical and textual content and by its placement within the act. The first half of the 

recitative solidifies Grimoaldo’s emotional conflict over the dilemma set in motion 

before “Tuo drudo”—he declares that he is tormented by jealousy, anger, and love. 

These emotions no doubt refer to his love for Rodelinda, his jealousy at seeing her 

romantically involved with another man, and his fury regarding Bertarido’s 

reappearance. The recitative, though, also intensifies and qualifies his emotional 

expression. The reference to hearing accusations about his character from Cerberus and 

the abrupt musical changes between the first and second half of the recitative, seen 

within the context of his conflicting emotions, are in the spirit of a mad scene. Rosand 

notes the importance of sudden changes in indicating this type of scene: “Unlike the 

rules and norms of speech, which might depend on genre or theme, those of musical 

expression changed with changes in style,” (1991, 347; see also her full discussion of the 

mad scene in opera, 346–356). Although this dramatic device is never fully realized for 

Grimoaldo, the similarity suggests both an emotion he has not yet displayed and also a 

loss of dignity. The text of the second half further qualifies Grimoaldo’s reaction to the 

situation by suggesting that he is unable to handle the pressure of making such an 

important choice. Further, the placement of the scene just after Bertarido’s final bravura 

aria in which he declares that he is prepared to retaliate highlights the characters’ 

exchange of positions: Bertarido is now feeling empowered, while Grimoaldo is feeling 

helpless. Ultimately, the accompanied recitative is important because it reveals the 

extent of the toll this decision has taken on Grimoaldo and begins to suggest the 

possibility that he will relent and set Bertarido free.12 

 The subsequent aria, “Pastorello,” provides support for the text and dramatic 

context and also supplements the text through its topical associations. The 12/8 meter 

signature, the slow tempo, and the almost constant use of the sautillant rhythmic figure 

identify the aria as a siciliano, which is closely associated with the pastoral (Allanbrook 

1983, 44 and Ratner 1980, 15). This topic and its pastoral connotation are clear musical 

references to the simple shepherd and his carefree life Grimoaldo mentions in the text 

that correlate generally with the surface meaning of the aria. Further, Grimoaldo wishes 

                                                
12 He, of course, does not know that Rodelinda, Eduige, and Unulfo have already freed Bertarido. 
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to fall asleep, as he mentions in the preceding recitative, and the slow lilt of the siciliano 

creates perfect musical conditions for a lullaby; in this way, the aria helps to fulfill 

Grimoaldo’s immediate dramatic objective. 

 Besides supporting the pastoral surface expression of the aria, the siciliano topic 

supplements Grimoaldo’s characterization through its associations with “nostalgia and 

resignation” (Allanbrook 1983, 44). The aria’s text suggests Grimoaldo’s aversion to 

remaining on the throne at the risk of being seen as a tyrant, and the siciliano topic 

indicates that his desire for simplicity (and his inclination not to alienate Rodelinda) is 

so strong that he is resigned to choose abdicating the throne over having Bertarido 

killed. Unlike his colonization of the trumpet aria in “Tuo drudo è mio rivale,” 

Grimoaldo’s use of the siciliano is conventional—Bertarido’s killing Garibaldo is the 

catalyst for the lieto fine, but Grimoaldo’s successful colonization of the topic reveals 

that he is prepared to make this choice. Indeed, Grimoaldo’s use of the siciliano in this 

final aria in conjunction with the text all but confirms his decision—after colonizing the 

topic, any other outcome seems improbable. 

 The structural features of registral play between G4 and G5 (3) and the attempts 

to move to the key of the relative major support this understanding of the topical profile 

and Grimoaldo’s characterization. The upward striving in an attempt to reach 3 in the 

upper register in mm. 5–7 (examples 4.19a–b) and the attempt at upper-register closure 

in m. 13 (examples 4.19c–d) may be understood as showing a desire to leave the 

obligatory register. This striving and desire could be correlated with Grimoaldo’s 

resistance to the decision that the siciliano topic shows to be inevitable and his desire 

for a different outcome. The inability to achieve structural closure in the upper register 

and the slow descent down to 2 in m. 16 support the reading that the aria reveals 

Grimoaldo must relent. Similarly, the tonicizations of III might be seen as an attempt to 

leave the tragic minor mode to find some different solution to his problem. Like the 

movement into the upper register, though, the motion to the relative major cannot be 

sustained. The melodic gestures and the tonicizations reflect Grimoaldo’s intellectual 

struggle against his situation and the inevitability of its outcome. 
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4.6.3 Fourth-Level Analysis 

After a great deal of emotional turmoil caused mostly by his pursuing of 

Rodelinda, Grimoaldo’s final aria provides musical support for the text he sings and 

supplements the dramatic evidence by commenting upon Grimoaldo’s state of mind. 

The pastoral associations with the siciliano topic explicitly support the notion of the 

shepherd in the text. The siciliano, though, also implicitly indicates feelings of nostalgia 

and resignation—Grimoaldo’s use of the topic after so much inner-conflict and so close 

to the final scene in the opera suggests that his desire to return to simplicity is strong 

enough that choosing to free Bertarido and abdicate the throne seems to be the only 

viable option. Structural musical features and harmonic motion in the aria substantiate 

this reading; they correlate with Grimoaldo’s struggle against this inevitability. Though 

Bertarido’s saving Grimoaldo’s life is the catalyst that allows the abdication to take 

place, “Pastorello” demonstrates that Grimoaldo desires this outcome anyway. The aria, 

then, defines his character at the end of the transformation, just as the first aria 

established characterization before it began. Both arias must be regarded together as the 

poles of Grimoaldo’s character presented in the work. As a final observation on the 

polarization of these two arias, it is worth noting that the arias are set a tritone apart 

and they are in different modes—the first aria is in Bf major, and the last is in E minor. 

The polarized tonal distance may be seen as a musical analogue for the polarization of 

Grimoaldo’s character.13 

 

4.7 Chapter Conclusion 

 Grimoaldo begins the opera as the assumed villain, but his words, the dramatic 

context, and the musical evidence quickly reveal that this is not the case. The conflict 

between his love for Rodelinda and his position as king and usurper lead to a 

transformation of his character throughout the course of the opera—though his opening 

characterization is that of a villain, he becomes a victim of his own actions and desires. 

Grimoaldo’s arias give nuance to this dramatic trajectory and, taken in pairs, present 

polarized views of his character as a whole and the agents of his transformation. The 

chart below summarizes these relationships (figure 4.8): 

                                                
13 As I noted for the second pair of arias in this chapter, the notion of dramatic tonal planning is 
problematic in Handel’s operas. The comparison between the two current arias is convenient and 
dramatically compelling, though the key relationship may be simply coincidental. 
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Aria 

Pair 

Aria Aria Function Pair Function 

“Io già 

t’amai” 

Martial elements coupled with the 

dramatic context reveal that Grimoaldo is 

in control of his emotions and actions. 
Aria 

Pair 

One 
“Pastorello” Grimoaldo’s conflict between power and 

love has led him to express desire for 

simplicity. The siciliano topic connotes 

his imminent resignation. 

The aria pair presents a polarized account 

of Grimoaldo’s character before and after 

his transformation. They define his 

character at either end of this dramatic 

trajectory. 

“Prigioniera” The passepied topic coupled with gestural 

evidence shows that Grimoaldo is a 

figurative prisoner of his feelings for 

Rodelinda, though he begins to understand 

these feelings as being in conflict with his 

role as the usurper of her husband’s 

throne. 

Aria 

Pair 

Two 
“Tra 

sospetti” 

The topical reversal of the passepied 

indicates that Grimoaldo fully realizes his 

love for Rodelinda will bring about a 

choice between his emotions and his 

power. 

The aria pair validates Grimoaldo’s true 

feelings for Rodelinda and demonstrates 

two different understandings of this love—

one before Grimoaldo can fully 

comprehend its implications for his own 

political security and the other after this 

realization has been reached. 

“Se per te” The aria, with the minuet topic and 

dismissive gestures, reveals Grimoaldo’s 

belief that he can bring about a positive 

outcome for all concerned parties though 

his station as king. 
Aria 

Pair 

Three “Tuo drudo è 

mio rivale” 

Conflict between Grimoaldo’s attempt to 

control a situation he did not foresee and 

the reversal of the trumpet aria topic 

suggests the deterioration of his political 

power. 

The aria pair presenta a polarized take on 

Grimoaldo’s position as king, the second 

element affecting his inner conflict 

throughout the opera. The first aria shows 

his own sense of efficacy as king, while the 

second reveals the tenuousness of that 

belief. 

Figure 4.8. Aria pairs inform Grimoaldo’s characterization. 

 
 
Grimoaldo’s arias help to characterize his reactions and psychological state throughout 

his dramatic progression in the opera. Touching upon his character as a whole and the 

agents of his transformation, his music clarifies and substantiates his transformation; 

the interaction of drama and music reveals a fully drawn character who ultimately 

chooses to sacrifice his power and relinquish his love to bring about peace for himself 

and the kingdom. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 
 

5.1 Summary 

 In this dissertation, I have explored the ways in which Baroque opera seria can 

be considered dramatic and how music and drama interact in these works. I have 

concluded that characterization is the most prominent dramatic element to enter into a 

relationship with music in Baroque opera because the ubiquity of the solo aria 

engenders a focus on characters’ emotions, reactions, and psychological states (as 

opposed to dramatic action or atmosphere). Further, I examined two characters from 

George Frideric Handel’s operas Giulio Cesare and Rodelinda as case studies in this 

regard. Because many of the arias in these operas make use of musical topics, I also 

explored the viability of topical associations in the Baroque era and what some of these 

general associations might be (in the spirit of Robert Hatten’s “types”). 

 Chapter two comprises the latter investigation. Research undertaken by 

musicologists and music theorists tends to support the notion that musical topics 

usually recognized in the later eighteenth century were also used to impart connotative 

information in the late Baroque. These topics especially included dances, though some 

other musical constructions could have been considered topical as well (e.g., the lament 

bass, the stile concitato, etc.). Moreover, music and dance scholars have shown that many 

of the French court dances were known to Handel’s opera audiences through a variety 

of channels, including their use to indicate characterization in theatrical settings and the 

audiences’ own personal experiences with the dances. These experiences and proto-

topics’ collective histories led to the formation of denotative and connotative 

associations. Associations, then, lead to interpretation. Using contemporaneous 

accounts and modern understandings, I arrive at general associations for the Baroque 

topics Handel used in his opera arias. 
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 Chapters three and four serve as the case studies for Cleopatra in Giulio Cesare 

and Grimoaldo in Rodelinda. Using Shaftel’s methodology of interpretation in opera, I 

examine dramatic contexts and characters’ arias to arrive at nuanced readings of the 

two characters. Cleopatra’s arias help to clarify her ambiguous motives—although she 

may truly love Caesar, her arias suggest that she is more likely ingratiating herself with 

him for her political benefit. Grimoaldo’s music shades his seemingly abrupt about-face 

at the end of the opera, revealing a dramatic trajectory of transformation from a 

presumed villain to a victim of his own actions and emotions. Referential information in 

the music, to use Agawu’s term (1991), leads to understandings of these characters that 

could not be reached or supported by examining the libretto alone. The application and 

synthesis of the conclusions drawn in chapter two, I believe, leads to rich character 

interpretations; the aspect of characterization in opera is one that Handel explored in 

complex ways and allows us to view these works as dramatic. 

 

5.2 Implications for Further Study 

 The research and analysis undertaken in this dissertation has the potential to be 

expanded in several directions. First, as Monelle (2006) has suggested, the 

understanding of musical topics requires exhaustive exploration of each topic’s history 

of use. Although many authors agree that music in the Baroque era had topical 

elements, the majority of research has focused on the use of topics in the second half of 

the eighteenth century and later. It was beyond the scope of this study to fully examine 

the history of each topic discussed, but this line of inquiry is imperative to further 

study. Seeking more specific information regarding dramatic uses of dances, including 

dramatic contexts, character types and actions, and dates and geographical locations of 

their use, will be valuable in supporting their topical associations. Along these same 

lines, establishing more clearly audiences’ familiarity with topics and their associations 

will provide further confirmation for the viability of their interpretation in Baroque 

opera. 

More in-depth studies of Handel’s operas would be useful in establishing the 

composer’s personal and contemporaneous world of topics. This has already been 

undertaken in a de facto manner by several authors regarding the works of Mozart and 

Beethoven, and I have taken the first step towards a catalogue of this kind in chapter 

two; however, my survey of the music literature is incomplete. Further, it seems clear 
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that more research must be done on the musical structures at work in Handel’s arias, 

including voice leading and hypermetric structure. The presence of, alteration to, or 

absence of ritornelli throughout the arias is also intriguing; I suspect correlations 

between these musical structures and dramatic contexts may be found, but this 

investigation was also beyond the scope of my work in this document. 

The implementation of the methodology outlined in this dissertation to the 

works of other composers and other types of Baroque music dramas would also 

constitute a natural next step in this line of inquiry. Interpretations like those I have 

done might be tested on the operas of Antonio Vivaldi, for example, or the cantatas and 

other vocal works of J.S. Bach. Many of Bach’s arias make use of dance rhythms, as 

Little and Jenne ([1991] 2001) have demonstrated. The operas of Jean-Philippe Rameau 

would make interesting studies, since so many of the short airs are indeed small dance 

pieces. A short example substantiates the applicability of the methodology to works by 

other composers: the aria “Quia fecit mihi magna,” from J.S. Bach’s Magnificat (D major) 

has been identified by Little and Jenne as a gavotte (example 5.1): 

 
 

 

Translation of text: For he that is mighty hath magnified me, and holy is his name. 

Example 5.1. J.S. Bach, “Quia fecit mihi magna,” from Magnificat, mm. 1–11. 

 
 

Although the rhythms have been halved (a typical situation, which I demonstrate in 

chapter two, section 2.2.2), the half-bar anacrusis is still clearly present, as the 

introductory ritornello begins on beat 2 of m. 1. The aria also opens with the typical 

qqqryas ryrdg. The words of the aria speak of Mary having been “magnified” by God; 



 207

the gavotte topic was often associated with moderate joy and also the contradictory 

“rustic noble” or “courtly shepherd.” The use of the gavotte topic with the text offers a 

musical portrayal of Mary as a common woman who was uplifted by God—she feels 

unworthy of her high station but is glad for the opportunity to serve him. The use of a 

man’s voice for the solo is another interesting choice, possibly suggesting that any 

person might adopt Mary’s humble, subservient attitude. 

Interpretation for performance and the interpretation of performance might also 

be undertaken using the information and methodology applied above. One can imagine 

that singers, who must portray a character or an affect, might enjoy learning how the 

music interacts with the text and their own understanding of a piece. Likewise, these 

interpretations have implications for music and performance criticism. Ultimately, 

though, it is my hope that the work I have done for this dissertation will contribute to 

the seemingly changing attitude regarding Baroque opera seria—these works can be 

understood as both musically and dramatically fulfilling if we are sensitive to the 

aesthetic world in which they were created. 
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