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The lecture recital was given on April 18, 1977. The 

subject was Adaptation of Handel's Castrato Airs for Bass, 

and it included a discussion of conventions peculiar to 

Handelian opera seria, concerns regarding adaptation of 

Handel's castrato airs and a comparison of adaptation 

practices in eighteenth- and twentieth-century presentations 

of Handel's operas. Three coloratura castrato airs and two 

virtuoso bass airs were performed at the conclusion of the 

lecture. 

In addition to the lecture recital, one operatic role 

and three recitals of solo literature for voice, piano and 

chamber ensemble were publicly performed. These included 

the role of "Samuele" in A Masked Ball, by Verdi, performed 

in English on March 19, 1975 with the Opera Theatre of 

North Texas State University, a program presented on 

November 24, 1975,of solo literature for voice, piano, 

and chamber ensemble, including works by J. S. Bach, W. 

Mozart, M. Ravel and G. Finzi, a program consisting of 

a set of works by R. Schumann presented on June 27, 1985, 



and a program presented on October 28, 1985,of solo literature 

for voice, piano, and chamber ensemble,including works by 

A. Caldara, G. Handel, H. Wolf, H. Duparc, C. Ives and 

S. Barber. 



Tape recordings of all performances submitted as 

dissertation requirements are on deposit in the North 

Texas State University Library. 
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NORTH TEXAS STATE UNIVERSITY 
presents 

TERRY FERN, Bass-Baritone 
in 

DMA Voice Recital 
assisted by 

Louise Lerch, accompanist 

Richard Pliler, violin 

Elizabeth Adkins, violin 

Robin Hough, oboe 

Sheila Pliler, viola 

Susan Smith, cello 

Monday, November 24, 1975 6:30 Recital Hall 

PROGRAM 

Cantata No. 82 ("Ich Habe Genug") J. S. Bach 

Aria: Ich habe genug, ich habe den Heiland 
Recitative: Ich habe genug! Mein Trost ist nur allein 
Aria: Schlummert ein, ihr matten Augen 
Recitative: Mein Gott! wann kommt das schone: Nun! 
Aria: Ich freue mich auf meinen Tod 

INTERMISSION 

Madamina! il catalogo e questo W. A. Mozart 
from "Don Giovanni" 

Don Quichotte a Dulcinee Maurice Ravel 
I. Chanson romanesque 

II. Chanson epique 
III. Chanson a boire 

Let Us Garlands Bring Gerald Finzi 
Come Away, Come Away, Death 

Who Is Silvia? 
Fear No More The Heat O' The Sun 

O Mistress Mine 
It Was A Lover And His Lass 
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THE NORTH TEXAS STATE UNIVERSITY 
OPERA THEATRE 

with the assistance of the 
Division of Drama 

presents 

A Masked Ball 
by 

Giuseppe Verdi 

Director: Jeannine Crader 

Conductor: Johan van der Merwe 

Set Design: Peter Wolf Assoc. 

Lighting and Special Effects Design: Miss Crader 

Costumes: Texas Costume Co. 

Chorus Director: William Hobbins 

North Texas State University Symphony 

Members of the N.T.S.U. A Capella Choir 

March 18 and 19, 1975 NTSU Speech and Drama Theatre 

8:15 p.m. 
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A MASKED BALL 

Characters in order of Appearance 

O s c a r Martha Whitmore*, Rachel Lebon** 

Ricardo Robert Austin 

^ e n a t 0 Timothy Jenkins 

Chief Magistrate Douglas Killgore 

Ulrica Susan Schafer*, Laura Lay** 

Silvano Steve Burton*, Richard Rechtin** 

Servant to Amelia Car l Mayers 

Amelia Charlotte Ruello*, Jmel Wilson** 

Sam Bill Weger*, Terry Fern** 

T ° m Terry Mai 

Opera in three acts to be sung in English 

ACT I Scene 1 An audience chamber of Ricardo's palace 
Scene 2 Ulrica's den 

ACT II Place of execution 

ACT III Scene 1 Renato's house 
Scene 2 Ricardo's private apartment in the palace 
Finale Ballroom of the palace 

TIME: Late 18th century 
PLACE: Sweden 

* March 18 
** March 19 
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SYNOPSIS OF SCENES 

ACT I, SCENE I 

Subjects of the King of Sweden, Ricardo, await his arrival to present him 
with various petitions and documents. Oscar presents these to the King when 
he arrives, along with a guest list for a masked ball to be presented by the 
King in his palace. Among the guests Ricardo sees the name of Amelia, wife 
of his closest friend and confidant, Renato. On seeing her name, Ricardo 
sings his thoughts of the secret love he holds for her, and thinks pleasantly 
of seeing her once more. Renato arrives on the scene to tell the King in pri-
vate of his discovery of a plot by a group of conspirators to assassinate the 
King at the first opportunity. Ricardo refuses to believe anyone can hate 
him so much as to take his life, as he has strived to be a just and honest 
monarch. They are interrupted by the arrival of the Chief Magistrate, who 
has come seeking Ricardo's authorization to exile a gypsy named Ulrica 
whom the people have accused of using her reputed powers of foreseeing the 
future to achieve her own evil wishes. However, when Oscar defends Ulrica 
as someone truly possessing powers of fortune telling, Ricardo decides to 
see for himself, and invites his friends and courtiers to join him there, and 
he will test her powers by visiting her in the disguise of a commoner. 

SCENE 2 

Ulrica is observed by a group of villagers in her incantations to the Devil to 
assist her in giving her visitors a glimpse into the future. Ricardo is first to 
arrive, but is shoved aside by the others; a young sailor appears and 
Ulrica tells his fortune, one which Ricardo happens to be in a position to 
make come true in short order, which he does by surreptitiously slipping 
some money and a document into Silvano's pocket. Amelia's servant ap-
pears to ask Ulrica if she will see a lady who has urgent need of her help, 
but who wishes to speak with her in private. Ulrica sends the others out 
until she has "communed further with Lucifer". They all leave, with the 
exception of Ricardo, who, on recognizing the man as Amelia's servant, 
conceals himself in the dark to see if he can learn why his secret love could 
possibly wish the assistance of a sorceress. Amelia approaches Ulrica and 
asks her help in ridding her of a persistent and unwanted love "for the man 
who rules the country's destiny". Ulrica tells Amelia of an herb which heals 
the heart, but it must be picked "right on the stroke of midnight" in a most 
dreadful place. Amelia is terrified, but agrees to go there if it will heal her 
anguish. Ricardo, realizing it is he whom Amelia refers to, vows to himself 
that he will go there to meet her. Oscar then arrives, unaware that he is 
accompanied by the group of conspirators, who are led in their efforts by 
Tom and Sam, who have seen this as an opportunity to carry out their plan 
to assassinate the King. Ricardo now insists that Ulrica tell his fortune 
and when she tells him he will be killed by "the next man to shake his hand" 
that very evening, he laughs at her and all the others for taking these pre-
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dictions seriously. Renato has feared for Ricardo's life in this unguarded 
situation and rushes in at this point to take him away from a place that could 
be dangerous. On seeing Ricardo still alive and safe, in his great relief he 
impulsively grasps Ricardo s hand. At this Ricardo is even more skeptical 
of Ulrica's prediction, since the man whose hand he has shaken is that of his 
most trusted friend. The others are brought in by Silvano, who has learned 
of the King's identity, and the act closes with the villagers singing an anthem 
in praise of their beloved King. 

ACT II 

Amelia is seen approaching the hangman's gallows where she must pick the 
herb prescribed by Ulrica. After battling to control her terror and asking 
God's help to give her courage, she is ready to pick the herb when Ricardo 
rushes in to declare his love for her. Finally, unable to resist his fervent 
pleadings, Amelia admits her love for him. Renato, in the meantime, has 
overheard the conspirators say they have observed the King going alone to 
the gallows, and have seen him there with a woman, and they will organize 
their plan to kill him there. Renato once more rushes in to beg Ricardo 
to flee for his life. On seeing him approaching, Amelia quickly conceals her 
face with a veil. Ricardo is finally convinced by the pleadings of both Renato 
and Amelia to leave, but only with Renato's promise that he will escort "this 
lady" back to the city gates with full respect for her anonymity. Renato 
agrees to do so. Ricardo rushes out, and just as Renato starts to escort the 
woman back as he has promised, they are stopped by the presence of Sam 
and Tom and their followers who are determined to kill Ricardo. When they 
discover it is Renato and not Ricardo, Tom determines to at least have a 
look at the lady's face. When Renato draws his sword to protect the wo-
man's identity, Amelia, in a desperate attempt to spare her husbands life, 
lifts her veil and thus reveals herself to her husband. Sam and Tom are 
amused at this situation and mock Renato, who is heartbroken at what he 
believes is the faithlessness of his wife, and betrayal by his friend and mon-
arch. His jealousy and desire for vengeance cause him to join the conspira-
tors in their scheme, and with Sam and Tom leaving on a note of irony at 
this turn of events, Renato roughly takes Amelia's arm to see her "safely 
home" as he had promised. 

ACT III, SCENE I 

Amelia, although despairing of any mercy for what Renato believes to be 
her faithlessness, pleads with him to let her hold her son in one last embrace 
before he sends her to her death. Renato agrees, and on seeing his wife rush 
off to kiss their son farewell, resolves that it is Ricardo, and not his wife, who 
shall die for this outrage. When Sam and Tom arrive for their meeting with 
Renato, they quickly become convinced that he is, indeed, on their side, and 
they decide to draw lots to see who shall have the honor of ending Ricardo's 
life. Amelia appears at this time, and Renato forces her to draw a name from 
the vase. She draws her husband's name. Ulrica's prediction that the King 
will "die at the hands of a friend" is to be fulfilled. Oscar then arrives to 
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extend an invitation to Renato for him and his wife to attend the festive 
masked ball the King is giving. Renato says they will be there, and the scene 
ends with an ensemble in which the principals express varying moods: Amel-
ia one of fear and foreboding, Oscar one of gay anticipation of the evening's 
festivities, and Sam, Tom, and Renato one of Revenge. 

SCENE 2 

Ricardo is alone in his private apartments in the palace. On returning there 
he has made a difficult and wise decision against further pursuing a love 
which will only cause heartache to his beloved friend, Renato. He signs an 
order which will send Renato and Amelia away from Sweden, back to their 
homeland. He will have his beloved Sweden to help ease his loneliness and 
sorrow. He will have to console himself with the fact that he will see Amelia 
once more at the ball, before he must send her away forever. 

F INALE 

The ball is in progress when the curtain rises. Renato spots Oscar, in spite 
of his disguise, and tells him it is vital that he know how to recognize Ri-
cardo, as he has business of the utmost urgency to discuss with him. Oscar 
is at first reluctant, but, convinced of Renato's sincerity, finally tells him 
how the King will be dressed. Ricardo enters with Amelia close behind. She 
has recognized him and approaches him to further warn him about the plan 
to kill him. He recognizes her voice, and while they are dancing together, 
Renato takes this opportunity to strike the fatal blow. He stabs Ricardo! 
who falls dying, but before he dies, he tells Renato that Amelia is innocent 
of any wrongdoing, and to convince him of this shows him the order to send 
them back to England. Renato now realizes his wretched mistake, and 
watches with a breaking heart as Ricardo, forgiving all those who plotted 
against him, dies in his arms. 

* * * * * « * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * # * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

There will be an intermission at the end of each act. 

Stage manager—Jim Prior Makeup—Jan Piatt 

Lights—Derek Kennedy Costumes—Ruth Hansel 
Jim Rollins 

Box Office—Dennie Payne 
Flies—Jeff Cowan 

Steve Oznick 
Chris Porter 

Asst. Music Director: Michael Coldewey 

Technical Assts: Michael Roberts and 
Carl Mayer 

Asst. Costume Coordinator: Jean Conard 



NORTH TEXAS STATE UNIVERSITY 
School of Music 

presents 

TERRY FERN 
Bass-Baritone 

in a 

Lecture Recital 
assisted by 

Louise Lerch, keyboard 
Elisabeth Adkins, violin j o n i W a l k e r > v i o l a 

Leslie Ing, violin Christopher Adkins, cello 

Monday, April 18,1977 8:15p.m. Recital Hall 

ADAPTATION OF HANDEL'S 
CASTRATO AIRS FOR BASS 

Intermission 

Con la strage de' nemici G . F. Handel 
from Radamisto 

Benche mi sia crudele g . F. Handel 
from Ottone 

Nasce al bosco G. F. Handel 
from Ezio 

Cara sposa G. F. Handel 
from Rinaldo 

Si, tra i ceppi G . F. Handel 
from Berenice 

Presented in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 
Doctor of Musical A rts 
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North Texas State University 
School of Music 

Graduate Recital 

TERRY L. FERN, Bass-Baritone 

Assisted by 

Donna Tan Meinecke, Piano 

Thursday, June 27, 1985 6:15 p.m. Recital Hall 

Dichterliebe Robert Schumann 

1. Im wundershonen Monat Mai 
2. Aus meinen Tranen spriessen 
3. Die Rose, die Lilie, die Taube 
4. Wenn ich in deine Augen seh' 
5. Ich will meine Seele tauchen 
6. Im Rhein, im heiligen Strome 
7. Ich grolle nicht 
8. Und wussten's Blumen 
9. Das ist ein Floten und Geigen 
10. Hor' ich das Liedchen klingen 
11. Ein Jungling liebt ein Madchen 
12. Am leuchtenden Sommermorgen > 
13. Ich hab' im Traum geweinet 
14. Allnachtlich im Traume 
15. Aus alten Marchen 
16. Die alten, bSsen Lieder 

» 

Presented in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Musical Arts 
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North Texas State University 
School of Music 

Graduate Recital 

TERRY L. FERN, Bass-Baritone 

Assisted by 
Donna Tan Meinecke, Piano & Harpsichord 

Jane McCormick, Cello 

Monday, October 28, 1985 5:00 p.m. Rec i ta l Hal l 

Che dite 
Recitative: 
Ari a: 
Recitative: 
Aria: 

"Che d i te , o miei pensieri?" 
"Vorrei dal petto" 
"Dunque, che far dovro" 
"Con qua!che s t i l l a di pianto solo" 

Caldara 

Dal la guerra amorosa 
Recitative: "Dalla guerra amorosa" 
Aria: "Non v ' a l l e t t i un occhio . . 

per fa le sue vendette" 
Recitative: "Fuggite, si fuggite" 
Aria: "La bellezza h come un f iore" 
Aria: "Fuggite, si fuggite" 

Der Musikant (Eichendorff) 
Verschwiegene Liebe (Eichendorff) 
Anakreons Grab (Goethe) 
Der Rattenfanger (Goethe) 

Chanson t r i s te 
Lamento 
Soupir 
Le Manoir de Rosemonde 

Two L i t t l e Flowers 
Charlie Rutlage 
Sleep Now 
I Hear An Army 

Handel 

Che 

Wolf 
Wolf 
Wolf 
Wolf 

Duparc 
Duparc 
Duparc 
Duparc 

Ives 
Ives 

Barber 
Barber 

Presented in part ial fu l f i l lment of the 
requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Musical Arts 
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ADAPTATION OF HANDEL'S CASTRATO AIRS FOR BASS 

Adaptation of Handel's castrato airs for bass is 

an evident practice in light of twentieth—century revivals 

of Handel's operas. Furthermore, solo editions have 

included such adaptations and notably awakened the 

twentieth-century audience and performer to their innate 

musical value and dramatic possibilities. Such inclusion, 

however, whether by octave transposition or other means, 

has evoked considerable question regarding the propriety 

of the practice. Theoretical and practical questions 

persist in relation to performance of castrato airs by 

a bass or baritone. Though we cannot capture the sound 

of such a unique vocal instrument, we can address such 

questions and promote the liberation of its music and 

splendid operatic style. Workable solutions should be 

brought about to effectively present the castrato's 

art and, in turn, Handel's operas. These solutions 

may then be rendered by addressing and demonstrating 

the practice of bass adaptation of Handel's castrato 

airs. 

To place the subject in perspective, one must realize 

that Handel was the most successful theatre composer of his 

time. His opera career spanned nearly forty years, almost 

twice as long as his oratorio career. It was in the artistic 



medium of opera that Handel chose to stake his reputation 

and living. Yet, despite his success as an eighteenth-

century composer, Handel's operas remain in the shadows. 

Outside of Germany, only three operas were revived over a 

period of two hundred years between 1755 and 1955. The 

nineteenth-century opera stage obscured Handel's operas 

completely, and contemporary audiences have been more than 

reluctant to accept the peculiar genre conventions that 

constitute Handelian opera seria. The understanding of 

such conventions, including that of the castrato, is, 

however, hindered today if one relates Handelian operatic 

practice to modern operatic performance. "We cannot afford 

to go on ignoring Handel's opera," says Winton Dean, in his 

book Handel and the Opera Seria. Unless we seek to under-

stand the conditions and conventions in which Handel worked, 

it is unlikely that we can fully enjoy his operas or grasp 

what they are about.1 Dean very effectively parallels the 

"fame and fate" of Handel's operas with that of the beau-

tiful melody known in the English speaking world as "Handel's 

Largo." Used often as a church voluntary, it is not a sacred 

piece, it is not composed for the organ, it is not Handel's 

personalized "Largo," but Larghetto. The theme is not even 

Handel's, rather that of Giovanni Bononcini. It is an 

arioso from Handel's opera seria Serse, "A half-humorous 

Winton Dean, Handel and the Opera Seria (Los Aneeles 
1969), p. 3. ' 



piece," says Dean, "sung by an oriental monarch (a soprano 

castrato) who is so misguided as to fall in love with a 

tree. 

Handel's opera seria was not directed specifically to 

a middle class, as was the oratorio; it did not employ 

familiar plots. It was a foreign import in a foreign 

tongue that was strikingly court-oriented. The audience 

in mind was aristocratic, and the center of attention was 

the solo voice, not the chorus. 

The solo voice was employed through a series of scenes 

where, by way of recitativo secco, action was related with 

a minimum of music. The opposite pertained to the aria. 

Here, one passion or Affekt was expressed by the character. 

The text, therefore, presented a constant alternation of 

action and reflection. Entire Handel operas were often 

composed of little more than this variation between 

recitative and aria. 

The favorite vehicle for the singer was the da capo 

aria. The singer could divorce himself from the plot and 

by use of embellishments and cadenzas, primarily in the 

return section, captivate his audience. 

The principal vocalists of the time were as peculiar 

as the genre. Paul Henry Lang reflects that in the Baroque 

era heroic stature was associated with high tessitura and 

2 
Ibid., p. 2. 



coloratura, and these were certainly the attributes of the 

castrato, a role now assigned to the tenor. Apart from 

aural display, one can only speculate upon the intent of 

such an identification with the high voice. Dean associates 

its predominance in a majority of Handel's operas with 

depiction of youth and innocence, but Lang suggests that 

Handel placed no particular emphasis on such intent. Con-

cerning the castrato, Handel simply had to tolerate an 

Italian operatic convention which he could not question, a 

convention which he soon discarded in the English oratorio.3 

Yet another theory regarding association of heroic stature 

with high tessitura and coloratura is espoused by Friedrich 

Brodnitz. In an article titled "The Age of the Castrato 

Voice," Brodnitz states that "the impersonal desexed voice 

of the castrato was ideally suited for the gods and mytho-

logical figures" which were common subject matter of 

Baroque opera.^ 

Along with these perspectives of Baroque virtuoso 

singing, the role of its emissary, the castrato, was highly 

endorsed in Handel's day; the performance of a first-rank 

castrato could attract an immense audience. "In general, 

the Baroque composer often regarded the castrato as a 

3 
Paul Henry Lang, George Frideric Handel CNew York. 

1966), p. 171. 

4Friedrich S. Brodnitz, "The Age of the Castrato 
Voice," NATS Bulletin. XXXV (May, 1976), 19. 



virtuoso rather than a dramatic figure, belonging more to 

the decor than to the drama itself," says Lang.^ This 

would account for the concert music atmosphere often 

surrounding arias from Italian opera seria. Indeed, 

with Italian opera achieving international popularity, 

there arose the occasion for the first time in history 

of a superstar status being accorded a performer.® Angus 

Heriot has adroitly described a typical performance in 

his book The Castrati in Opera. 

Nightly, the heroes of antiquity majestically pos-
tured and pathetically expired amidst a glory of 
roulades and the hushed attention of their admirers, 
who took so little notice of the rest of the opera, 
and between the big arias turned with a sigh of 
relief to cards and refreshments and lovemaking in 
their luxurious boxes.' 

The theoretical and practical questions regarding 

bass adaptation of castrato airs are numerous. Dramatic 

realism, tessitura association, orchestral textures all 

are factors pertaining to the propriety of adaptation. 

With regard to dramatic realism, Encyclopedists 

themselves had already condemned the Italians for having 

Alexander the Great, Richard the Lion Heart, and Julius 

Caesar dispose of world affairs with women's voices.^ 

5Lang, op. cit., p. 171. 

0 
Angus Heriot, The Castrati in Opera (London, 1956) 

pp. 65-66. 

7Ibid., p. 15. 
g 
Alfred Richard Oliver, The Encyclopedists as Critics 

of Music (New York, 1947), p. 99. 



There is the fact, however, that the da capo aria is in 

itself a digression from the dramatic action, and Donald 

Grout remarks that opera seria made no pretense of realism. 

Situations were fashioned with little attention to unity 

or consistency of plot.® The question then of aiding 

dramatic characterization by adapting castrato airs to * 

the bass voice is a moot one. If opera seria itself 

is unreal, why should we have realism in the sex of 

singers? If audiences cannot accept women as military 

conquerors, such as Alexander or Caesar, this can be 

considered nothing more than prejudice, says Dean. "When 

Handel wrote for an alto castrato he wrote for an alto 

first and a castrato second."10 

Edward Dent supports this concept of association and 

disinterest in dramatic substance. He maintains that 

keys and tone color are fundamental to Handel's inter-

pretation of the hero. Handel's association of high 

soprano voices with such characters would be abused by 

octave transposition. It should be remembered, continues 

Dent, that baritones and tenors were relegated to subor-

dinate parts in Handel's time. In speaking of the castrato, 

9 
Donald Jay Grout, A Short History of Opera (New York 

1965), p. 181. * 

10Dean, o£. cit., p. 209. 



Dent maintains that . . it is generally fatal to give 

his parts to tenors or baritones to sing an octave lower."11 

Lang takes issue with Dent, however. It is true that 

a unique quality is destroyed by transposition, "but since 

this quality is entirely artificial in the first place and 

can never again be recaptured, there is no use championing 
12 

• It is also true that since the operatic reforms of 

Gluck, audiences have identified roles with representative 

vocal character, color and sex. Lang describes the natural 

singing voice versus the castrato: 

The singing voice is a direct expression of a person-
ality. The castrato had neither sex nor personality; 
he was an instrument of prodigious versatility and 
perfection, but still a musical instrument and not a 
living human character. He destroyed the efficacy 
of the female voice by duplicating its register without 
the passion and the expressivity of the woman incarnate 
in her voice. Correspondingly, he could not truly 
express the instincts and desires of a man in the 
vocal range of a woman.13 

Opera seria and the castrato may have proffered dramatic 

unrealism, but it is suggested that Handel can be seen to 

have instinctively rendered characters of consequence. He 

transcended the limits of the conventions pressed upon him.1^ 

This Handel of opera is the same incomparable Handel of 

oratorio, says Grout. He incarnates in music the essence 

IT- ~ — 
Edward J. Dent, "The Operas," Handel: A Symposium 

edited by Gerald Abraham (New York, 1954), p. 16~ 

12 , 13 
Lang, op. cit., p. 169. Lang, op. cit., p. 170. 

14 A ^ 
A description of the formal restrictions of Italian 

opera seria is presented in W. S. Rockstro, The Life of 
George Frederick Handel (London, 1883), pp. M^64~; 
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of a mood or passion with overwhelming poetic depth and 
i ̂  

suggestlveness. 

The dramatic variety and span of such castrato airs 

as "Cara sposa" and "Si, tra i ceppi," performed on the 

program, authenticate Handel's gift of personifying 

his characters. The expressive pathos of "Cara sposa," 

from the first and most successful London opera, Rinaldo, 

bears the stamp of great originality and sheer drama. 

Since tempo terms in the eighteenth century signified 

mood and manner rather than speed alone, a "Largo" aria 

in triple meter such as "Cara sposa" often was the occasion 

for Handel's noblest and most personal setting of human 

despair and grief. The melody displays an overall dramatic 

quality. The entreaties that Rinaldo, the Christian hero, 

makes for Armida, a pagan sorceress, are drawn through 

broad curving lines and occasional brief phrases, frequent 

rests, and declamatory rhythms. The second section allegro 

in "furioso" style resembles the bravura aria "Si, tra i 

ceppi, which also demonstrates Handel's dramatic expertise. 

Demetrio, the lover of Selene, has been imprisoned because 

he has spurned the attention of Berenice, Queen of Egypt 

and sister of Selene. He defiantly expresses for all to 

see and hear, "Yes, even though I am fettered, I will ever 

remain faithful." Taken from the opera Berenice, the aria 

15 
Donald Jay Grout, A History of Western Music, rev. 

ed. (New York, 1973), p. 441. 



exudes an allegro-bravura mood. It is in actuality one of 

three versions Handel prepared for the opera. A first 

version in a thicker texture and minor key apparently 

yielded to the more tuneful and light style aria, com-

monly sung by basses today, which had proven to be more 

fashionable to London ears by 1737. One sees Handel, a 

man in transition, between evolving conventions and genres, 

including that of the castrato and opera seria itself. 

Both of these castrato airs are commonly heard in 

adaptation form in the twentieth century. "Si, tra i ceppi' 

is perhaps the most frequently heard castrato air to be 

sung by basses in octave transposition. "Cara sposa," 

however, is commonly performed today by females, despite 

the fact that it was intended for a male castrato. It is 

curious that Sergius Kagen, in his descriptive catalogue 

of concert material, Music for the Voice, lists "Si, tra 

i ceppi" for bass or alto, while he lists "Cara sposa" 

solely for alto."̂ "® Despite the deletion, it is significant 

that this definitive book on vocal repertoire includes in 

the Remarks" column of each listing information as to 

optional voice adaptation. 

The evident practice of adapting Handel's castrato 

airs by octave transposition can further be seen in col-

lections published by International, Ditson, G. Schirmer, 

Sergius Kagen, Music for the Voice, rev. ed 
(Bloomington, 1968), pp. 187, 192. 
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and the entire Hallische Handel-Ausgabe edition of Handel 

opera scores published by B'arenreiter—Verlag. 

Robert Donington, author of A Performer's Guide to 

Baroque Music, has explored the question of tessitura and 

orchestration in relation to adaptation and observes that 

most of the heroic roles were composed for male castratos 

in high tessitura. When one utilizes octave transposition 

to either tenor or baritone range, as most German and some 

American revivals have, the musical results are "seldom 

satisfactory and often disastrous," says Donington. It 

must be noted, however, that this determination was based 

on the consideration of the new texture resulting from an 

upper (castrato) part being placed down amidst an orches-

tration not meant to cover it. The compromise of allowing 

females to sing the airs in the original tessitura suffices 

musically but is only "tolerably satisfactory drama-

17 

tically." Females in pants roles offer no real problem 

to twentieth-century audiences. But as Baroque heroes of 

war, they are not convincing, and inevitably misrepresent 

the male castrato sound,18 a sound which, after 
17 
Robert Donington, A Performer's Guide to Baroque 

Music (New York, 1973), p. 72. — 
18Ibid., p. 72. 
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listening to a Golden Age of Opera recording, is surprisingly 

masculine. 

What then of the modern countertenor? Winton Dean 

ranks them as his first valid substitute. He continues 

to say that they are, however, "not thick on the ground, 

chiefly because this type of voice has seldom been required 

outside cathedral choirs."20 Perhaps with the reappearance 

of Handelian opera in the twentieth century, we can antic-

ipate an increase of interest in the countertenor voice. 

Successful presentations by countertenors have occurred 

in England, says J. H. Sutcliffe, that "conveyed . 

noble manliness in the process with hardly a hint of 

heroic posturing."21 

Donington further states that as Gluck transformed 

his Vienna male alto role of Orfeo to his Paris tenor 

role, so might we today transpose the male alto roles, 

which comprise the majority of castrato airs, to tenor. 

By transposing the alto castrato voice down a fourth and 

the orchestra up a fifth, the voice could maintain its 

19 
A Golden Age of Opera recording with castrato 

Alessandro Moreschi singing is available from Edward J. 
Smith, 51 Hudson Place, Weehawken, N. J. 07087. 

20 
Dean, op. cit., p. 207. 

21 
J. H. Sutcliffe, "Three Handel Festivals in Germany " 

Opera, XXI (November, 1970), 1054. 
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upper part in relation to the orchestration.22 We do not 

even have to retreat to the oft mentioned butchery by 

Handel of his own scores to sustain this solution to 

the question of castrato adaptation. 

Hellmuth Wolff, in his volume entitled Original Vocal 

Improvisations: From the Sixteenth-Eighteenth Centuries, 

has provided us with a threefold measure of Handelian 

intent and authenticity.23 Found in the Bodleian Library 

at Oxford, and apparently in Handel's own hand, "Benche 

mi sia crudele" delineates such a transposition as 

recommended by Donington with appropriate reorchestration. 

In addition, "Benche mi sia crudele" constitutes a practiced 

Baroque concert aria with authentically realized castrato 

ornamentation by Handel. From the heroic opera Ottone and 

written for the soprano Francesca Cuzzoni, it was later to 

be found in the concert repertoire of the alto castrato 

Gaetano Guadagni, a fellow performer of Cuzzoni's. It is 

quite possible, but not substantiated, that this aria was 

revised and transposed by Handel for the revival of Ottone 

in 1733, but "Benche mi sia crudele" was most likely trans-

posed for Guadagni, then a favorite proteg& of Handel, in 

22 
Robert Donington, Interpretation of Early Music new 

version (New York, 1974), pp. 523-524. ' 
23 
Hellmuth Christian Wolff, Original Vocal Improvi-

sations: From the Sixteenth-Eighteenth Centuries^ Vol XLI 
of Anthology of Music, edited by Karl Fellerer, translated 
by A. C. Howie (Cologne, 1972), pp. 129-132. 
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order that it might be included in his concert repertoire. 

In transposing this air for an alto castrato, Handel placed 

the soprano voice down a fourth or fifth from its original 

key, say James and Martin Hall, authorities on eighteenth-

century music interpretation, in the 1957 Handel-Jahrbuch.24 

Handel even took the time to add appropriate ornamentation 

since Guadagni had no experience with Handelian opera 

ornamentation and, according to Charles Burney, "was a 

wild and careless singer."2*^ 

As to the question of what can be learned from such 

an example of castrato adaptation and ornamentation, one 

can recognize that the voice has maintained its upper part 

in relation to the orchestration and simple passages of 

notes became more elaborate triplet figures (see Figure 1). 

We can assume, based upon our knowledge of Guadagni, that 

the lack of cadenzas was due to his lack of expertise in 

improvising ornamentation. James and Martin Hall also point 

out that from studying such a unique manuscript, one can 

recognize the manner of ornamenting Handel found appropriate, 

as distinguished from other eighteenth-century composers, a 

study most useful in reviving Handel's arias.26 

24 
James S. and Martin V. Hall, "Handel's Graces, 

Handel-Jahrbuch-1957, IV (IX) (Leipzig, 1957), 25-42. 
25 
Charles Burney, A General History of Music from 

the Earliest Ages to the Present Period, 4 vols. (London. 
1776-89), new ed. in 2 vols. (New York, 1957), p. 875. 

26 
Hall, op. cit., pp. 25-42. 
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FlS- 1 Example of adaptation and ornamentation by-
Handel for alto castrato Guadagni in "Benche mi sia 
crudele," from Ottone, measures 15-17 of original and 
adapted score. 

Since World War II there has been a distinct revival 

of interest in virtuoso singing. Having acquired a taste 

for the bel canto style of Bellini, today's audiences are 

©vidently equipped to do likewise with the Baroque operas 

of Handel. In the opinion of many, twentieth-century 

solutions must come from imaginative exploration, such 

as the Giulio Cesare production by Julius Rudel and the 

New York City Opera in 1966. Among the compromises utilized 

was adaptation of the castrato role for the male voice. 

Reminding us first that Handel did not fix the content 

of his works, Rudel states that solutions to Handelian 

opera revival "all too often combine equal parts of 

reverence and trepidation with a zealous search for 

27 

literalness." Lang comments that as "in so many other 

27 
Julius Rudel, supplemental notes for G. F. Handel's 

G i u l i o Cesare, performed by the New York City Opera (RCA 
Victor LSC 6182, 1967). 
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instances in the arts, the living art and its enlightened 

practitioner are ahead of the school and critic. 

Rudel1s approach to the score was that of viewing it 

as a valid and expressive drama. He carefully points out, 

as does Winton Dean, that the early German revivals in the 

first part of this century tended to hack the scores. A 

disregard for the balance and tonal relationship of arias 

was the result. An alien mold of Romantic or Modern opera 

was often forced upon the music. 

On a musical and dramatic basis Rudel chose to juxta-

pose arias to capture the attention of today's audience 

and yet maintain convincing drama. Handel's performance 

practices were scrutinized and original orchestration was 

employed. Caesar, an alto castrato role, was placed in 

the hands of bass—baritone Norman Treigle, thereby more 

authentically depicting the hero-warrior than a female 

alto might. Rudel did, however, leave the travesti role 

of Sextus to the mezzo-soprano voice of Beverly Wolff. 

The boy—like qualities of the role are better rendered 

by a female. Although Beverly Sills, a consumate artist, 

was cast as Cleopatra, ornamentation was not left in the 

hands of the singer. The tendency, says Rudel, has been 

for modern singers not rehearsed in Handelian improvisation 

to insert chromatic cadenzas in the style of the early 

28 
Paul Henry Lang, "Baroque Flourishes," Opera News 

LIII (January, 1967), 88. ' 
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nineteenth century. The improvisations were therefore 

written by Rudel after perusal of the type of ornaments 

printed in Handel's time and evidently sanctioned by Handel 

As in the Baroque period, particular capabilities of an 

individual singer and the nature of the voice were con-

sidered before determining appropriate ornamentation. 

Lighter voices were expected to ornament more than the 

heavier voices. Rudel concludes his discussion of pro-

ducing a Handel opera seria in the twentieth century by 

reiterating that authenticity was sought "in spirit and 

intent rather than in literalness. We have, as I believe 

Handel would have wanted, performed his Julius Caesar for 

your enjoyment rather than for your reverence. 

A significant year for Handel opera revival was, of 

course, 1959, the bicentennial of Handel's death. Several 

operas were staged in Europe and the United States, but 

the most remarkable series of revivals was initiated by 

Dr. Oskar Hagen in the 1920's in Gottingen. His self-

proclaimed German "Handel Renaissance" has been described 

in a dissertation by Sirvart Poladian, Handel as an Opera 

Composer, as without parallel.^ His awakening of the 

innate musical value and dramatic possibilities in Handel's 

operas was the first in two hundred years. 

9.Q 
Rudel, op. cit. 

Sirvart Poladian, Handel as an Opera Composer (Ph. D. 
o-h-iz-kvi i n TT~ • -i 777=" ^ 

30 
, ' WUIK. 

Dissertation, Cornell University, 1959), p. 396. 
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Hagen's approach to setting the operas and the castrato 

question was of great interest to advocates of Handel opera 

revival. Among Hagen's several adaptations were the rewriting 

of texts, infusion of Wagnerian psychological drama, and 

reduction of recitativo secco and da capo arias. The question 

of adapting da capo arias was that of either omitting par-

ticular arias, using the first two sections only or utilizing 

just the ornamented repeat of the first section. To illus-

trate the latter practice and to suggest a twentieth-century 

solution to the problem of redundancy, "Benche mi sia crudele" 

was presented in the form of an ornamented first section 

only. 

It appears to most critics now that Hagen's adaptations 

were suitable in 1920, but they are for the most part no 

longer acceptable. Rather than representing true Baroque 

ideals, those of Romantic or Modern opera were too often 

manifest. An infiltration of nineteenth—century romantic 

church style tempered the operas, resulting in a Baroque 

sacred opera" style, with slow, even-paced recitatives 

and sentimental cadences. These earlier compromises 

serve to remind us that, whatever the method of revision, 

musical and theatrical interest can and must be sustained, 

31 
Winton Dean, "England: Handel's Operas," Music 

Quarterly, LIII (January, 1967), 88. 

32 
Paul Henry Lang, "A Magnificent Baroque Opera," 

High Fidelity/Musical America. XXI (February, 1971),'66. 
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but only in light of modern scholarship and careful abbre-

viation of texts and scores. Dean admits that no modern 

audience can absorb an entire Handel opera—cuts are to 

be expected, but the means by which this is achieved is 

of utmost importance. An ill-considered text cut, unpre-

pared modulation or exotic touch of harmony at the cadence 

will intrude upon the listener. 

Dr. Hagen's approach to adaptation of the castrato 

airs was that of octave transposition, as evidenced in his 

editions of Handel's operas.33 He was convinced that the 

baritone was a more suitable substitute than the contralto 

or mezzo-soprano. Poladian supports this approach by 

proposing that there is little difference between the 

airs Handel wrote for women1s voices, basses, and castrato 

voices. Poladian continues by saying that "with full 

recognition of the beauty, flexibility, and compass of 

castrato voices, the arias composed for them present no 

technical difficulties not to be found in the soprano or 

, . 3 4 

bass arias. To illustrate the point, one has but to 

observe the striking similarity of coloratura passages 

from the castrato air "Si, tra i ceppi" (see Figure 2) 

and the bass air "Con la strage de' nemici (see Figure 3). 
33 

For examples see his editions of Julius Caesar and 
Serse. 

34 
Poladian, op. cit., p. 419. 
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Fig. 2—Coloratura passage from G. F. Handel's castrato 
Si, tra i ceppi," from Berenice, measures 22-30. 
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Fig. 3 Coloratura passage from G. F. Handel's bass 
air "Con la strage ne' nemici," from Radamisto, measures 
12—18, 

Furthermore, with regard to Handel's penchant for 

writing fine opera seria bass airs, Charles Burney relates 

the following concerning "Con la strage de' nemici" from 

Radamisto, a bass air written for and sung by Giuseppi 

Boschi, a virtuoso bass of first rank. 
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Con la strage de' nemici" is an admirable air for 
a base (sic) voice. Handel's genius and fire never 
shines brighter than in the base songs which he com-
posed for Boschi and Montagnana: as their voices 
were sufficiently powerful to penetrate through a 
multiplicity of instrumental parts, he set every 
engine at work in the orchestra, to enrich the 
harmony and enliven the movement.35 

With treble voices occupying such a predominant place 

m the minds of the Baroque audience, little attention was 

given the opera seria bass and tenor with regard to roles 

or musical training. All voices were, nevertheless, 

governed similarly by the requirements of florid song, 

but, as Burney related, virtuoso basses left a particularly 

profound impression on Handel and his m u s i c . T h e influence 

of their virtuosity can literally be seen in an aria such as 

Nasce al bosco." Written for the heroic opera, Ezio, and 

sung by the virtuoso bass Antonio Montagnana, this aria 

also illustrates Handel's idiomatic writing for an opera 

seria bass of first rank (see Figure 4). It displays a 

conspicuous synthesis of masculine strength and florid 

ornament. In this virtual concerto for larynx, one has 

but to trace the vocal compass and line to realize that 

Montagnana possessed a singing range of more than two 

octaves and was expert in performing cantabile arias with 

wide leaps in the melody. The conclusion of the first 

35d Burney, op. cit. , pp. 702-703. 
36 
Henry Pleasants, The Great Singers (New York. 1966 ̂  

pp. 120-121. ,y 
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section of the voice part shows a steady ascent of two 

octaves from F (Great F), followed by wide octave leaps 

down, florid sixteenth-note runs and a two measure cadence 

again covering a two-octave vocal range from F (Great F) 

to f . Chrysander calls "Nasce al bosco" "eine praktische 

Magna Charta fur jeden wahren Bassisten," a practical 

Magna Carta for all genuine basses.^ 

8 

45 

- U (j)— 
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Fig. 4—Example of idiomatic writing for virtuoso 
opera seria bass, Montagnana, in "Nasce al bosco," from 
Ezio, measures 43-52. 

To be sure, coloratura does create problems for all 

singers, but is is also an important means of characterizing 

the heroic in Baroque opera. Whether in castrato or bass 

air, endless scale passages, broken chords, and wide leaps 

were abundant. The most distinctive quality of castrato 

37 
Karl Franz Friedrich Chrysander, G. F. Handel 

Vol. II, reprinted 1919 (Leipzig, 1858-67),~p. 250. 
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airs appears to be a more extended, flexible coloratura of 

narrower range than that of the bass (see Figure 5). 

27 26 

lifoj J i f i g B 
no, T\OT\ Sô —rok, 
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Fig. 5—Narrow range typical of castrato airs, "Benche 
mi sia crudele," from Ottone, sung by alto castrato 
Guadagni, measures 27-38. 

Due to the eighteenth-century preoccupation with 

coloratura, range was of secondary importance to the 

castrato. Contemporary accounts point to the limited 

range, by modern standards, of the castrato voice. Burney 

tells us that Guadagni changed his voice from alto to 

soprano late in his career "and extended its compass from 

six or seven notes, to fourteen or fifteen.Interest 

in range was given to the bass voice, which was often 

reserved for special effects such as those to be heard 

in Nasce al bosco." The Baroque opera audience obviously 

38 
Burney, ojd. cit. 



23 

preferred the sound of the castrato voice, but the eighteenth-

century bass, according to Handel's idiomatic treatment of 

the vocal line, could exhibit virtually as much vocal skill 

and dexterity as the castrato. 

The lighter—voice flexibility and enhanced breath 

capacity of the castrato were obvious advantages in Handel's 

day. Since neither the twentieth-century mezzo-soprano or 

bass can exactly reproduce these attributes, the question 

of depicting the Baroque inclination toward brilliance 

and clarity gains significance. 

Dean submits that placing the vocal line an octave 

lower only gives occasion for a "gruff rumbling effect 

that is anything but brilliant."39 The example of Janet 

Baker in such title roles as Orlando or Ariodante is 

offered as evidence of suitable execution. Lang takes 

exception to female substitution, asserting that such an 

exchange only "aggravates a bad situation." He goes on 

to remind us that the castrato airs "seldom compare in 

warmth and passionate expression with those composed for 

women, for the bass, and later, in the oratorios, for 

the tenor. 

Acoustically speaking, a higher mezzo-soprano voice 

would offer more clarity of pitch and intensity but lose 

39 
Dean, Handel and the Opera Seria, p. 211. 

40 
Lang, George Frederic Handel, pp. 170-171. 
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in color. The bass voice, because of heavier registration, 

would yield a more complex sound and greater color. In 

addition, the bass could more naturally represent the char-

acter of the heroic male roles. The contrast of men and 

women, which is essential to drama, would also be maintained. 

The first professional production of Julius Caesar in 

the United States involved bass adaptation. Producers of 

this 1965 Kansas City presentation admittedly felt that 

they could not present Handel's opera without "major con-

cessions to twentieth-century taste."41 The first profes-

sional stage production of a Handel opera in New York in 

modern times, 1966, by the New York City Opera, likewise 

chose bass adaptation. 

Certainly, a bass or baritone must not be allowed to 

labor the florid castrato lines, nor subvert the intended 

characterization. Should the role entail the depiction 

of youth and heroism, he must guard against becoming 

less brilliant and heroic than the old man or villain, 

roles which also would likely be sung by a bass or 

tenor. The sense of the brilliant and heroic is doubly 

important, then, in terms of Baroque musical and vocal ideals. 

For the most part, English revivals have utilized the 

female substitution, but problems of Baroque portrayal 

41 
Robert C. Marsh, "Everything's Up to Date in . . 

Kansas City Report," High Fidelity/Musical America. XV 
(August, 1965), 126. 
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can arise in similar fashion. Arthur Jacobs reviewed a 

1965 Sadler's Wells production of Rinaldo. Yvonne Minton 

assumed the title role and, according to Jacobs, "brought 

her customary expressiveness and good presence, but she 

has not yet the trumpet-note in her voice."4^ The New 

York version of Orlando in 1971 had Rosaland Elias in the 

title castrato role. Her mezzo-soprano voice, says critic 

Frank Merkling, "displayed just the right color for the 

recitatives, but much of whose cleanly executed coloratura 

seemed to lie at an uncomfortably low range to her."4^ 

It appears then that a virtual impasse has resulted 

with regard to the promotion of Handel's operas, no small 

part of which is the question of adaptation of castrato 

airs. An indication of the impasse is a statement made 

by Robert Marsh in a review of the first professional 

production of Julius Caesar in the United States. Referring 

to the presentation, Marsh remarks that this "version of 

the opera sets musicology aside for the sake of a fast-

moving drama that will attract present-day audiences."44 

Must this condition prevail? Is musicology absorbing 

itself in the past, leaving the living theater to practice 

4.9 

Arthur Jacobs, "Rinaldo," Opera, XVI (August, 1965), 
6 0 0 . " 

4Q 
Frank Merkling, "Reports: U.S.: New York: Orlando," 

Opera News, XXXV (March, 1971), 32-33. 
44Marsh, op. cit., p. 126. 
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in the present? "Does the paper tolerate more than the 

ear," as Paul Henry Lang tartly suggests?45 The performer 

and historian must experience and actualize the beauty of 

Handelian opera for the twentieth-century audience. Like-

wise, the historian must be joined by the performer in 

speaking with scholarly insight from the library. 

The theoretical and practical questions of bass 

adaptation of Handel's castrato airs have been discussed. 

Each question prompts a variety of possible solutions, 

and each solution reveals a variety of strong and weak 

points. 

The castrato voice has forever disappeared, but the 

music of Handel is present. The unreality of the castrato 

sound and opera seria setting leave us little choice regarding 

hopes of recreating purely original settings as opposed to 

transcriptions for technically and musically proficient 

male voices. 

It is suggested then that the beauty of the music will 

compensate for any alien conventions retained or incurred. 

The innate expressiveness and dramatic attributes of a 

suitable male voice appeal both to the Baroque ideal of 

the heroic and brilliant and to the modern concept of 

realistic characterization. In light of Handel's idiomatic 

treatment of the opera seria bass, adaptation of castrato 

45 
Lang, "A Magnificent Baroque Opera," p. 66. 
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airs for bass may be a viable performance option. If there 

is little or no difference between the music Handel composed 

for bass and castrato voices, twentieth-century basses or 

baritones of sufficient technical and musical means may 

assume castrato roles. Winton Dean concludes in a chapter 

concerning "Modern Revivals" that "opera by its very nature 

is a gigantic series of compromises, and its realization in 

performance may involve further adjustments between the 

46 
ideal and the practicable . . . ." 

Given scholarly and practicable insight, the performance 

of Handel's castrato airs by means of bass adaptation may 

aid in effecting the promotion of Handel's splendid operatic 

style. 

46 Dean, Handel and the Opera Seria, p. 213. 
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