
"SWEET BIRD " 

from L'ALLEGRO, IL PENSEROSO 
ED IL MODERATO 

by G.F. HANDEL 

Georg Friedrich Handel was born in Halle in 1685 and studied law there whilst at the same 
time developing his musical talents. He was organist at the Domkirche, before moving to 
Hamburg where he was violinist and harpsichordist at the Opera. Two of his operas were 
produced there and another in Italy where his talent as a harpsichordist was also recognised. 
He became Kapellmeister to the Elector of Hanover in 1710, but he took leave of absence to 
visit London, where his operas and oratorios were very successful. He settled in London in 
1712, deserting his post in Hanover. (He later anglicised his name to George Frideric Handel 
and petitioned for British Naturalization in 1726.) His Te Deum and Jubilate, written in 
1713, earned him a life pension from Queen Anne. In 1714, the Elector of Hanover 
succeeded to the throne as George I, but seems to have forgiven Handel his earlier desertion, 
for he doubled the pension payable to him. A popular composer and much travelled man of 
the world, Handel enjoyed great success with his operas until financial problems, rivalry with 
Bononcini and political intrigue conspired to turn him away from stage productions. From 
the 1730s he concentrated on oratorios, Messiah being performed in Dublin in 1742. Handel 
died in 1759, having spent the last years of his life blind and in poor health. 

Handel composed L 'Allegro, il Penseroso ed il Moderato in 1740 and it was first performed 
in the same year at the Theatre Royal, Lincoln's Inn Fields, in London. It is classed as a 
'pastoral ode' and uses text based on two poems by John Milton. These date from 
approximately 1632, and are entitled L'Allegro and I1 Penseroso. Handel's librettist, Charles 
Jennens, edited the texts, interweaving the two poems to create a dialogue between the two 
extremes of character, the cheerful and the pensive. He also added the final section, I1 
Moderato, which suggests the stoic maxim of a middle ground. "Sweet Bird" is a Penseroso 
aria from Part I, in which Handel uses a flute to depict the nightingale singing as the moon 
rises. This is a da capo aria, but since the first section is rather long, an alternative &I s e p o  
has been suggested in this edition. This version was edited by Jenny Nex, who is also 
responsible for the continuo realisation. The editorial touch has been light, and reflects what 
is to be found in the early publications of Handel's work. There is therefore considerable 
scope for performers to add phrasing and articulation in accordance with their understanding 
of the music. 

"Sweet Bird" from llAllegro, il Penseroso ed il Moderato 1 

G. F. Handel 
recit. edited, with continuo realisation by Jenny Nex 
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