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Vivaldi’s Concerto in D: To Pick or To Pluck? (Part I) 
By Darren O’Neill 

 

 In the 20th century, several “true” guitar concertos were written by notable composers 

(some guitarists, some not) – Brouwer, Rodrigo, Castelnuovo-Tedesco, Villa Lobos, et al. - and 

scholars had unearthed early, 19th century masterpieces from the quills of master guitarists the 

likes of Molino, Carulli, and Giuliani; which had been all but forgotten.  In spite of these 

valuable efforts at forging a strong, orchestral repertoire originally composed to include the 

classical guitar, there is one piece that stood out as the most published, performed, and recorded 

“guitar” concerto of them all:  Antonio Vivaldi’s Concerto in D for lute (arranged for guitar), 

strings, and continuo (RV93; P209; Fanna XII, n. 15).  For many, modern guitarists it is 

considered a hackneyed relic.  Yet, one would be hard pressed to find an audience that doesn’t 

respond enthusiastically to it.  Simply put, the work is publicly embraced as one of the most 

beloved of all, guitar concerti; in spite of it having nothing to do with the guitar in its original 

form.   

Recently, I had the opportunity to re-unite with a former, college buddy of mine, Dr. 

James Cassarino; who is now the Chair of the Music Department at Green Mountain College in 

Poultney, Vermont.  For a little over a year, Jim and I had been discussing how we might go 

about scheduling a performance together.  Jim is an expert keyboardist:  organ, piano, and 

harpsichord.  He’s developed a tradition at the college of programming a Collegium Concert the 

week before Thanksgiving.  With this in mind, in January 2012, we decided on adding a few 

selections for guitar and harpsichord to the proceedings this past November. 

In the music library where I work, we own an anthology entitled English Airs and Dances 

edited by the venerable Jeremy Barlow as part of Schott’s “Baroque around the World” series.  

The pieces contained therein are arranged for non-transposing instrument and keyboard.  There 

were two selections, in particular, that caught my ear:  Air in E minor by Henry Holcombe and 

Gavotte in G by Thomas Roseingrave.  In addition to these, I suggested to Jim that we work on 

an arrangement of Vivaldi’s Concerto in D.   

It is commonly thought that Vivaldi composed this work in the early 1730s, during a 

sojourn in Prague.  Its dedicatee is the Bohemian Count, Johann Joseph von Wrtby; the royal 

governor and treasurer and, himself, an amateur lutenist.  It was not until 1926, when a large 

collection of Vivaldi’s manuscripts was unearthed in Turin, that the Concerto in D for lute, 

strings, and continuo was discovered.  It would take another, twenty-three years for the first, 

modern edition of it to be published in 1949 by Ricordi, edited by Gian Francesco Malipiero.  

Another, nine years would pass until the first, commercial recording of it was made by Narcisco 

Yepes in 1958.   

I began my search for the perfect edition to use by specifically looking for one that had a 

realized, continuo part that could stand on its own without strings; preferably, a freestanding 

keyboard part with the solo line marked in cues.  Since the time of Malipiero’s Urtext edition, 

numerous other editions of the work have appeared as arranged for classical guitar and string 

orchestra.  Over the course of several months, I requested various editions through interlibrary 

loan (Note:  not all editions listed in the bibliography that follows in the next issue of 

Soundboard are in-print or available through interlibrary loan!).  I discovered that many of 

these have a fictitious, viola part and only a few have a decent, keyboard realization.  There are a 

few that stay true to what appears to be Vivaldi’s original concept (according to the manuscript) - 

that being of a lute soloist accompanied by a small ensemble - but these tend to have just the 
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figured bass without a keyboard realization.  In light of this, I decided to investigate two editions 

that were specifically arranged for guitar and keyboard by guitarists, Narcisco Yepes and 

Eduardo Fernandez.  I’ve always been a big fan of their solo, guitar work and thought that their 

performance editions would logically follow suit.   

The edition by Narciso Yepes was especially curious because of the liberties he took in 

adapting the solo, lute part to the guitar.  Peppered throughout the first and third movements are 

repetitive, chordal figures as substitutions for the solo line; during which, he routinely moves the 

solo line to the keyboard part.  And, although it isn’t noted in the score, the guitar part implies 

drop-D tuning.  This approach clearly thickens the harmony and the overall sound of the 

ensemble; yet, to me, seems heavy-handed and ill-advised.  Most egregious, in my opinion, is the 

way he lowered the solo line for the second movement down an octave, throughout.  I can 

envision playing the solo part, this way, down on the fifth and fourth strings; more than likely 

with heavy, rest strokes.  A very Spanish and romanticized version of what Vivaldi actually 

wrote.  The editor of the keyboard realization is not identified; but it is clearly intended for the 

piano and not the harpsichord.  The part is very thick and fully incorporates the string parts; 

making it very difficult to play, I would imagine.  On the positive side, there is a separate part for 

the guitar and the keyboard does play from the score; with the solo part written in cues.  But the 

page turns for the keyboard seem unwieldy without a page-turner.  I decided to pass on this one; 

mainly because of Yepes’ strange realization of the solo part. 

Next was the Eduardo Fernandez edition.  As mentioned in the Foreword, the edition is 

based on the recording he made with conductor, George Malcolm and the English Chamber 

Orchestra in December 1986.  When this recording was released on the Decca label in 1987, it 

held the honor of being one of the first recordings of the Concerto to be released only on 

compact disc (i.e. it didn’t first appear on vinyl LP and then get re-mastered and re-released on 

CD).  Until the end of 1987, vinyl LP recordings of the concerto were still being released (see the 

discography that follows in the next issue of Soudboard).   George Malcolm created the keyboard 

realization/reduction for the Fernandez edition based upon Malipiero’s Urtext edition.  In regard 

to Fernandez’ realization of the solo line, like Yepes, he too takes copious liberties; bass notes 

are liberally added, throughout, and chordal harmonies are filled out at the cadences.  

Ornamentation during arpeggiated passages is notated specifically; as are all of the ornaments 

and divisions he took on the recording (mainly on the repeats in the Largo).  To his credit, 

Fernandez remarks that these are “best considered as suggestions.”  Like the Yepes edition, there 

is a separate part for the guitar and the keyboard does play from the score; with the solo part 

written in cues.  But, again, the page turns for the keyboard seem unwieldy without a page-

turner.  I sat on the fence with this edition; I was admiring of Fernandez’ realization of the solo 

line but felt that my keyboardist might object to the page turns.  I decided to continue my search 

but kept this edition off to the side as a definite possibility. 

From the sample page loaded to the publisher’s website, Peter Segal’s excellent edition 

from Productions d’Oz in Canada seemed to be very promising.  I ultimately decided upon 

purchasing a digital copy. Once I’d paid for the score and received the full download, I was 

delighted to find that it is a thoroughly utilitarian edition; with unedited and unembellished parts 

for the soloist and strings.  In addition, there is a thoughtful (i.e. basic – allowing room for 

elaboration), keyboard realization by Jan Krzywicki.  Peter Segal even provides a facsimile of a 

portion of Vivaldi’s manuscript to review.  Some disclaimers:  there are a few spots in the first 

movement where the continuo needs to pencil in violin figures to play during rests.  And, 

unfortunately, the continuo part does not contain cues for the soloist.  But the easy, page turns is 
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the result of not having the cues notated.  Clearly, a trade-off.  Nevertheless, it was the version 

that I felt held the most potential for us and so I promptly mailed off a copy of the continuo part 

to Jim to learn on the harpsichord.  Our only rehearsal was going to be the day before the 

concert; and, by this point, it was already late August.   

As I began the process of learning the the solo part, I kept falling back upon the notion 

that life would be immeasurably easier for me if I were to employ a pick.  As one thing begets 

another, a pick implies the use of a steel string instead of a classical guitar.  I’ve never been a 

prude when it comes to using the right guitar for the job.  This was simply a case where – no 

matter the right-hand combination I chose (i-m or p-i) – I felt like I wasn’t in full control of the 

strings; particularly at the tempi we’d chosen.  I just wasn’t getting my hands to synchronize the 

way I wanted and I really didn’t want to have to ratchet down the metronome markings.  Using 

the combination of p-i fortunately allowed me to build up speed; unfortunately, at the expense of 

my tone.  The rapid combination of i-m, although better tonally, made me feel like I was running 

with both legs asleep.  In addition, I had a hunch that the nylon strings wouldn’t be able to 

compete with the bright timbre of the harpsichord; at least, not without some form of 

amplification.   

 I wrestled with this dilemma for well over a month as I diligently learned the part for my 

left hand.  That much could not be negotiated.  And so I began poking around the Internet for 

recordings of the concerto that might have been made by a steel string guitarist.  There were 

none.  But then I encountered a recording of mandolinist, Christian Schneider, performing the 

concerto with conductor, Kurt Redel, and the Grenoble Instrumental Ensemble (Forlane 16548).  

Everything fell into place!  The mandolin had no difficulty competing with the ensemble and 

negotiated the rapid tempi without flinching.  In fact, I began to feel that the classical guitar 

versions I’d listened to throughout the years paled in comparison. 

 My steel string guitar is a 000-12 fret.  The wider nut (1 7/8”) coupled with 12-frets to the 

body, the longer scale (25 ¼”) , and the wider lower bout make it the perfect, fingerstyle 

machine without sounding boxy like a parlor guitar.  I’d been using Dunlop Tortex orange picks 

(.60mm) for strumming; but I didn’t have a pick to cleanly play single lines.  Thankfully, Dunlop 

sells variety pick-packs in different thicknesses as samplers from their collection.  I ultimately 

decided on an Ultex Standard .60mm for the first and third movements but didn’t like the sound 

for the second movement.  To get the warm and expressive sound needed for that movement, I 

settled on a 1.0mm plain old, nylon pick.  It felt slightly slippery between my fingers (thankfully, 

there are no rapid passages in the slow movement) but I compromised because I was very 

pleased with the sound.  For those who’ve not tried the Ultex picks, they are more rigid at the 

same thickness than their Tortex counterparts.  Both types (Ultex and Tortex) are very secure 

between the fingers. 

 Once settled upon pick choice, I set about to practicing the “up and down” picking 

patterns for rapid scales in the first and third movements.  It was as though I’d instantly dropped 

30lbs. and became a sprinter.  There were moments where I even caught myself wanting to fist 

pump after completing a successful run.  I started to feel like a rock guitarist and wanted 

everyone to see/hear how cool I was playing these licks.  Silly, I know.  But the point is that I 

wasn’t apprehensive at all; not the way I’d been playing without a pick on flexible and slippery, 

nylon strings.  Using the steel string guitar even allowed me to rapidly strum loud chords at the 

repeat sign of the first section in the third movement (E major to A major).  Not in line with 

proper, performance practice, I know; but I just couldn’t resist! 

 The only spot where I began to doubt my instrument choice was the slow movement.  I’d 
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become so accustomed to performing that as a solo on classical guitar that I’d worked up a set 

interpretation based upon the timbres I could elicit from that instrument.  No matter how 

sensitive the player, the steel string guitar cannot compete with the classical guitar when it comes 

to romantic playing at slower tempi.  I found the best way to overcome this challenge was to turn 

the nylon pick upside down and play with the wider end against the strings; akin to “more flesh 

than nail” against the nylon string.  I chose to deliberately play sul tasto with downward pick 

strokes only.  I also let the higher tension of the steel strings work to my advantage with left hand 

slurs in position whenever possible.   

 At our rehearsal, Jim informed me that the harpsichord would be tuned up to concert 

pitch (A440) the following day.  A guest oboist was scheduled for a few pieces on the program.  

At the time of our rehearsal, the harpsichord was tuned closer to classical pitch (A430).  It took a 

bit for my guitar to settle in but, once it did, the lower tuning made both instruments sound very 

relaxed.  Consequently, after being tuned to concert pitch for the performance, I felt both 

instruments sounded a bit shrill and tense.   

 The audience was literally rabid during the performance.  They applauded 

enthusiastically between the movements (flattering but unnerving, yes) and gave us a standing 

ovation.  Because I was using a strap with the steel string guitar, I was able to stand during the 

performance.  This gave me the opportunity to move with the music and to physically interact 

with the audience; something that rarely (if ever) happens while seated playing the classical 

guitar.  During the “meet and greet” afterwards, several people mentioned that they’d love to 

hear a concert of just guitar and harpsichord.  I really felt like all of the hard work had paid off. 

 For those who are new to the work, I truly hope that the following, print and media 

bibliographies (PART II) will be of some use to you as you begin to explore this concerto for 

yourself.  For those who feel that this war horse should be sent off to the glue factory, perhaps all 

of this will help to rekindle your love for it.    
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