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PROGRAM NOTES 
A unique and unclassifiable gem

L’Allegro, Il Penseroro ed il Moderato is a work that eludes classification in any specific genre 
in Handel’s time, even through it partakes of the period’s secular oratorio, ode, cantata, as 
well as the pastorale. The piece is a musical adaptation of two complementary poems by 
John Milton (English national idol and famous author of Paradise Lost): L’Allegro (The Happy 
Man) and Il Penseroso (The Pensive Man). While their titles are Italian, these poems by Milton 
were of course written in English.

The work involves no narrative: no plot, no characters, and no dialogues. The Happy Man 
and The Pensive Man convey emotions, states of mind, or psychological reactions in relation 
to the outside world, notably Nature (in Part I) and the urban world (in Part II). Fragments 
from Milton’s great poems are presented in alternation, enabling Handel to build his work 
on a sequence of short, contrasting vignettes. All passages corresponding to The Happy 
Man are not necessarily merry or light-hearted. On the other hand, none of the passages 
associated with The Pensive Man take on a light or jaunty tone, even though they are 
written in major keys. All sections essentially consist of successive arias interspersed with 
accompanied recitatives or choruses. They are generally short (most do not exceed three 
minutes) -- even very short -- enabling Handel to achieve great variety of musical discourse. 
One especially remarkable element is the fluidity with which the pieces transition from 
one to the next. The (barely) accompanied recitatives flow with incredible organicity into 
the arias, which occasionally alternate with choruses, sometimes leading into them. These 
choruses represent the collective voice and often intervene without warning, elaborating or 
completing ideas expressed by the soloists.

At the work’s first performances in 1740, sections corresponding to The Happy Man were sung 
by different male performers (boy soprano, tenor, or bass), while those corresponding to The 
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Pensive Man were all sung by the same soprano. As the work continued to be performed over 
the years, Handel added and subtracted various sections and the vocal cast was sometimes 
modified depending on the availability of soloists. Because of these various changes, in the 
absence of a definitive version, the work has remained “open,” existing in several formats. 
Conductors must, therefore, make their own editorial choices while attending to voice 
casting based on Handel’s known performance practices. 

The composer’s musical settings of Milton’s poems are especially rich and colourful. Handel 
often employed descriptive figurations and imitation in seeking ways to best illustrate the 
poetic text, conjuring images or sounds such as laughter, hunting, whistling, the tones of an 
organ or the buzz of toiling folk. In its first part, the work also comprises two birdsongs. While 
The Happy Man exults in the daytime song of the lark (heard in the violins) in a relatively 
brief aria, The Pensive Man converses with the nocturnal sound of the nightingale in an 
exceptionally vast one lasting over thirteen minutes if performed with the reprise. Here, 
the soprano competes with the solo flute, and whereas everywhere else in the work Handel 
favours syllabic vocality (with little or no ornamentation to render Milton’s text perfectly 
audible), he is prolific in ornamented figures, in the great tradition of the Italian Baroque.  

The third part is significantly shorter than the two preceding ones: it lasts some twenty 
minutes within a roughly two-hour work. This final part serves as a sort of epilogue, involving 
the figure of Il Moderato (The Moderate Man) and seeking to resolve the dichotomy of Joy 
and Melancholy. Here, music is not a setting of John Milton’s text, but of Charles Jennens’, 
Handel’s great admirer and advisor. And unlike the first two parts, which are descriptive, 
the third one is prescriptive: it seeks to reconcile the previous opponents through reason – 
fulfilling the aims of the Age of Enlightenment, a period in which the human mind was seen 
ideally as triumphing over the senses. We are, thus, made to appreciate that the search for 
joy alone can only be self-destructive and ultimately unsatisfying, but it is also deficient to 
tend solely towards sadness. Through moderation, therefore, the two first temperaments 
are brought together in a balanced way and in a spirit of temperance. Moreover, the longest 
piece in this third part is a grand duet pairing soprano and tenor (as well as a solo oboe and 
bassoon). While the poetic text exalts the triumph of reason, the music itself gives way to a 
splendid outpouring of sensuality.

While Handel’s stated wish with L’Allegro, il Penseroro ed Il Moderato was to produce a work 
more immediately accessible to the general public - which his grand sacred oratorios were 
not – without a doubt, he fully achieved his objective. Deeply inspired by Milton’s poems, he 
produced an endlessly diversified musical discourse and fully exploited oppositions between 
day and night, innocence and knowledge, nature and the urban environment. Handel also 
made skilful use of certain folk music devices, such as the frequent use of scalar runs in 
his melodies and dance rhythms. Indeed, movement is ever-present in this unusual work, a 
source of constant delight even as it engages deep philosophical reflection on humankind’s 
relationship with its environment and explores the particular power of art and music.  
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Get to know him, his passion for 
acting and the importance of music
in his everyday life. READ+

Benoit Brière
A passionate spokesperson 
Mr. Brière is basically wedded to classical music, 
given that his spouse is a cellist—and in addition, 
Joliette-born. “A person who marries must adopt 
their wife’s hometown.” One might say that our 
Spokesperson is steeped in classical music 
everyday from morning to night!

“Don’t search for me this summer: I’ll be at the 
Festival de Lanaudière.”

This program was produced by the Festival de Lanaudière.
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