4

Introduction
Handel’s Trio Sonata in G minor HWV393 survives in a single source, a score in Sächsische Landesbibliothek, Dresden, Mus. 2410/Q/3, pp. 32-38, where it is attributed to ‘Hendel’. The manuscript, which dates
from after 1750, also contains copies of Handel’s trio sonatas op. 2, nos. 1a, 3, 4, 5a and 5b HWV386a, 388,
389, 390a and 390b.1 The sonata was published for the first time in 1879 as part of vol. 27 of Friedrich Chrysander’s complete edition of Handel’s works, along with two other works from Dresden, the sonatas in F
major HWV392 and E major HWV394.2 Confusingly, Chrysander gave HWV392, 393 and 394 the numbers
op. 2, nos. 3, 8 and 9 respectively, despite the fact that they have nothing to do with op. 2, published by John
Walsh in about 1733.3 Of the three, HWV392 has generally been accepted as genuine, since all the movements are related to other Handel works, including the Salve Regina in G minor HWV241 and the great setting of Dixit Dominus HWV232, both written in Italy in 1707; HWV392 was therefore probably written in
Italy in 1706 or 1707.4 Conversely, HWV394 is generally thought to be spurious. It is not related to other
Handel works (an important indicator of authenticity in Handel), and it has ‘many features untypical of Handel’ in Terence Best’s opinion; he suggested that it was written by an Italian composer at the Dresden court.5
Opinion is more divided in the case of HWV393. It was labelled ‘authenticity uncertain’ in Anthony Hicks’s
work-list for his Handel article in Grove Music Online,6 and ‘Echtheit nicht verbürgt’ by Bernd Baselt in
HWV. Baselt’s objection was that the work is not related to genuine Handel works, though that is not strictly
true. Baselt himself pointed out in HWV that the chromatic sequence in the first movement, bb. 3-4, 9-10,
20-22 and 31-32, is similar to bb. 8-9, 23, 38-39 and 53 of the first movement of the Organ Concerto in G
minor HWV310, op. 7, no. 5, while Basil Lam thought that the first phrases of the first and third movements
have ‘some resemblance’ to the beginnings of the first and third movements of op. 2, no. 1.7 Another tell-tale
Handelian idea is the two-bar phrase in the last movement ending with a crotchet and four descending quavers, bb. 49-50, 93-94 and 124-125. Similar ideas are found in a number of genuine works, including ‘Would
you gain the tender creature’ from Acis and Galatea HWV49a/15, three minuets in the Water Music
HWV348/7; 350/19, 20, and a separate two-part minuet in F major HWV518. The idea would presumably
have been familiar to Handel and his English contemporaries from the popular song ‘Lavender’s blue’, still
well known in England today. The song’s tune does not seem to have been printed until the nineteenth century, but it was called for in a broadside ballad printed in the 1670s, and versions of the text are found in the
early nineteenth-century children’s literature.8
Terence Best also drew attention to the repeated crotchet motif that begins the second movement of
HWV393: it was ‘a favourite with Handel c. 1717-18’, occurring in ‘the second movement of op. 2, no. 5,
and in the opening fugue of the E minor keyboard suite (composed 1717, published as no. 4 in Suites de
pieces pour le clavecin, i (London, 1720))’.9 Handel visited Dresden in 1719, a date ‘entirely consistent with
its style’ according to Best,10 which perhaps explains why it survives in the Sächsische Landesbibliothek.
There has been general agreement in modern times about the quality of the sonata. Musicologists have repeatedly praised it, and performers, editors, publishers and recording companies have made it one of Handel’s most popular trio sonatas. It is a large-scale, ambitious work, with eloquent and beautifully planned
slow movements and fast movements full of energetic and sophisticated free contrapuntal writing; it is difficult to see who else might have composed it.
There is no doubt that the sonata was originally written for two violins and continuo: in b. 32 of the first
movement the top part goes down to g (ruling out likely wind instruments, the recorder, flute and oboe,
which go down to f', d' and c' respectively), and there are strikingly violinistic ideas in the last movement, bb.
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70-73, 111-118 and 130-133. However, a tradition grew up in the twentieth century of performing it on two
violoncellos with the solo parts transposed down an octave. I know of two editions of arrangements for two
violoncellos and piano, one by Louis Feuillard published in Nice in 1931 and the other by Heinz Beyer published in London in about 1935.1 Of course, the practice of adapting violin music for other stringed instruments goes back to the eighteenth century: Handel himself authorised a viola da gamba arrangement of his
Sonata in G minor for violin and continuo HWV364 by writing out the opening of the first movement with
the solo part down the octave in the alto clef, labelling it ‘per la viola da gamba’.2 There are many arrangements of this sort in the eighteenth-century viola da gamba repertory (including one or more of J.S. Bach’s
sonatas BWV1027-9), and by using the octave-transposing treble clef, gamba players were able to read violin music without having to arrange it. The earliest viola da gamba music notated in the treble clef, to be read
an octave lower, seems to be in Aires and Symphonys for the Bass Viol (London, 1710), and it became the
most common way of notating music for the instrument later in the eighteenth century – as the autographs of
Carl Friedrich Abel’s solos show.3 The same principle was applied to the violoncello in the middle of the
eighteenth century, and was used for much of the nineteenth century.4
This, then, is the context for the present edition. There is no direct evidence that Handel intended the sonata
to be played down the octave on gambas or violoncellos, though the figuration fits surprisingly well on the
bass viol (it is actually more idiomatic than the gamba version of HWV364), and when the violin parts are
transposed down the octave they never create undesirable inversions by going below the bass line. All in all,
the resulting work makes a fine addition to the gamba repertory.5
Colchester, Great Britain, July 2007
Peter Holman
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