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	 The place of Atlanta in Handel’s 
extraordinary output of thirty-seven operas 
is modest, but it is a testament to his genius 
that even with this small-scaled pastoral drama 
of 1736, a  piece d’occasion written to honor 
the marriage of the Prince of Wales, he could 
produce such a delightful bucolic masterpiece.  
With music of infinite subtlety and sensitivity, 
he captured the shifting affections of a handful 
of “Arcadian” nymphs and shepherds, with his 
usual concern: the depths of human feelings. 

	 On the occasion of the stunning concert 
performance of this seldom-heard pastorale at 
the Christuskirch am Mühlburge, this year’s 
Karlsruhe Handel Festival offered proof of 
Atalanta’s merit and viability.  Sandwiched 
between the more familiar main stage 
performances of Tamerlano and Rinaldo, 
this chamber opera soared like the Neo-
Gothic arches of the acoustic-friendly church.

     Although Atalanta has only been rarely 
performed, I have had the good fortune to 
attend three fine staged performances here in 
the United States: first at the Manhattan School 
of Music in 1997 (as part of early Italian opera 
specialist Will Crutchfield’s Handel Project); 
then at the Caramoor Festival in 2018 (with 
Göttingen Festival’s Nicholas McGegan and 
the Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra); and 
then again in 2022 at Julliard School (with 
Juilliard415, the school’s principal period 
instrument ensemble). It was thus a treat to 
catch this charming work again in concert 
with such compelling forces - Karlsruhe 
Festival’s Deutsche Händel-Solisten, the 
special baroque orchestra formed in 1985 
on the 300th anniversary of Handel’s birth. 
With affection and fervor, renowned Danish 
conductor Lars Ulrik Mortensen at the 
harpsichord brought out all the “subtlety and 
sensitivity” of Handel’s magnificent score. 
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   The young but experienced cast, headed 
by the sensational Honduran sopranist (male 
soprano) Dennis Orellana, also contributed 
to making this a very special occasion.  In all 
the staged performances I had seen before, a 
soprano (female) had taken the lead male role of 
Meleagro, which Handel had written especially 
for the celebrated new, young soprano castrato 
from Italy, Gioacchino Conti, a rival to the 
famed Farinelli. (The Festival later held a 
“Farinelli-Gala” with Mr. Orelanna as an integral 
participant, which,  alas, I was unable to attend.)  
  
     Many castrati of Handel’s day were altos, 
including the famed Senesino for whom 
Handel wrote many operas at midcareer. Today, 
countertenors usually suffice, but not for a 
role of such elevated tessitura as Meleagro’s.  
Right from his stunning opening arioso, a 
gentle apostrophe to the beloved forest with 
only continuo accompaniment, the youthful 
Mr. Orellana was breathtaking with his full 
clarion voice and faultless technique. The 
eloquent portrayal of this peasant in disguise, 
later including much fluid fioritura, sparked this 
captivating chamber concert. Indeed, it was as 
engaging as any staged performance I had seen.
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Dennis Orellana as Meleagro     Photo: Felix Grünschloß

    This is to take nothing from the titular 
protagonist, Atalanta, Italian soprano Caterina 
Sala, first prize winner of the important 
Portafina Competition. The feisty huntress 
does not appear until rather late in the act, 
when she summons her fellow shepherds to the 
hunt, where in Meleagro’s presence she will 
slay the wild boar. But once she does appear, 
she hardly leaves, and the refined depth of 
Ms. Sala’s portrayal was equally compelling. 
Handel had written the role for another 
superstar of the day, Anna Strada, whose 
career he had carefully nurtured.  So Atalanta 
too gets a stunning entrance, in this case an 
energetic arioso with hunting music including 
the whole string section and oboes, whipped 
up with visceral energy by Maestro Mortensen. 

     Together Ms. Sala and Mr. Orellana made 
a complementary pair in their respective 
pseudonyms, “Amarilli” and “Tirsi.” Both were 
effectively transformed from mythological 
archetypes into a vibrant every-day couple 
treated  with Handel’s usual concern for the range 
of human feelings. Indeed the two protagonists, 
as they work through their facades and 
manipulations to a final joyous reconciliation, 
also inhabit the opera more fully than many 
other Baroque couples – perhaps due to the 
festive occasion for which the opera was written. 

     But they were not alone. Adding to the 
plethora of comic misunderstandings, two more 
young lovers made for a effective complement 
to the main pair. These were expressive Tel 
Aviv contralto Noa Beinart, a graduate of the 
company’s Opera Studio, as the shepherdess 
Irene, and German tenor Moritz Kallenberg, 
well schooled in the baroque repertory, as the 



shepherd Aminta. Finally Türkische bass-
baritone Oğulcan Yilmaz doubled with admirable 
deep-toned authority first as Irene’s sympathetic 
father,  and later as the lofty Mercury. He  
spearheaded   the final “licenza” –   the   epilogue 
designed as a dedication to the opera’s noble 
patron, who I  think today would be equally 
pleased with this refined international cast.
     
      The finale was simply stunning as the church’s 
Kammerchor came front and center from the 
sides of the spacious church for its jubilant 
“gridiam tutti e viva” (“let’s all shout and long 
live”) for the united lovers.  In Handel’s original 
production for the noble wedding, the back 

of the stage opened and fireworks exploded. 
In this performance, trumpets sounded (not 
heard since the overture) and brilliant lighting 
illuminated the gothic arches and alterpiece. 
And with another rich block of sound from 
the chorus, “viva la face, viva,” in praise of 
love, all ended with buoyant celebration.  
	
     Atalanta is indeed a jewel, fit not just 
for a royal occasion, but also for the rapt 
audience at the Karlsruhe Handel Festival 
who leapt to their feet at the last bars.       
The animated concert performance was 
certainly as effective as a fully staged opera.
It was a wonderful night indeed. 
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Atalanta at the Christuskirche in Karlsruhe with the cast; the Kammerchor of the Christuskirche; 
the Deutsche Händel-Solisten and Conductor, Lars Ulrik Mortensen	   Photo: Felix Grünschloß


