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PREFACE

‘Mr Lely, I desire you would use all your skill to paint my picture truly like me, and not flatter me at all; but remark all these roughnesses, pimples, warts, and everything as you see me; otherwise I will never pay a farthing for it.’

– Oliver Cromwell1

This book provides sketches of some of the great and popular classical composers, their world and their lives. It is for those who have neither the time nor the inclination to read the many enjoyable and excellent, but longer, individual biographies that are available.

I have accepted that:

The art of Biography 
Is different from Musicography.
Musicography is about Cellos 
But Biography is about Fellows.2

Readers wanting the analysis of individual works, so necessary for good performance, should turn to the longer studies or to programme notes.

This book emphasises the context, the setting in which the composers lived, what was going on at the time, some of the things that they might have talked about. Some readers might protest: surely, of all the arts, music is above all this mundane stuff. Of course, they might say, many novelists, dramatists and poets, Austen, Dickens, Ibsen, Brecht, to name but a few, deliberately described or reflected the world in which they lived; painters like Goya, Delacroix and Picasso responded to the events of their time. But musicians have always been rather different. Did not Sibelius claim that music is on a higher plane than everything else in this world?3 To this I would say: music may be, but composers are not. They lived, and do live, on Earth. Mozart did not write an opera for eternity, or for an ideal, but when there was a demand for one.4 Even though Beethoven was in a position to compose music for the sake of art alone, nobody would deny that events in France affected where he chose to live and influenced his ‘Eroica’ Symphony.

Many composers have been caught up directly in the events of their time: Michael Wise, a 17th-century English composer, was killed by the night watch for ‘stubborn and refractory language’5 during a brawl in Salisbury. In Austria, 250 years later, three shots fired by an American sentry tragically killed Anton Webern when he emerged from the house to smoke a contraband cigar.6 Wagner made a sensational escape from Dresden in 1848, was sheltered by Liszt, and was subsequently exiled for over a decade.

However, it is far beyond the scope of this book to explore the relationship between the works of a composer and his environment. That is a complex matter: Prokofiev’s Classical Symphony and Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony were each composed at times of great upheaval, the one, the most momentous revolution, and the other, the longest siege in history. Yet they are entirely different in character.

I shall not tread on such dangerous territory. I merely aim to turn up the lights on some selected aspects of the background scenery. By illuminating them, I necessarily and deliberately reduce the spotlight on the individual.

When to begin and end? I chose to start in the 1680s with Handel and Bach, and to finish with a selection of composers who were already well established in the first half of the 20th century. There is an underlying rationale to my choice, partly musical, partly just based on convenience.

By the time Handel and Bach were born, a number of familiar features of classical music were securely in place. The most obvious of these is the sense of key, or tonality, which enables listeners to recognise an obviously ‘wrong’ note, and feel comfortable when the music has ended on the ‘right’ one. Much of the pleasure in listening to music is actually provided by the tension as the music moves away from the initially established key and reverts back to it.7

I chose to draw to a close when that sense of key broke down. An outraged Camille Saint-Saëns thought he saw the end coming with Richard Strauss, who was then considered avant-garde. ‘The completest liberty reigns’, Saint-Saëns complained. ‘While one group of instruments covers one tonality, another has no scruples about battling with its neighbour, while the voices travel along elsewhere.’8

As it happens, our ears sense that conventional tonality survived, in one form or other, long beyond Saint-Saëns, and thus I continue for some time after Strauss. However, the decision to exclude those composers whose main works are called ‘atonal’ enabled me to draw a line in the first half of the 20th century. I did this with relief: I did not relish the considerable challenge of doing sufficient justice to the 20th century and the times and lives of Schoenberg’s group and its successors. But I felt that I should include several whose principal compositions are ‘tonal’ in character, who were active in the early decades of the 20th century and lived long into it. So, in the end, my line became increasingly blurred as I wandered on. I do not think that matters.

Having drawn some boundaries, albeit arbitrary, I faced the question: which composers to include? What about Henry Purcell, England’s renowned master, the composer of Dido’s Lament, ‘When I am laid in earth’? He was at his height in the 1680s. He ‘began to shew his Great skill before the reforme of musick, al Italliana, and, while he was in warm pursuit of it, Dyed, but a greater musical genius England never had’.9 However, unfortunately, we know little about Purcell, this ‘amazing shadowy musical figure’.10 Only at the beginning of the 18th century, with Handel and Bach, do the lives of most of the individual composers emerge in something approaching full colour.

Or I might have been tempted to begin with ‘the shrewd avarice and great pomp’11 of Jean-Baptiste Lully who died in the 1680s. The glittering but mind-numbingly rigid court of Louis XIV, the Sun-King, could have made a good story with a contemporary flavour. Imitating the rapacity of his monarch, Lully secured, for himself and his heirs, a complete monopoly over opera. He thus became one of the richest musicians there has ever been. He augmented his earnings with realestate speculation.12 He was bisexual. Being fleet of foot in every sense (like his monarch, he was a skilled and graceful ballet dancer),13 his end was appropriate. In his day, and long afterwards, conductors beat time by banging the floor, or a desk, with a cane. Fate caught up with Lully, when conducting a Te Deum: he missed the floor and stabbed his foot; it turned gangrenous;14 so he died. But Lully’s monopoly constrained the progress of music in France, and to start with him would have given him undue prominence. Hence, my first chapters are about Handel and Bach.

For chapter headings, I have somewhat arbitrarily chosen composers who are generally regarded as ‘popular’. So Puccini qualifies, but Gluck and Weber, to name but two, who on any measure of excellence should have deserved a full chapter, do not. With the twentieth century, I become increasingly selective. The more glaring omissions, I have mentioned en passant.

What to include? I have had to be ruthless in my choice of background material, cultural, social, military and political. If I were not, this book would turn into a comprehensive history of Europe. Certain chapters, particularly the earlier ones, require more background material to ‘get the story going’. Equally, various parts of the scenery must be painted in some detail if those sitting in the audience are to gain a reasonable impression of what is being portrayed on the stage. So, I make liberal use of footnotes to relegate information which might otherwise impede the flow of the narrative. This detail, which readers can read or ignore at their choice, provides a counterpoint to the main themes in the text.

A caveat is necessary. In some cases, considerable mythology has grown up around the lives of composers, Mozart’s death being an obvious example. Stories have been handed down and gained credibility. Biography is often written by people who want to force their version onto the record. Fanny Burney’s Memoirs of her father Doctor Burney, author of the four-volume General History of Music published towards the end of the 18th century, is a notorious case of this.15 As to accuracy, I enjoyed one 19th-century biographer’s admission: ‘I should not be in the least surprised to discover some thirty or forty inaccuracies among the countless masses of minute detail which go to make up this biography.’ A footnote provided by the translator adds acidly ‘perhaps a hundred would be nearer the mark’.16 Auto-biography, particularly by a ‘Romantic’ such as Berlioz, is arguably even more untrustworthy, which will be of no surprise to modern readers familiar with autobiographies of politicians and others.

I have sometimes drawn on material from contemporary literature. For example, I found the novels of Stendhal and Balzac helpful in looking at France in the first half of the 19th century, and Zola subsequently. The background portrayed by those authors is intended to be reasonably authentic, even if they too have wanted ‘to make a point’. And their perceptions are contemporary. I have, however, regarded historical novels as unreliable: because they portray a period much earlier than the time at which the novel was issued, there is more room for confusion between fact and fiction.

Some readers may feel that much of my material is too earthy. For this I make no apology, although I emphasise that this is not intended to be a book about composers’ sex lives. Just as it is interesting to know that Schubert and Scriabin, Mozart, Mahler and Ravel were tiny, it is relevant that Scriabin seduced a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl,17 Janá[image: 2]ek and Bartók married pupils who were almost (although not quite) ‘under age’ under current British definitions, and Tchaikovsky’s taste in boys would be suspect at a time when the press focuses so much on paedophilia. Sex, of varying sorts, plays such a part in most people’s lives that it cannot be ignored. If, for some, this tarnishes the image, too bad; it makes the individual human.

The achievement of the composers makes me very humble. Put aside art, for a moment. Handel’s enormous output includes more than 2,000 arias. The first page of Bach’s manuscript of the St Matthew Passion contains less than twenty seconds of a work lasting two and a half hours. On that page alone are at least 450 individual notes written on 24 staves. This is just the first item in the work. Twenty pages later, there is a page of music which lasts about two seconds longer: it contains about 800 notes, countless sharps, flats, naturals, rests and words.

Imagine, if you can, the effect of the delay between conceiving the music in the ear and writing it down. Imagine the sheer physical effort needed to write this, to obtain and rule the paper, with none of our modern facilities such as electric light to lengthen the working day. The Bach-Gesellschaft edition amounts to around 50 volumes and that does not include Bach’s compositions which never survived beyond his own lifetime. The piled up volumes of the Mozart edition on display in Salzburg measure over six feet high. Mozart also wrote voluminous correspondence. Grieg is said to have written more than 17,000 letters.18

Or, travel forward in time from Mozart and imagine Berlioz struggling to put on concerts in Paris in the 1830s ‘with no telephone, no secretary, no publicity machine, no regular backers, no permanent orchestra and nobody to assemble the players but himself ’.19 How did the composers have the time to do it, or to relax? These were people I would love to have met. This, to a limited extent, is what I have tried to do.

One of the interesting aspects of getting to ‘know’ them has been to see where so many of them lived and worked. I sometimes have been asked why that has been necessary. I can find no better answer than to quote some words of the leading conductor Bruno Walter: ‘I once saw at Stefan Zweig’s Salzburg home Beethoven’s wooden desk, to the eye a soberly uninteresting object without distinguishing features. But it caused a hardly bearable tumultuous onrush of imagination, pictures, memories, thoughts and sentiments.’20

It has been a privilege for me to visit places where the composers lived. It seemed incredible to be high up in the old city of Bergamo and hold the original manuscript of Donizetti’s L’Elisir d’Amore; and to sit in a Russian Conservatoire and hold an autograph book containing entries from most of the leading mid- to late-19th-century composers. It was thrilling to find the country house in Slovakia where Schubert stayed for two summer vacations, to find the farm in Moravia which Smetana’s father wanted him to run, to see the miniature palace on the Ukrainian steppe where Liszt wooed his princess.

Although my bibliography shows considerable breadth of coverage, I cannot claim to have done any significant primary research. Even then, there is a vast corpus of literature about these composers and the world in which they lived; I can only claim to have touched the tip of the iceberg. I am totally indebted to my sources. I trust I have acknowledged them all.* 

 Sadly, so much of all that the composers knew and left behind has been destroyed. Joseph II, Holy Roman Emperor in the 18th century, said that war was a ‘horrible thing … much worse than I had imagined … the ruin of so many innocent people’.21 The cultural damage has also been appalling, whether in the Leipzig of Bach, Mendelssohn and Schumann; the Vienna of Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Brahms, Mahler and Bruckner; the Warsaw of Chopin; the Weimar of Bach and Liszt; or the Dresden of Weber and Wagner. At this distance in time, it is difficult to comprehend why the asylum near Bonn in which Schumann died, or the monument over his grave, should have been wrecked in the Second World War; presumably there was some good military reason. There is a poignancy about the war memorials in the great church in Lübeck, a city that figures in the lives of Handel and Bach. There, one can see a memorial for the Germans killed in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71; also, the two bells which had sounded over the city for 434 and 273 years now lying shattered on the ground where they fell on the night before Palm Sunday 1942. The human and cultural loss stands as an awesome reminder that requiems for war are many-sided.

In the mid 1700s, the peer and poet Lord Cornbury asked Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, known for describing her travels through Europe, for her ‘sincere opinion’ of his poetry. She wrote: ‘I was not so barbarous to tell him that his verses were extremely stupid (as God knows they were) … I contented myself with representing to him … that it was not the business of a man of quality to turn author, and that he should confine himself to the applause of his friends, and by no means venture on the press.’22 I hope that even those of my friends who look askance at a claim by me to be a man of quality will concede that I have written something which readers will enjoy, and which will help them learn a bit more about the history of music, the people involved and the times they lived in. Readers may even feel that ‘Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose’?

PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

This edition incorporates several minor improvements. Also, hopefully, it gives due credit to the much-derided Emperor Joseph for his patronage of Mozart, patronage which has recently been emphasised by Derek Beales in his magisterial second volume Joseph II: Against the World 1780–1790 (Cambridge, 2009). To the emperor, the world should be eternally grateful; to the professor, I must add my own thanks.

Michael Steen, Mattingley 

*Many of my sources have provided quotations which it would be foolish to try to paraphrase. Their attribution in the narrative would break the continuity. To find the source, readers should turn to the References.









PRELUDE
 

THE ITALIAN AND GERMAN



BACKGROUND

Allegro, ma non troppo, un poco maestoso. These tempo markings at the start of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, and words such as sonata, concerto and opera remind us of Italy’s enduring influence on music. Handel and Mozart both went there to gain experience. Bach and Haydn never visited Italy, but Haydn composed numerous Italian operas and Bach’s first biographer dared to claim that he began to ‘think musically’ only after he had studied and transcribed some of Vivaldi’s violin concertos.1 So, if we wish to look at the Continental European setting for the late baroque period,* clearly it is in Italy that we should start. Besides, as Joseph Addison, journalist of The Tatler and The Spectator, observed around 1700, ‘there is certainly no Place in the World, where a Man may travel with greater Pleasure and Advantage than in Italy’.4

Addison added that in Italy is ‘the great School of Musick and Painting’.5 Indeed, when he was there, Antonio Vivaldi was based in Venice, and Alessandro Scarlatti in Naples. Rome was home of Arcangelo Corelli, known as ‘Il Bolognese’ because he was trained in Bologna, which was famed for the quality of its instrumental music.6 In Florence, the birthplace of opera,** Bartolomeo Cristofori had recently manufactured the first piano; and in Cremona, about 50 miles from Milan, Antonio Stradivari was making violins. Handel and Bach were but teenagers.

Italy in the 17th century was very different from the nation we think of today. As a country, it did not exist. The peninsula was divided by the Papal States, the ‘seamless garment of Christ’,8 ruled by the Pope. The States were a large area, and cut right across the middle, from the mouth of the River Po to a point some 80 miles south of Rome. Further to the south, the Spanish Habsburgs ruled in Sicily and in Naples, which was then Europe’s fourth largest city, somewhat smaller than Paris. To the north, there were several small states. There were republics in Venice and Genoa. There were decaying duchies, such as Tuscany, Parma and Modena, which were ruled by relicts of the formidable families of a bygone age, the Medici, the Farnese and the d’Este. From Turin, then the capital of Piedmont, the Duke of Savoy ruled territories which reached up to Lake Geneva. The Spanish Habsburgs ruled in Milan.

The complicated components of Italy were relatively straightforward compared to the ragbag of territories over the Alps, which owed allegiance to the Viennese branch of the ubiquitous Habsburg family. The head of this German branch had a grandiloquent and confusing title, the ‘Holy Roman Emperor’. It was in his ‘Empire’ that so many leading composers were born; there, to a great extent because of the Habsburgs, or despite them, several made their career. So, as well as looking briefly at the background in Venice, Rome, Florence and Naples, we must also visit Germany. We shall conclude this Prelude by looking at some aspects of the music of the period and particularly at the Italian Opera, which could be attended by those gentlemen like Addison when doing the Grand Tour, and which followed them back to London. We shall meet some musical celebrities including the castrati whose presence is, to us, such an extraordinary aspect of the time.

VENICE

Our usual image of Italy in the 18th century is of Venice, the city of Canaletto. We picture St Mark’s Square, the lagoon, gondoliers in bright clothes plying their trade along the Grand Canal near the Rialto Bridge. We think of the Carnival and the magnificent festivals, such as Ascension Day, when the ruler, the Doge, sailed out in his ornate barge to drop a ring into the sea, thereby signifying the marriage between the Republic and the  Adriatic. The reality was more reminiscent of Canaletto’s picture of The Stonemasons’ Yard, with its labouring stonemasons, its women at work, washing, spinning, shouting, and nursing a bawling, urinating child (see colour plate 1).9 The odour from the canals, sewers of filth, was inde-scribable. It was easy to slip on the paving and fall in, because there were no railings on the bridges. Visitors were therefore advised to beware of the four Ps: ‘Pietra bianca, Putana, Prete and Pantalone’, which, translated, are ‘a white stone, a whore, a priest, and the last P may denote either mounte-banks and jugglers, or the nobility themselves, that being a nickname given them by the vulgar’.10 Like most major cities at the time, Venice was full of beggars and prostitutes.

This ‘great Town half floated by a Deluge’11 had a magnificent musical tradition, especially at St Mark’s. In the 16th century, Andrea Gabrieli had directed its music. His nephew Giovanni* had studied under the Flemish master Orlando di Lasso, and on his return was a magnet attracting others to come to Venice. Claudio Monteverdi, whose Orfeo, produced in 1607, was ‘unquestionably the first masterpiece of operatic history’,13 spent the second half of his life working at St Mark’s.** Venice became pre-eminent in opera.

Monteverdi died in 1643. The next Italian composer whose name most of us recognise today is that of Antonio Vivaldi, memorable for The Four Seasons. He was born in Venice in early 1678. He became the leading concerto composer of his time and boasted that he could compose a concerto faster than it could be copied.* He composed 500 concertos16 and also claimed to have composed 94 operas.17

 Among the entertainments attended by those doing the Grand Tour were the weekend concerts at the Pietà, where Vivaldi first worked as a brilliant maestro di violino and as an ineffectual priest. The number of foundlings abandoned by their parents or by desperate unmarried mothers was one of the bleakest aspects of 18th-century society. Unwanted girls were placed in the Pietà which was one of the four conservatorio or orphanages. The Pietà specialised in music and also accepted girls who were not orphans. ‘I assure you, there is no more delightful sight than a pretty young nun wearing a white robe and a bouquet of pomegranate flowers in her hair, leading an orchestra with incomparable grace and with the proper feeling’, wrote one visitor.18

Despite its musical accomplishments, Venice and much of the rest of Italy were in decline. Venice was no longer a supreme maritime power, dominating the trade in the Eastern Mediterranean. It was not the first, nor the last, great power to become a mere resort for tourists.

The discovery of America and the sea-route to the Indies had caused this decay. Also, as Addison recorded, ‘the Venetians are in continual Apprehensions from the Turk’,19 the vast Ottoman Empire ruled by the Sultan in Constantinople. In the opening storm scene of Otello, Verdi’s Moor of Venice arrives in Cyprus proclaiming ‘Esultate!’ at a Turkish defeat.** In the middle of the 17th century, the Turk was still a significant threat: Venice’s treasury was depleted by over 90 per cent as a consequence of a 24-year war about Crete, one of the Republic’s oldest possessions.21 The defeat was publicly presented as a success, in pictures of valour and heroism.

Rather than crushing Venice, the Turks headed north. In 1683, led by ‘the scourge of mankind’,22 Grand Vizier Kara Mustapha, they ravaged a large area of Hungary and Austria, and committed dreadful atrocities. An  army of 200,000 men besieged Vienna for 60 days. Other Christian countries felt threatened. So, an alliance led by the King of Poland defeated the Grand Vizier, who was renowned for his cruelty and appetites: he possessed 1,500 concubines who were guarded by 700 black eunuchs.23 But, no more; he was strangled; his head was chopped off and sent back to the Sultan in Constantinople.

The frontier between Christian and Infidel was in the Balkans, a short distance across the Adriatic from Venice. It was settled with Serbian Christian refugees,24 bred to resist the Turk. Territory in the Balkans, particularly the area around Belgrade, changed hands frequently and ferociously.25 One glorious Christian victory was celebrated by Vivaldi with a cantata, Juditha triumphans.26 But the Turkish problem persisted and continued to destabilise Europe until, in 1922, the British finally picked up the last expense account of Sultan Mehmet VI, amounting to £484.7s.4d.27 The legacy has remained.

The unpleasant realities of life in Venice, as in Italy generally, were relieved by Carnival, a bacchanalian relic of pagan times, meaning ‘farewell to flesh meat’.28 It ran for around eight weeks from the day after Epiphany, 7 January, until midnight on Shrove Tuesday, the day before the fasting season of Lent began. Carnival was a time for entertainment such as opera; there were races on the canals; bets could be placed at twenty different casinos. There were masked balls. Addison observed: ‘These Disguises give occasion to abundance of Love-Adventures … and I question not but the secret History of a Carnival would make a Collection of very diverting Novels.’29

ROME

While those on the Grand Tour went to Venice for Carnival, amusement and sex, they went to Rome for culture. ‘Whoever beholds the ruinous remains of ancient Rome may well say “Rome is no more”; but whoever turns his eyes towards the splendid palaces of new Rome, may justly say “Rome still flourishes”.’30 Grasping their classical texts, such as those by Horace, Virgil and Ovid, the visitors would gaze at a temple ‘parcelled into several divisions and let out by the Apostolic chamber to graziers as an inclosure for their bullocks &c.’, or at some granite object in the Forum, now used ‘for a drinking trough for sheep and oxen’.31 The visitors could languidly criticise the administration for allowing the inside of the decayed Coliseum to be ‘overrun with grass and weeds’.32 They could admire St Peter’s and moralise about the splendid palaces of the rich nobility, such as the Colonna and Barberini families, who were related to previous popes. They could speculate about the amount of Rome’s pecuniary wealth contributed by Roman Catholics in far-off lands.

Rome, like Venice, was smelly and unpleasant. The water of the River Tiber was ‘so thick and foul that it is not fit for horses to drink till it has been in flood two or three days’.33 In the summer months, when the heat was insufferable, most people stayed indoors during daytime. There was a saying at the time: ‘None but dogs, idiots and Frenchmen walk the streets in the day-time.’*34

To distract the masses, Rome also had its Carnival. This tended to be confined to the week before Lent. One could watch the horses being raced riderless along the Corso. A great prelate, such as Cardinal Ottoboni, would have operas performed in his private theatre, to which he allowed public access. The Popes took an ambivalent attitude to the lewder aspects of Carnival. One, at the end of the 16th century, raised gibbets and whipping posts to overawe his subjects. On the other hand, Pope Clement IX wrote librettos and authorised the building of a large theatre. In the 1720s, Benedict XIII, a reforming Pope, found it easiest to turn a blind eye to it all and shut himself up in a monastery for the season.35

FLORENCE AND NAPLES

In the magnificent city of Florence, there were fewer inhibitions: it was said of Cardinal Gian Carlo de Medici that ‘if there was a beautiful woman to be had in Florence, he was determined to enjoy her favours at any time and cost’.36 Although this might cast doubt on the proposition that ‘the old Medici line was spent’,37 the descendants of Lorenzo the Magnificent, who had recently brought the scientist Galileo to Florence, were actually reaching the end of the road. The prim Grand Duke Cosimo III now aped King Louis XIV, with whom he had nothing in common, ‘being arrogant, pretentious, extravagant and not very intelligent’.38 The only bright spot was his homosexual son,39 Ferdinando, a connoisseur and composer, whose patronage attracted several musicians to Florence, including Alessandro Scarlatti, his son Domenico and Handel.40

Naples was praised for its grandeur, ‘the Beauty of its Pavement, the Regularity of its Buildings, the Magnificence of its Churches and Convents’.41 There were few antiquities of any value to be seen because the Roman remains at Pompeii and Herculaneum had yet to be discovered, and anything good had been sent back to Spain.42 But tourists could marvel at the Bay of Naples and go on an expedition up Vesuvius. They were advised to carry firearms in Naples: ‘few cities are more dangerous after dark’ and many of its people were ‘trained up to rob and murder’.43 The Neapolitans were anyway a disputatious lot, and the city was full of lawyers. Addison tells of a Pope asking a Neapolitan marquis ‘to furnish him with thirty thousand Head of Swine’; the marquis answered ‘that for his Swine, he could not spare them, but if his Holiness had occasion for thirty thousand Lawyers, he had them at his Service’.44

Among the unattractive aspects of Italy, none was more noticeable than the poverty. In Naples, it was exacerbated by high taxes, levied particularly regressively on the coarser meat eaten by the poor. Addison observed that the people in Parma and Modena ‘would live in great Plenty amidst so rich and well cultivated a Soil, were not the Taxes and Impositions so very exorbitant; for the Courts are much too splendid and magnificent for the Territories that lie about them’.45 He also said that ‘this Desolation appears no where greater than in the Pope’s Territories’.46 He continued: ‘His State is thin of Inhabitants, and a great Part of his Soil uncultivated. His subjects are wretchedly poor and idle, and have neither sufficient Manufactures nor Traffick to employ them.’47 For a good Protestant and Englishman, this could readily be blamed on a Church which ‘shuts up in Cloisters such a Multitude of young and lusty Beggars, who instead of increasing the common Stock by their Labour and Industry, lie as a dead Weight on their Fellow-Subjects, and consume the Charity that ought to support the Sickly, Old and Decrepid’.48 Brigandage was obviously attributable to the many pilgrims, that is, foreigners.

GERMANY: THE HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE AND THE HABSBURGS

Whereas Italy may appear to have been fragmented, Germany was kaleidoscopic: it comprised around 360 individual states, 1,800, if all the estates of the Imperial Knights of the south-west are included.49 This agglomeration was ruled by bishops and abbots, dukes, margraves and counts, and the like. Lands were often divided between sons, rather than being bequeathed to the eldest. Thus, by 1618, in the little state of Anhalt, itself hardly larger than Essex, there were four principalities,50 one of which was Cöthen, where Bach would spend over five years of his life.

Germany was held together by the ‘Holy Roman Empire’, which goes back to the coronation of Charlemagne in Rome in 800 AD, and which became a national political entity around the time of the first millennium. Centuries later, it was to be described by the French writer and wit Voltaire as neither Holy, nor Roman, nor an Empire. By the 1600s, the Emperor* was elected by three spiritual princes, the Archbishops of Mainz, Cologne and Trier, together with four secular princes from Bohemia, the Palatinate, Brandenburg and Saxony.

The Elector of Bohemia, the area within a hundred miles radius of Prague, was a Habsburg. He was also Archduke of Austria and, in his capacity as King of Hungary, he had the right to exercise a veto in the conclave which chose the Pope.5l The Elector of the Palatinate, based in Heidelberg, ruled territories on the upper reaches of the Rhine and Danube; the Elector of Brandenburg, whose chief city was Berlin, had recently inherited Prussia with its fine city of Königsberg (today, Kaliningrad); and the Elector of Saxony resided in Dresden. There were two 17th-century electoral creations, the Elector of Bavaria, in 1620, and the Elector of Hanover, in 1692.

The Empire came under the sway of the Habsburgs who controlled it by using already well-honed techniques, particularly the careful choice of appointments, a euphemism for cash, and the residual threat of force. The Habsburgs, whose family tree can be found on page 970, ran a kind of global family property concern, whose managers were focused on growth and on passing the group of subsidiaries and related companies to the next generation. The family had concluded some acquisitive marriages in the 15th century.** These brought in Burgundy with the Netherlands, Castile and Aragon in the Spanish peninsula, and Hungary. Naples and Granada were conquered, as were swathes of America.53

France was beyond the Habsburgs’ control, regrettably. But they surrounded it, a factor which might be said to have affected the French psyche until today. The French Bourbons (whose family tree may be found on page 969) stood in the way of the Habsburgs getting from their southern territories in the Mediterranean to their northern territories. The Habsburgs had to go round the outside, hence the strategic importance of the Alpine route through the Grisons in Switzerland, the Rhineland and Bavaria. The French impediment then suited other countries, such as England, which was concerned with maintaining the delicate, fragile balance of power in Europe.

In 1556, the mighty Emperor Charles V retired to a monastery (for us, to re-emerge three centuries later in Verdi’s opera Don Carlos). He divided his vast possessions.* The Netherlands, Italy and Spain went to his ascetic son Philip II, who had recently married, as his second wife, ‘Bloody’ Mary Tudor. He gave the Holy Roman Empire to his brother Ferdinand and his descendants.

Occasionally, family concerns like the Habsburgs face a crisis, as they did when Emperor Matthias died childless in 1619. This event unleashed religious differences and a struggle for power. The three other secular electors were by then Protestant, as was much of the nobility of Bohemia, while the Habsburgs were Catholic. The family backed one of their members, Ferdinand of Styria,** on the understanding that he would permit Spanish troops to pass through his lands on their way north. The Jesuit-educated Ferdinand refused to guarantee the arrangements for Protestant worship in Bohemia, and his legates were thrown out of the window of Prague castle, only to be saved almost miraculously by landing on the soft dung-heap outside. The Elector of the Palatinate was then given the crown of Bohemia by the Protestant rebels, but his forces were defeated by Ferdinand at the Battle of the White Mountain, near Prague. It was a bloody business: for a week after the battle, Ferdinand’s troops were given licence to do what they wanted. At the behest of the Jesuits, there was then a massive expulsion of Protestants.† 

THE THIRTY YEARS WAR

So began the Thirty Years War, one of the most devastating wars in the history of Germany.55 Onto the stage stepped generals whom we would now regard as no better than thugs. There was Ferdinand’s predatory henchman, a Jesuit-educated convert from Protestantism, Adalbert von Wallenstein. He was known for ‘his ungovernable temper, his disregard for human life, his unsteady nerves, his immutable chastity, his faith in astrology’.56 There was Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden, the golden king, the Lion of the North, laying waste as he went, in order that the land could not support another army. And there was the cruel Bernard, Duke of Saxe-Weimar, a part of Germany that was to figure prominently in the lives of Bach and Liszt.

There are stories of Ferdinand’s troops slaughtering children in the cellars, throwing women out of the upper windows of the houses, and boiling a housewife in her own cauldron; stories of the Swedes sprinkling gunpowder on their prisoners and setting fire to their clothes; of the Bavarians shutting the gates of a town, firing the walls, training guns on the gates and shooting at the people as they tried to escape the flames. Both sides made it their business to burn everything they passed in hostile country. One of the worst atrocities was at Magdeburg, on the River Elbe: fire destroyed the city even though its burghers had wished to surrender it. Only about 5,000 of its 30,000 inhabitants survived, mostly women whom the victors had abducted to their camp.* With war came dreadful disease, particularly bubonic plague.58

The peace congress at Westphalia in 1648 at which the Thirty Years War was eventually concluded had been sitting for nearly a year when the delegates found that they were still unclear about the reasons for the war. When a treaty was finally agreed, Germany experienced the consequences of demobilisation: the Swedes, for example, had to demobilise nearly 100,000 soldiers, mainly Germans without hope for the future. On the Habsburg side, about 200,000 men and women were robbed of their sole means of existence. In some cases, the soldiers took to the hills and formed robber bands.59

While the religious wars lasted, music could not prosper. Heinrich Schütz, arguably the leading figure in 17th-century German music, had been recruited to Dresden after studying in Venice with Giovanni Gabrieli. He managed to escape to work in Denmark at various times during the war. Other distinguished composers whose lives were severely disrupted were Samuel Scheidt at Halle, and Johann Hermann Schein at St Thomas’ Church in Leipzig. Leipzig was besieged six times and it was occupied four times by hostile troops. There was so little food for the choristers that they had to be sent home.60

The limited scope for culture in Germany at this time is perhaps illustrated by Heinrich Schütz’s ‘boss’, Elector Johann Georg of Saxony, whose main form of relaxation was to carouse, box his dwarf ’s ears, gorge homely foods and swill beer. If necessary, he would pour the dregs of his tankard over a servant’s head as a signal for more.61

The Habsburgs in Vienna, however, were cultured and musically talented; this boded well for the future. Emperor Ferdinand III, who ruled from 1637, in the second half of the Thirty Years War, wrote instrumental music and opera. His son, Emperor Leopold I, wrote an oratorio, and his Sacrificio d’Abramo established the form for the oratorio used in Holy Week. Both emperors are accorded the accolade of ‘Master’ by a 20th-century expert on baroque music.62 Leopold’s son Charles VI, it was said at the time, ‘not only plays on several instruments, but is also a perfect master of the rules of composition’.63 His family, possibly the most important patrons of music, were unlikely to be well-disposed towards ‘taking any nonsense’ from some ‘upstart’ like Mozart.64

SOME ASPECTS OF MUSIC IN THE ‘LATE BAROQUE ’ 

Even at the risk of considerable oversimplification, it is helpful to appreciate some of the features of the music of the late 17th century which distinguish it from earlier music. In Palestrina’s Missa Papae Marcelli, written in the 1560s, or the Miserere of Gregorio Allegri, written half a century later, we hear equally balanced lines being played or sung in an ensemble: the rhythms are very subtle and the music seems almost to float. Later, in the works of Corelli and Vivaldi, there is more obvious propulsion: the bass propels the music forward and both treble and bass provide an increased sense of key.65

In this later period, we often hear separate groups of musicians, perhaps string bands or trumpets, sometimes located in different galleries, echoing each other, alternating, even competing with each other. It is said that the term concerto is derived from the Italian word ‘concertare’, to compete. By the time of the classical concerto, the virtuoso soloist and orchestra converse back and forth about the same themes.66

Also, in this new style, each composition or number, such as an aria, was intended to reflect a single, specific and usually somewhat exaggerated emotion or feeling. As well as being consistent with the pathos of the baroque visual arts, this mood provided a sense of unity without which the music risked becoming diffuse and unco-ordinated.* The single mood might portray, say, violent pain, deep sorrow, exuberant joy, passionate love or anger. Individual instruments were associated with certain moods: there were pompous horns, proud bassoons, harsh cornets, modest flutes, heroic kettledrums, flattering lutes, grumbling bass fiddles.68

Unity was also provided by the use of imitation, the repetition of a melody. Although this technique was not new, the imitation now became more structured, as in the fugue, in which the same ‘subject’ enters in each voice successively and is then developed further. Occasionally, composers used considerable ingenuity in writing ‘canons’ in which the same theme may perhaps be played lengthened, shortened, backwards or upside down, or backwards and upside down, by different voices or instruments all at the same time.69 Bach was particularly skilled at exhausting all the imitative possibilities and usually, at the same time, producing a beautiful work.70

Contrast was often provided by combining different movements, perhaps slow and fast, together in one overall work. Dances would be assembled in one suite. The French suite was a free anthology; the German suite contained only three basic movements, the allemande, the courante and the sarabande, with the gigue appearing optionally.71

Many of these aspects are found in the instrumental works of Vivaldi. The virtuoso violin would alternate with repeats of similar material played by the string orchestra. He used this structure for the outer movements, recognisable for their drive and verve, and he placed a slow movement in the middle. He was himself perhaps the first virtuoso violinist, amazing his listeners with his skill, playing ‘at unbelievable speed, astonishing everyone’.72

Vivaldi is best known to us by his concertos which he called The Four Seasons.* They are descriptive and portray something non-musical, such as a hunt, a storm, the murmuring of waves, the blowing of zephyrs, or sleep. Vivaldi preceded each of the four concertos by a short poem in which he described the images and events depicted.**73

[image: 20101119T103022005_0033_001]

Claudio Monteverdi, or perhaps Antonio Stradivari / Antonio Vivaldi 

ITALIAN OPERA – THE BUSINESS

Some might say that the development of opera was the most important achievement of the Italian composers of the time. Opera received considerable support from the authorities. It is ‘the most easily assimilable of musical genres and can be enjoyed without the need for any great appreciation of music’.74 It was thus a suitable means of entertaining royalty and the aristocracy; he who pays the piper calls the tune.* 

 Opera was also politically correct, because tragedy taught virtues such as obedience, heroism, loyalty; comedy ridiculed misbehaviour. Indeed, the shape of the opera house reinforced the social structure. The theatre of St John Chrysostom, the largest in Venice, had five tiers of 35 boxes for the upper classes, the floor below being filled with the middle class and visitors. Venice was the first city to allow admission just on payment for a ticket. Gondoliers were admitted free of charge to the empty seats on the floor.76

 By 1700, Venice had at least six opera houses; apparently 1,274 operas were performed there during the 18th century.77 The ambitious court of Hanover, whose elector would eventually become King of England, even maintained a permanent box at the opera in Venice. The other main centre for opera was in Naples. Rome had a leading opera house until Pope Innocent XII, against the protestation of his cardinals, razed it in 1697.

The opera performance usually began at 7 pm and ended at 11 pm. In Venice, the audience was often attired in cloaks and masks, so there was usually no need to dress up. At Carnival or Ascension-time, many would go on afterwards to a masked ball.

A special charge was made for the printed libretto, which was sold with a little candle to enable the buyer to read it in the darkened theatre. The opera would usually begin with an energetic first movement, or overture, to notify the audience that the opera was about to start. But watching the performance was ancillary. ‘Every lady’s box is the scene of tea, cards, cavaliers, servants, lapdogs, abbés, scandal and assignations.’78 Thus, there was no point in composing a work which demanded constant attention; it was better to write one during which two or three arias grabbed attention and stopped conversation. Some opera houses had other purposes. Naples’ Teatro della Pace had to be closed in 1749 because it was deemed a threat to public morals.79

An opera house was usually leased by a nobleman to an impresario who took the considerable commercial risk of promoting operas and managing all the artistic and business aspects. The box-office receipts rarely covered more than 75 per cent of the outgoings, so the operating loss had to be financed by sales of merchandise.80 An important source of revenue was the casino business run in the front of the house.

Whereas the composer was comparatively poorly paid, the impresario had the chance to make a fortune, as Vivaldi found and did, becoming vain and conceited in the process. Equally, the impresario could lose the lot, as Vivaldi also discovered when, laden with financial commitments to stage managers and others, he quite suddenly ceased to be popular. When he was spurned and his productions were cancelled or flopped, he blamed the disaster on his reputation for being a lapsed priest, and his reputed affair with his prima donna, Anna Girò, who had ‘a very slim waist, beautiful eyes, lovely hair, a charming mouth’.81 However, an equally probable cause of his downfall was the bane of the entertainment world, fashion. Vivaldi had been superseded in Italy by Johann Adolph Hasse, Il Sassone (the Saxon), husband of the international soprano Faustina Bordoni. Hasse commuted between Dresden, Naples and Vienna.

ITALIAN OPERA – THE CONTENT

What was Italian opera like at that time? The opera consisted of arias using expressive melody, known as baroque bel canto, which enabled the different qualities of the voice to be demonstrated and the mood and sentiment of the character to be expressed. Sometimes there was an instrumental section called Sinfonia which depicted a storm or provided a funeral march. Speech-like recitative, often very beautiful, was used to take the action forward. The chorus, an ensemble of soloists, was usually restricted to the finale.* 

Sometimes sections were borrowed from other operas by the same composer, or other composers. And some operas, known as pasticcios, had each act or section composed by a different composer.

The story usually involved heroes drawn from Greek, Roman and Biblical history and legend, such as those portrayed by the French dramatists Corneille and Racine, and the Flemish painter Rubens.** The players were often transported through the air by expensive machinery which was also essential for simulating apparitions, sea storms, conflagrations and miracles. The English dramatist John Gay jeered in his spoof, The Beggar’s Opera, saying ‘an opera must end happily … no matter how absurdly things are brought about’.83 A ‘deus ex machina’ would appear suddenly in the final act and bring about the happy conclusion.

The singers were desperate to grab the attention of the noisy audience. They did this by demonstrating virtuosity in three styles: the cantabile, the grazioso and the bravura. Thus, the music tended to reflect standard moods, such as rage, triumph, or jealousy, rather than the personality of the character being portrayed.84

The opera soon degenerated into something like a costume concert. The voices competed with flute or cornet in virtuosity; a scene would be ended with an ‘exit aria’, aimed more at creating an opportunity for applause than at unfolding the drama. If a singer did not approve of an aria, he or she simply substituted another from the repertory, regardless of its irrelevance. In the 1700s, a leading poet, Pietro Metastasio, and the slightly older Zeno, began to institute improvements. But Metastasio’s dramas nevertheless still ‘swarm with impossible heroes of magnanimity and renunciation … heroic sons and daughters; intriguers and conspirators, who are inevitably pardoned; with attempts at suicide as invariably frustrated’.85

Addison protested: ‘The Poetry of ’em is generally so exquisitely ill, as the Musick is good. The Arguments are often taken from some celebrated Action of the ancient Greeks and Romans, which sometimes looks ridiculous enough, for who can endure to hear one of the rough old Romans squeaking thro’ the Mouth of an Eunuch.’86

THE STARS AND THE CASTRATI

The works were often specifically tailored to individual ‘famous’ singers, stars, who operated internationally. They were paid spectacular sums and had correspondingly inflated egos.87 Once the particular star had moved on, the opera was shelved, because the work was no longer relevant or a commercial proposition.

The stars included Francesca Cuzzoni, Faustina Bordoni and the castrati Annibali, Bernacchi, Senesino and Farinelli. One traveller summed them up. ‘Some of these Singers, however, seem to despise all oeconomy’, he wrote. ‘And they get large Sums without much trouble, so they lavishly spend them by keeping elegant Tables, wearing rich Dresses, and other extravagances; but throw away still more by Gaming.’88 Farinelli went on to become director of royal entertainments in Spain. Another castrato, Caffarelli, purchased a dukedom.89
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CELEBRITIES: SOPRANOSAND CASTRATI IN HANDEL’S TIME

Faustina Bordoni (1) – this portrait of the Venetian soprano and wife of Hasse can be seen at the Handel House, London. The castrati such as ‘Farinelli’ (2), Giovanni Carestini (3) and ‘Senesino’ (4) aroused much ribaldry: ‘Senesino’ was once mistaken by Horace Walpole for a fat old woman. The relative size of the male and female is lampooned in the caricature (5) of Senesino with Francesca Cuzzoni, the soprano from Parma, and another castrato Gaetano Berenstadt. Their vanity was equal.

To us, the castrati are one of the more surprising features of musical life in this period. Their volume, range and dexterity were considerable: Carestini could sing from the A below middle C, up to top A.90 The timbre was described as ‘clear and piercing as that of choir boys and much more powerful; they appear to sing an octave above the natural voice of women … their voices have something dry and harsh, quite different from the youthful softness of women; but they are brilliant, light, full of sparkle.’91 A modern author says that Farinelli’s vocal cadenzas ‘appear to have been lifted out of a violin concerto’.92

Poor parents, with a son aged between seven and twelve, could easily be tempted with the prospect of a son becoming a celebrity. A few castrati did, but most just became drudges in churches. The chances were poor. It has been estimated that about 4,000 boys were given the operation in Italy between 1600 and 1800.93 The doctors in Bologna were particularly specialist in the technique. The child was usually drugged with opium and put in a hot bath; alternatively, he would be knocked out by compressing the carotid arteries. A bath of milk might be used to soften the organs. Then the spermatic cord was severed and the boy probably plunged into a bath of icy water to slow the bleeding. Unlike the experience of a eunuch in the Turkish harem, full removal does not seem to have been applied. The estimates of the rate of mortality from the operation are so wide that one cannot draw meaningful conclusions, other than to suggest that there was probably about an even chance of survival.94

Following a successful operation, the child might be sent to the castrati training school in Naples. Apart from having a high voice, the boy, as he grew up, would be distinguishable from a normal adolescent by having abnormally large breasts, hips, thighs and neck, and by having no Adam’s apple and little body hair, except perhaps in the pubic area. They often grew very tall, and this made them well suited to act the part of a god or hero. Some apparently got married: they could ejaculate but they were infertile. We do not hear the wives’ views on this aspect of their career.

One may well wonder why this mutilation was undertaken. The answer is that eunuchs were necessary to supply the Church’s requirements. Small boys normally lacked the breath control, range and sustaining power, versatility and colour to perform the complex ornamentation required in church music in the last quarter of the 16th century.95

The obvious alternative, the adult female, was unavailable. The Church would not allow women to act or to sing in choirs:96 since St Augustine’s time, female theatrical performers and singers were associated with prostitution and loose living. In the chapter in the Bible which follows the much-read words about Love and Charity, St Paul wrote: ‘Let the women keep silence in the churches. For it is not permitted unto them to speak; but let them be in subjection, as also saith the law.’97 A recent Dean of Westminster resolved this embarrassment, even if selectively, by saying, candidly: ‘St Paul got this quite wrong!’98

Although the Church generally condemned mutilation (except for criminals),99 castration was sanctioned in a Papal Bull of Sixtus V as a practical expedient, especially if done for medical reasons, say ‘following an attack by a wild boar’ or ‘with’ the consent of the boy.100

The wide use of castrati in churches soon extended into opera. Thus the role of Orfeo, which we may associate with Kathleen Ferrier or Janet Baker, was actually written by Gluck for a castrato. It was first heard in Vienna in 1762. Mozart wrote parts for castrati;101 and one was a regular visitor to the family home in Salzburg. For 300 years, until 1898, there were castrati in St Peter’s in Rome.102

The use of castrati was interrupted when, in Napoleonic times, laws were enacted forbidding it. This coincided with a change of taste away from the highly stylised and formal Italian opera towards the more realistic dramatic works of Rossini and Meyerbeer. Opera buffa, about real people, also forced a return to the proper type of voice for the part. An early work of Meyerbeer, written in 1824, seems to have been the last opera with a castrato role.

The soprano-male concept endured in roles such as Cherubino in The Marriage of Figaro, Prince Orlovsky in Die Fledermaus and Octavian in Der Rosenkavalier. The prohibition on women singing in churches lasted well into the 19th century: the performance of Mozart’s Requiem by solo sopranos at Chopin’s funeral in Paris in 1849 needed special permission, which was only obtained with difficulty and some publicity.103 Even as late as 1903, Pius X, by some standards an enlightened Pope, in an attempt to restore the dignity of church music, tried to ban women in the church choir, and the use of instruments and even the organ, although with little success.104

 The castrati, the stars, such were the actors who performed Italian opera at the start of the 18th century, and such was the stage upon which they sang. It was a fragile existence. After Vivaldi, once so popular, fell from grace, he went to Vienna where he died in 1741 in complete obscurity and poverty. Hasse had superseded him in the top position.

Who was Hasse? He was idolised as ‘the undisputed ruler of Italian opera’.105 The wheel of fortune has turned again, and few of us would know a work by him. He was a contemporary of Handel and Bach, whose lives we shall now consider. For most musicians, including the castrati, Macbeth was surely right when he said:

Life’s but a walking shadow; a poor player,
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
And then is heard no more: it is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing.106

Only the reputation of a few has survived. Even for them, their reputation has, in many cases, had to be revived.
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Johann Adolf Hasse 

*Handel and Bach are sometimes called late baroque composers. Baroque was a term of abuse (like ‘gothic’), meaning a ‘mis-shapen pearl’.2 It ridiculed the way in which, in the visual arts, painters had no respect for beauty or tradition: art was now full of pathos and the sensational; the strict rules of the Greeks and Romans had been replaced. For music, the phrase is not particularly enlightening. Sometimes an analogy is drawn between the virtuoso coloratura singers and the gilded, splendidly ornate interiors of baroque churches; but there were also coloratura singers two centuries later. When music became mannered, as in the delicate works of François Couperin, it has been called rococo, by analogy with the parkland scenes of Antoine Watteau, where it never rains, and ‘the life of the shepherds and shepherdesses seems to be a succession of minuets’.3 Rococo is derived from the word rocaille, the artificial rockwork and pierced shell-work, seen in pavilions, pagodas and garden-houses.

** The first dramatic work with continuous music was Jacopo Peri’s Dafne, composed just before 1600.7

* Giovanni Gabrieli is credited with first coining the word sonata to warn performers that, as opposed to a cantata, the composition is intended for instrumentalists rather than singers. His publication in 1587 of concertos, as a tribute to his equally distinguished uncle, represents the first use of that term.12

** Orfeo was performed at the court of the Duke of Mantua, where Monteverdi at first worked and for whom he wrote many secular songs, called madrigals. His avant-garde style, including the use of prolonged dissonance, was publicly attacked by a theorist, thus providing an element of succès de scandale. Monteverdi was born on 15 May 1567 in Cremona. After the death of both his wife and his leading prima donna, and feeling undervalued at Mantua, he had a nervous breakdown. At this time, he wrote the Vespers. Soon after being dismissed from Mantua, he was appointed to Venice, where his services were well remunerated. In his last years he composed L’Incoronazione di Poppea and Il Ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria. Monteverdi’s long life included surviving the Venice plague of 1630–31, fending off a highwayman and extricating his son from the Inquisition. He was also in the duke’s retinue when he went to Hungary to fight the Turk, and to take the waters in Flanders.14

*Music was sold more often in the form of manuscript copy than as a printed edition. Since there was no copyright, the distribution of manuscript copies could be better controlled than that of printed ones; also manuscript was easier to read than printer’s type, where the short notes were troublesome, since the beams were seldom continuous. The printing of chords was clumsy.15 ** For the Italian, the Turks were defeated by Otello. The Englishman’s explanation was slightly different: the Turkish fleet of possibly 200 galleys ‘bearing up to Cyprus’ came to grief because a ‘desperate tempest hath so bang’d the Turks that their designment halts’.20

*More recently, Noel Coward expressed a similar view about Englishmen.

* ‘Salic’ law did not permit a female to be elected.

** The Habsburg principle was expressed in the hexameter, ‘Bella gerant alii, Tu, felix Austria, nube’, (let others wage war, you, happy Austria, marry!).52

* The portraits by Velasquez and other painters in the Habsburg courts show the protuberant jaw which Charles V and his father also bequeathed to so many descendants on both sides of their family.

** The area around Graz in Austria, later to be much loved by Schubert.

† Around this time, the Bohemian nobles who figure prominently in some later chapters, such as the Lobkowitz family, which supported Beethoven, were granted their lands.54 The defeat at the White Mountain gave a body blow to Bohemian national identity, a matter felt acutely by Smetana and Dvo[image: 4]ák, among other Czech composers in the 19th century.

* The numbers compare with contemporary horrors in, say, Ireland. At Wexford in October 1649, with Cromwellian soldiers out of control, it seems likely that 1,500 actual inhabitants were killed. At Drogheda, where Cromwell ordered the massacre, somewhere between 2,000 and 4,000 people died.57

* The mood was known by the curious term ‘affection’. The beauty of music and all art depends on both form and content. Coleridge, the English poet, praised Raphael’s paintings for the ‘balance, the perfect reconciliation, effected between the two conflicting principles of the free life, and of the confining form!’ He continued: ‘How entirely is the stiffness that would have resulted from the obvious regularity of the latter, fused and almost volatilized by the interpretation and electric flashes of the former.’67

* The Four Seasons are examples of the ‘concerto grosso’, in which the orchestra divided into the tutti on the one hand and the solo, or concertino, on the other. Vivaldi enlarged the solo passages until the violin became the dominant instrument of the whole ensemble; the tutti would often repeat a section on different scale steps of the home key, while in between, the virtuoso violin soared and modulated. The repeated sections were called ritornellos, or ‘little returns’.

** Nineteenth-century composers, such as Liszt and Richard Strauss, went further and wrote ‘programme’ music which purports to develop a narrative.

* This is consistent with Richard Strauss’ observation in prosperous Berlin just before the First World War: concert audiences comprised connoisseurs, whereas opera audiences were pleasure seekers, ‘nothing but bankers and shopkeepers’.75

* The aria was usually in three parts, the first two followed by a more ornamented repetition of the first, known to us as ‘Da Capo’. A familiar example is Handel’s ‘Why Do the Nations?’ An example of bel canto is his ‘I Know that my Redeemer Liveth’.

** These operas were known as opera serie. Comic opera, opera buffa, the text sometimes written by a dramatist such as Goldoni, became increasingly popular, and was much enjoyed by all classes. By the end of the 1740s, opera buffa and opera serie were equally popular.82
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HANDEL

CHAPTER 1

ONE COMPOSER WHOSE reputation is surely assured is Handel, whose corp ulent, sombre figure towered over the musical scene in the 18th century.

Under the full-bottomed wig, behind Handel’s dour image, there was, according to the 18th-century musical historian Dr Burney, a smile, ‘bursting out of a black cloud … a sudden flash of intelligence, wit and good humour, beaming in his countenance, which I hardly ever saw in any other’.1 Without this sunny side to his character, Handel surely could not have been successful in English showbusiness, at the pleasure gardens, or at the Italian opera for which he wrote 36 works and which occupied such a large part of his professional life.2 Handel’s shows offered a venue at which London’s privileged classes could meet and his music provided a moment-ary means of escape from the city’s poverty and sordidness.

It did not matter that Handel’s audience did not understand what was being sung, even though this aspect contributed to the ultimate failure of Italian opera in London. One journalist observed that ‘our great Grand-children will be very curious to know the Reason why their Forefathers used to sit together like an audience of foreigners in their own Country, and to hear whole Plays acted before them in a Tongue which they did not understand’.3 Handel’s operatic ventures such as The Royal Academy prospered and his success enabled him to afford a house in Brook Street in modern Mayfair, where we shall go to see his ménage. We shall also travel abroad with him to recruit new stars.

When Handel’s opera business ground to a halt, ever resilient, he developed a new product, the oratorio. This was less expensive to mount and thus far less risky financially. His best-known oratorio is surely Messiah, which was first performed in Dublin. In his final two decades, he continued to write oratorio and took an increasing interest in charitable works, but suffered very bad health and became blind. He was very wealthy when he died, aged 74.

EARLY DAYS IN GERMANY AND ITALY

We must start with Handel’s early career in Germany and Italy. He was born on 23 February 1685, in Halle, some twenty miles from Leipzig, at the centre of the European trade routes. Halle had a strong musical tradition: it had been the home of Samuel Scheidt, one of the trio of important Saxon composers in the early 17th century, Schütz, Scheidt and Schein.4 In the wake of the devastating Thirty Years War of 1618–48, Halle was passed around. At first, it was administered under the Elector of Saxony; then it was detached and became a distant outpost of the Elector of Brandenburg-Prussia. The family of the previous Saxon ruler, who had resided in the city and underwritten its prosperity, moved the court to nearby Weissenfels. No wonder Halle was in decline.

Handel’s elderly father (he was in his 60s when Handel was born) was the son of a coppersmith; like Monteverdi’s father, he was both a barber and a surgeon, a combination customary before the 18th century. He had prospered under the Saxon duke, and he lived in a house in the centre of the city. With his first wife, he had six children; with the second, Handel’s mother, the daughter of a local Lutheran pastor, he had four. Georg Friedrich was at first destined to become a lawyer, a job suitable for the upwardly mobile; but, during a family visit to his step-brother, who worked in Weissenfels, he was heard playing the organ by the duke, who persuaded his father to let him study music. Handel learnt the Italian and German musical styles by studying music primers and by relentless copying.5 He was also taught by the organist at Halle’s Marienkirche, a pleasant man who enjoyed knocking back a ‘chearful glass’.6

Handel went to the university in Halle, founded a few years earlier in 1694, like other universities, in order to train the growing ranks of state officials.7 The nearby ‘reformed’ cathedral, smaller than the Marienkirche, and today noticeably run down, needed an organist. It could not find an appropriate Calvinist to do the job, so it employed the Lutheran Handel. His emoluments included his lodgings, a few paces from where he was born, in the Moritzburg. This was a forbidding, moated and partly ruined fortress, which had been a residence of the Archbishop of Magdeburg, until he was ejected at the time of the war.8

Halle was not an ideal location for a highly ambitious young man to stay. It is said that the Elector of Brandenburg-Prussia offered to send Handel to study in Italy, but he shrewdly knew that this would be con-ditional on taking up a permanent post in Berlin, with little or no flexibility to get away. It seems that he was spotted at the ducal court by the director of the Hamburg Opera House, Reinhard Keiser. So, at the age of eighteen, Handel set out for the metropolis of Hamburg, 200 miles away. This was in the same year as Vivaldi joined the staff at the Pietà and Bach took up his first job in the small town of Arnstadt.

Hamburg, the leading North Sea port and financial centre, had largely avoided the depredations of the war and was booming (see colour plate 3).9 It was positioned at the gateway to the inland, up the Elbe; it provided a short-cut to the Baltic through its sister city, Lübeck, some 40 miles overland. It was staunchly Lutheran. Consistent with its dignity, it had its own opera. Keiser, probably the first ‘big-time’ impresario, was a big-spending mass producer: he wrote seventeen operas during his four-year directorship. 10 Germans took the parts; and, as there were no castrati that far north, ‘market women and dames of more than questionable reputation sang the female roles’.11 The more pious and orthodox Protestant merchants were unhappy with this state of affairs, and resented the fact that Hamburg’s secular music had eclipsed the sacred music at which it had excelled some 50 years before.12

The bustling city, with its population of over 70,000,13 must have been a change for young Handel. We do not know whether he took as dim a view of the weather as Brahms did many years later: on one occasion, Brahms wrote that ‘the weather is vile as only Hamburg weather can be, and is, on 360 days a year. It is difficult enough to hit the other five’.14 During the winter three years before Handel arrived, the Elbe was so frozen that coaches could travel on the river.

Handel teamed up with Johann Mattheson, formerly a musical infant prodigy, the son of a tax collector. In many ways the two young men were very similar: both were ambitious, highly gifted and also intended originally for the legal profession. They went off to Lübeck’s Marienkirche to compete in an audition to succeed the elderly and renowned organist, Buxtehude.15 But neither liked the terms, which included marriage to his daughter. This was not a bad deal: frequently, it was the widow who came with a vacancy like this. As Bach also turned down the position two years later, Fräulein Buxtehude has always been assumed to have been plain. At least, she must have been of riper years, because eventually she found a widower ‘ten years younger’. Her husband succeeded her father in 1707; he survived her and married again. This was a normal pattern at the time; Buxtehude himself had married his predecessor’s daughter.16

The friendship between Handel and Mattheson could be tempestuous. They literally crossed swords: Handel only survived the duel because Mattheson’s thrust struck a button on his coat.

Handel did well for himself. When he was twenty, his first opera Almira ran for twenty nights with Mattheson as the principal tenor. The opera Nero followed and then Florindo. Handel was able to send a remittance home to his mother. Experience in Italy would be the next step. He is said to have been invited to Florence by the musical Prince Ferdinando de Medici. The invitation was possibly transmitted by Prince Gian Gastone, the last of the Medici line, who was in Hamburg in 1703–4 escaping from his wife, a lady described as ‘a surprising mound of bosom and belly – a female colossus that might well inflate a Turk but freeze a Florentine of Gian Gastone’s refinement’.17

So, farewell to Mattheson, who went on to become conductor, composer, translator, publisher of the first German musical periodical, and a leading author of musical textbooks much in vogue at the time. He was an expert on the aesthetics of music and also compiled a Who’s Who of around 150 composers.*19

Going south, Handel needed to skirt round the armies fighting the war arising from the most recent succession crisis in the Habsburg family. In 1700, Carlos II, the Habsburg King of Spain, retarded and childless, died. The younger son of the Austrian branch, Archduke Charles, laid claim to the throne, as did Philip, Duke d’Anjou, the younger son of the Bourbon house of France. A union between France and Spain would have upset the balance of power in Europe, which of course troubled the English among others. So the War of the Spanish Succession followed. In August 1704, Marlborough for the English and Prince Eugene for the Austrians defeated the French and the Bavarians in a resounding victory at Blenheim on the Danube in Bavaria. The Austrians went on to besiege Turin.* 
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Young Handel, a man of fashion, so different from Bach

Around this time, we find Handel, a fashionable young man, in Florence with his first Italian opera, Rodrigo. He then went to Rome, under the patronage of various cardinals. He played at the Marquess Ruspoli’s regular Sunday afternoon salons, where Corelli led the orchestra. He also attended an exclusive circle of noblemen artists and musicians, who affected to live in an idyllic atmosphere, remote from reality, appropriately called the Arcadians.20 He amazed his listeners with his skill at improvisation. A contest was held between Handel and Domenico Scarlatti. Handel won on the organ, whereas Domenico won at the harpsichord.

Since opera was then forbidden in Rome by papal decree,21 oratorio was in vogue. Intended for concert performance, this differed from opera only in that the content was moral and devout, and used a narrator to take the action forward.* For Easter Sunday 1708, Handel wrote his first oratorio. The part of the Magdalen was sung by Margherita Durastanti, a regular performer at Ruspoli’s, who joined Handel as a singer in London some years later. Her participation resulted in Marquess Ruspoli receiving a papal rebuke for allowing a woman to take part.22

Handel moved back and forth between the major centres, while war rumbled alarmingly around him. In Naples, he wrote a one-act serenata, Aci, Galatea e Polifemo; in Venice, his Agrippina was performed for 27 successive nights during the Carnival.

It is possible that Handel fell briefly in love with some Florentine lady at this time. Vittoria Tarquini, a leading singer known as La Bombace, who was already familiar with the bedrooms of the grand duke’s palace, reputedly fell for him.**23 Whatever happened, we do not know and there are differing views of Handel’s inclinations; certainly there was every kind of experience to be had in Florence, as well as elsewhere.25

Being a Protestant, Handel had no lasting future in Italy. The famine and disease which followed the particularly cold winter of 1709, and the war, meant that Italy was in bad condition. Handel was by now ‘a polished and fully equipped artist’26 and the British ambassador tried to head-hunt him; however, he was persuaded instead to go to Hanover, by Prince Ernst, and by the elector’s deputy master of the horse.

Hanover, the capital of an up-and-coming, ambitious German principality, was in tune with Handel’s own aspirations. Handel went as Kapellmeister, a job much broader than being in charge of chapel music; the Kapellmeister was director of the whole musical establishment (the ‘Kapelle’) of a court, and was expected to compose for it. Composers only created a separate role for themselves in the 19th century, when it was generally considered that it was better to leave the art of composition to ‘men of genius’.27

Handel immediately negotiated a year’s leave; so, with a sure eye for the ‘Big Time’, he left for London, visiting his mother in Halle on the way. London must have seemed ideal, half-way between the narrow Protestantism of northern Germany and the unacceptable Roman Catholicism of the south. For this visit, he stayed only eight months. We should consider some aspects of life in London during the five decades he would live there.

EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY LONDON 

The year before Handel arrived, Sir Christopher Wren’s St Paul’s Cathedral had been completed at a cost of £1,167,474, paid for largely by the import duty on coal.28 Sir Isaac Newton, the great scientist, was still at work. London, with its sounds of wheels rumbling on cobbles and cries from the street vendors, was well into a century of commercial and cultural prosperity: the country’s population grew by 71 per cent over the century;29 its merchant fleet more than doubled in tonnage between 1702 and 1776.30

Behind its superficial prosperity and elegance, London was overcrowded, squalid and full of beggars. People had fleas, lice and few teeth.31 Most people defecated in nooks and crannies, or used public lavatories built over rivers such as the Fleet. For the more refined, with a small fee, the ‘human lavatory’ would provide a pail and extend its large cape as a screen.32 Lavatory paper did not exist, the alternatives ranged from a sponge on a stick in a container of salt water, to stones, shells and bunches of herbs.

Curiously, in larger towns at the time, there were many more women than men, around five women for every four men.33 In the country, there was little for women to do; men were more at home there, with their agricultural pursuits and, for the upper classes, ‘the Chace, the Green and the Assemblée’.34 Also, service in a town house was an attractive form of employment for the lower classes.

The political outlook was uncertain. Queen Anne, who was in her late 40s, had borne seventeen children; mostly still-born, none had survived. For Protestants, the throne was destined for Sophia,* a granddaughter of King James I. In return for helping the Habsburgs against the Turk, her husband, the scion of the Dukes of Brunswick, had recently been created Elector of Hanover. This was a highly prestigious position and, importantly, with access to many remunerative offices and perquisites.

Not surprisingly, Queen Anne disliked Hanoverians. Handel’s position must have been difficult. Londoners also disliked foreigners, too many of whom were successful businessmen. In February 1710, following the trial of Dr Sacheverell, who had preached a sermon attacking the government for betraying the Church and state to dissenters (particularly non-Anglican Protestants), a rampaging mob, of perhaps 3,000, burnt and looted for several days. An enormous bonfire was held in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.35

To maintain a semblance of law and order in this unruly society, the authorities dangled the noose. A person could be hanged for such offences as pickpocketing anything worth a shilling or over, for stealing a fish out of any river or pond, for impersonating the out-pensioners of Greenwich Hospital, or, as a bankrupt, for failing to attend for examination within 42 days.36 Later in the century, the eighteen-year-old Mary Jones, who had been evicted after her husband was press-ganged ‘on the alarm about the Falkland Islands’,37 was caught shoplifting a small piece of linen. She was hauled to the scaffold with one of her children sucking at her breast.** 

Handel lived close to the Oxford Road along which the condemned were taken from Newgate, near the Old Bailey, to Tyburn, now Marble Arch. The roar of the vast crowd which attended the eight hanging days each year would have been clearly within earshot of his house. The condemned travelled in the same carts as their coffins, but were usually sedated with liquor. These festivals, which continued until 1783, involved much rioting, thieving and whoring.39

Life was short: disease was rampant. Smallpox was ‘always present, filling the churchyards with corpses, tormenting with constant fears all whom it had not yet stricken, leaving on those whose lives it spared the hideous traces of its power, turning the babe into a changeling at which the mother shuddered, and making the eyes and cheeks of the betrothed maiden objects of horror to the lover’.40 A few years after Handel arrived, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu launched a campaign for smallpox inoculation, which she had seen practised in Turkey; there was a row, caused by those who claimed that such prevention was in defiance of God’s will.

Statistically, for every four children baptised under the age of five, there were three burials. ‘It was impossible and undesirable to make a heavy emotional investment in each one as it was born.’41 But this did not prevent grief. Books such as Elizabeth Rowe’s popular book Friendship in Death: Twenty Letters from the Dead to the Living encouraged the notion that much greater joy was to be had hereafter, thus softening the blow for the young when their parents died.42

For the ordinary person the anaesthetic to all this horror was gin, flavoured with cordials – as depicted in Hogarth’s engraving ‘Gin Lane’. In the London of 1725, there were over 6,000 places retailing spirits, not including the City and Surrey side of the river. A spoonful of gin also did as a medicine, even for babies, who usually died as a result.43

The more prosperous escaped by ferry* to Vauxhall Spring Garden or, later in the century, to Ranelagh. At Vauxhall, once you got through the hubbub at the landing stage, you could enter into the full blaze of the gardens, lit with a thousand lamps. The Gardens were in twelve acres, ‘part laid out in delightful walks, bounded with high hedges and trees and paved with gravel; part exhibiting a wonderful assemblage of most picturesque and striking objects, pavilions, groves, grottos, lawns, temples and cascades; porticos, colonnades, and rotundas; adorned with pillars, statues and paintings; the whole illuminated with an infinite number of lamps, disposed in different figures of suns, stars and constellations; the place crowded with the gayest company ranging through those blissful shades, or supping in different lodges on cold collations, enlivened with mirth, freedom and good humour, and animated by an excellent band of music’. You could enjoy chicken, ham and beef: even if ‘the thinness of the slices was proverbial’.44

In the centre, there was a ‘temple for the musicians, which is encompassed all round with handsome seats, decorated with pleasant paintings, on subjects most happily adapted to the season, place and company’.45 By the 1730s, there were two statues in Vauxhall, one of Apollo the God and one of Mr Handel, the Master of Musick. Neither apparently attended very regularly.46

The concert would begin at 5 or 6 pm and last until 9 or 10 pm. ‘It consisted of sixteen pieces, songs alternating with sonatas and concertos … an overture on the organ always formed part of the entertainment.’47 The songs consisted chiefly of sentimental ballads and of a few more sprightly ditties, for example, Miss Stevenson’s song ‘You tell me I’m handsome. All this has been told me by twenty before; but, he that would win me must flatter me more’.48

Another form of enjoyment was the masquerade or masked ball. Participants came in disguise, fancy dress, and masked. Dancers passed from one person to another asking, ‘Do you know me? Who are you?’,49 until partners were chosen and the unmasking took place; then one discovered whether the experience with one’s partner would be pleasurable or horrifying. The notorious Elizabeth Chudleigh, later Duchess of Kingston and tried for bigamy, appeared at a masquerade in 1749 at Ranelagh ‘as Iphigenia for the sacrifice, but so naked, the high priest might easily inspect the entrails of the victim’.50

ENGLISH MUSIC AND THEATRE

When Handel arrived in London in 1710, its musical world was facing a relatively lean time. More than 80 years before, the elderly William Byrd, Orlando Gibbons and the lutenist John Dowland had all died within the space of a few years. Then there was the Civil War. A brief and patchy revival after the Restoration in 1660 came to a halt with Purcell’s premature death in 1695. Jeremiah Clarke, the composer of the Trumpet Voluntary, died twelve years later. Handel’s English contemporaries were Croft, Crotch and then Greene, Arne and Boyce, among a host of lesser men. They were centred on St Paul’s, Westminster Abbey and, especially, the Chapel Royal, which was based in Kensington Palace, where it provided Divine Service for the royal family. Outside the organ loft, only Arne,* who composed ‘Rule Britannia’, makes an impact today.

The focus of Handel’s work at the time was court entertainment, the theatre. The aristocracy increasingly congregated in the capital and it has been suggested that ‘the opera house represented the main venue, save the Houses of Parliament’ where the élite met.51 The opera was served mainly by foreign musicians, especially by Italians, even though local musicians had for some time composed incidental music for straight plays.

Theatre in London was tightly controlled under the Lord Chamberlain** so as to ensure that it was orderly and did not spread sedition.52 For long, there had only been two theatres, both established under royal patent, one in Drury Lane, and the other at first in Lincoln’s Inn Fields and subsequently in Covent Garden. The dramatist and architect Sir John Vanbrugh designed the King’s House in the Haymarket, ‘in the Second Stable Yard going up the Hay Market’.†53 This opened in 1705 as the Queen’s Theatre, operating by virtue of a special licence. It had a capacity a little less than 700, but if necessary could pack in over 900. It became the home of Italian opera and the large majority of Handel’s operas and oratorios were premièred there.54

The stage was lit with candles held in brackets or hoops; patent lamps were only introduced at Drury Lane in 1785. The threat of fire was everpresent: all of those theatres mentioned were destroyed at some stage. Facilities were of course very limited: a French visitor said that ‘the auditorium is small and in very poor taste; the stage is quite large with poor scenery. There is no amphitheatre, only a pit, with large curved benches right down to the orchestra, where the gentlemen and ladies are crowded uncomfortably together.’ He added: ‘the King has two boxes at the side of the stage, and he came twice with the Queen. The Princesses were opposite, in another box. Everyone applauds when the King arrives, and cheers when they leave.’55

The behaviour in the theatres was very rough: the habit of spitting and throwing objects into the parterre made it desirable to take seats well out into the middle. At one of Signora de l’Epine’s appearances a servant of Mrs Tofts, a rival star, was taken into custody after hissing and throwing oranges at her.56

The attitude of 18th-century theatre-goers generally is satirised by the novelist Fanny Burney, later in the century. She describes a fop saying: ‘one merely comes to meet one’s friends, and shew that one’s alive. I confess I seldom listen to the players: one has so much to do, in looking about, and finding out one’s acquaintance, that, really, one has no time to mind the stage. Pray, – what was the play tonight?’57

EARLY DAYS IN ENGLAND

By the time Handel arrived in London, Italian opera was firmly established there. The invasion began some years before: in 1693, an Italian lady was giving concerts at York Buildings every Tuesday and in Cornhill every Thursday. In the summer season of 1703, Signora de l’Epine gave a series of ‘positively last’ appearances.58 Despite this, she remained in England for many years thereafter. Being the best singers, the Italians squeezed out the English; soon, it became the rule that no other language than Italian was acceptable.59 The audience could obtain the text in dual language word-books.

Handel’s Italian opera Rinaldo was a hit, even though some of the complex stage effects did not work quite as planned: during the aria ‘Little birds’, sparrows were let loose causing some inconvenience to the audience below. After this, Handel went back to Hanover, but soon obtained leave for a second visit to London, provided he returned in a reasonable time. He stayed first in Barnes, writing Il Pastor Fido. He then mainly lived at Burlington House as part of the establishment of the Earl of Burlington.

Handel would meet his musical friends at the Queen’s Arms tavern near St Paul’s. He also became friendly with the queen’s physician, Dr Arbuthnot, and may have slipped useful information about her health back to Hanover: the elector knew he had to move very quickly indeed to stake his claim, once the queen died. Through Arbuthnot, Handel would have become acquainted with many journalists* and writers blossoming in London at the time, including John Gay the dramatist and Jonathan Swift, the author of Gulliver’s Travels and shortly to become dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin. Also he would have known Alexander Pope, the poet, ‘a delicate, deformed stooping creature only four feet six inches tall’;61 and the Lübeck-born portrait painter, Sir Godfrey Kneller, a mass producer of portraits.

Handel wrote an ode for the queen’s birthday and a Te Deum and Jubilate for the service in St Paul’s to celebrate the Treaty of Utrecht, which ended the War of the Spanish Succession, and gave Gibraltar, Canada and Minorca to Britain. Queen Anne gave him a generous pension of £200 per annum.* She died on 1 August 1714. Legend has it that Handel, having absconded from Hanover, was in trouble with her successor. But this is unlikely: his Te Deum was played at the Chapel Royal on the first Sunday after King George arrived. The story about The Water Music, that he tried to regain the king’s favour by serenading him, uninvited, is untrue: the music was written later.63 Besides, water music serenading revellers on the Thames was not unusual: Handel’s friend Mrs Delany** subsequently described an evening picnic during which her party were rowed from Whitehall Stairs up to Richmond, ‘and were entertained all the time with very good musick in another barge. The concert was composed of three hautboys, two bassoons, flute, allemagne, and young Grenoc’s trumpt … we ate some cold meat and fruit, and there was a variety of wines’.64

When King George arrived, the scene was very unsettled, all over the country. There were riots, mobs supporting either the pro-Hanoverian Whigs or the pro-Stuart (Jacobite) Tories.† The new monarch and his government were unpopular. In Scotland, there was a rising by supporters of The Old Pretender. This coincided with the death of Louis XIV, as a result of which French support was not forthcoming; besides, the rebels lacked leadership and determination. The Old Pretender was ‘a man anyway better fitted to reinforce failure than to turn it into success, his only effect on the morale of his followers was to lower it’.66 So the immediate threat fizzled out, although it remained ever present.

Handel, however, prospered sufficiently to invest £500 in the South Sea Company, although this was soon drawn down to pay for a visit to his family. In mid-summer 1716, he recruited Johann Christoph Schmidt as his treasurer and copyist. On returning to London, his operas Rinaldo and Amadigi were revived, and he was employed, for £600 per annum, to teach music to the princesses and the king’s daughter by the Duchess of Kendal.

Life at court in London soon settled down. George I disliked crowds and formality; he lived quietly with his dull duchess, known disrespectfully as the Maypole, and two Turkish attendants, Mehemet and Mustapha.*68 Indeed, performances of Italian opera ceased completely in 1716–17. In contrast, the Prince and Princess of Wales lived ‘in style’ at Hampton Court. Soon, the king was forced to be more public, to the advantage of the musicians.

During the lull in the fortunes of Italian opera, Handel came under the patronage of the Earl of Carnarvon, subsequently created Duke of Chandos, who had made a fortune while Paymaster of the Army during Marlborough’s campaigns. Cannons, his stately home near Edgware, was described by Defoe as the most magnificent palace in England.69 It appears that Handel was the equivalent of Kapellmeister, the employee in charge of the musical establishment, although this is not clear: his role may have been more like that of a resident visiting composer.70 He composed eleven anthems, the ‘Chandos’ anthems, for the earl’s private chapel. The masque (in effect, a short opera) Acis and Galatea was performed there in May 1718.

THE ‘ROYAL ACADEMY OF MUSIC’ 

Handel returned to London, largely to promote his own opera. It was recognised, then as now, that a successful opera house cannot cover its enormous outlays by box office receipts, and so he sought a government grant to establish an opera company. The king promised £1,000, for five years, and around 50 others subscribed £200 per share.71 The company, called the ‘Royal Academy of Music’, made a profit in the first year, and even declared a dividend. Then as now, however, ‘the opera enjoyed enormous social glamour, but the economics did not really make sense’.72 It has been calculated that the gross loss could be of the order of 25 per cent on a box-office turnover of about £11,000 per annum, for a season of 50 nights. The singers accounted for nearly 50 per cent of the cost.73

Handel went at first to Dresden to recruit singers, making a stop-over in Halle. At first, he only managed to engage Durastanti, whom he had met in Rome. Later, the Italian alto castrato Senesino was engaged at £3,000. This seemingly spectacular remuneration may not have been too far from the ‘going rate’: de l’Epine was said to have amassed a fortune of 10,000 guineas in perhaps four years.74

Opera was at the height of fashion. Gay wrote to Swift: ‘Everybody is grown now as great a judge of music, as they were in your time of poetry, and folks, that could not distinguish one tune from another, now daily dispute about the different styles of Handel, Bononcini*, and Attilio … Senesino is daily voted to be the greatest man that ever lived.’76

In the 1720s, Handel composed a new opera on average almost every nine months. They were dashed off in a hurry. As was customary, he plagiarised other composers’ work and swapped numbers between works.77 It was relatively easy to swap music around in Italian opera where the characters, however virtuous or nasty and of whatever age, status or origin, sang much the same sort of music. In those days, before Gluck ‘reformed’ opera, most composers gave comparatively little thought to the dramatic meaning of an opera as a whole. Modern experts, however, eloquently distinguish the artistic achievement and effectiveness of many of Handel’s operas and rightly refer to their potential to provide ‘powerful theatrical experiences’ for a modern audience.78

The singers ‘competed strenuously with each other for the favour of the arbiters of taste and fashion’.79 As in Italy, the public went to the opera to hear an exhibition of vocal prowess; the scenery, costume and stage effects were incidental. The audience ‘demanded at all costs that it should not be bored’, and composers satisfied the public. Their predicament was well put in a Dublin paper some years later when it announced that Mr Arne, ‘intends between the Acts of his Serenatas, Operas, and other Musical Performances, to intermix Comic Interludes … intended to give Relief to that grave Attention, necessary to be kept up in Serious Performances’.80

Handel had to write arias which built upon the strengths of his singers; Faustina Bordoni excelled in agility, and Francesca Cuzzoni’s* strength was in the cantabile. He also had to manage them and to deal with their tantrums. Writing early in the 20th century, one commentator noted: ‘the musical world has never seen a race of men and women whose outlook was so entirely bounded by the horizon of their own little vanities as the great vocal stars of the early eighteenth century; solo singers have indeed been, as a rule, up to a time that is within living memory, artistically the lowest class of musicians, but the full-blown tyrannously selfish conceit of the prima donna and prio uomo of Handel’s day was something quite unique’.83 There was such rivalry that when the supporters of one applauded, the supporters of the other began to hiss and cat-call. This behaviour took place even in the presence of the Princess of Wales.

Senesino was dismissed from Dresden when he refused to sing an aria which he did not like, and tore up another singer’s music. In London, when Handel was rehearsing his opera Ottone, Cuzzoni, who had been engaged for 2,000 guineas, refused to sing. So Handel threatened to drop her out of the window. On another occasion, when a tenor threatened to jump on the harpsichord and smash it, Handel coolly replied, ‘Let me know when you will do that and I will advertise it: for I am sure more people will come to see you jump than hear you sing.’84

Handel was short-tempered and intolerant.85 He fell out with the most eminent and gifted English composer, Maurice Greene, it would seem because he was also a friend of Bononcini. Once Handel shouted at Burney for singing a wrong note. When Burney nervously pointed out that there was some mistake in the copying, Handel, ‘with the greatest good humour and humility, said, “I pec your barton – I am a very odd tog: – maishter Schmitt is to plame.”’86

Many of the subscribers to Handel’s Royal Academy were hit by the South Sea bubble, the widespread financial speculation which crashed in 1720. The South Sea Company, which owned substantial monopoly rights, had concentrated its activities on the provision of financial services, buying at a discount the IOUs given to sailors in lieu of pay earned during the War of the Spanish Succession. As it prospered, its stock value increased by around 1,000 per cent.

This encouraged speculation generally, whereupon ‘any impudent impostor, while the delirium was at its height, needed only to hire a room at some coffee house, or other house, near the Exchange, for a few hours and open a subscription book for something relative to commerce, manufactures, plantations, or some supposed invention newly hatched out of his brain’.87 By the time of the crash, there were 185 bubbles, including, for example, Item No 86: ‘Pinder’s invention for the more effectual making of an Equinoctial Instrument for the Convenience of Ladies’ Hoop Petticoats’; there were other fanciful items as well as more normal items, No 176: ‘Bleaching of Hair’ or No 23: ‘Wild’s Insurance against Highwaymen’.88 ‘Persons of rank of both sexes were deeply engaged in these bubbles … the gentlemen going to the taverns and coffee houses to meet their brokers and the ladies to their milliners’ and haberdashers’ shops for the like purpose.’89

The South Sea Company foolishly caused the bubbles to burst by applying to the courts to enforce the trading monopoly it possessed over all these crazy activities. The bubbles, and it as well, crashed. The primary cause of the collapse of the Academy was, however, the cost of the imported singers. It was so extravagant that one Frenchman wrote, in 1728, ‘When I left London people were saying that it would break the opera’.90 But before continuing with Handel’s increasingly fraught opera activities, we should explore in more detail the backdrop to his life in London.

THE WEST END

The theatres in which Handel operated were in what we might call the red light district, and full of ‘thieving shops for the reception of highwaymen, bullies, common assassins and affidavit men’. Many courts and lanes around about were unsafe. The writer John Gay wrote in 1717:

O may thy virtue guard thee thro’ the roads
Of Drury’s mazy courts and dark abodes
The harlots guileful paths who nightly stand
Where Catherine Street descends into the Strand.91

There was a thriving trade in sex: both in London and on the Continent, a vast amount of erotic literature was written.*92 Even in the previous century, the diarist Samuel Pepys bought a book called L’Ecole des Filles, ‘a lewd book, but what doth me no wrong to read for information’s sake’;93 and ‘passo tempos for the amusements of single ladies’ were imported from Italy and first became available in the 1660s. By 1750, there was a fortnightly pornographic magazine.

Even among ‘respectable’ people, pre-marital intercourse was by no means unknown. Charles Burney met his first wife at one of the dances organised by his brother, a dancing master; he married her very shortly after their baby was born in 1749.94 They were both in their early 20s. Similarly, at the end of the century, the composer Samuel Wesley only married his wife when she became pregnant: he subsequently left her for a teenage servant on whom he sired S.S. Wesley, the leading composer of Victorian church music.95

Handel never married. Of itself, this may not be significant. In 1773, the Lady’s Magazine complained that nowadays ‘the men marry with reluctance, sometimes very late, a great many are never married at all’. The explanation it offered was the ‘fear of expense, now rendered insupportable by women’s passion for caprice and extravagance’.96 Companionship and sexual satisfaction could be obtained, if one wanted them, far more cheaply with a lower-class mistress. Condoms – ‘clumsy affairs, made of sheep gut … secured to the wearer at the base with a red ribbon’97 – could be obtained at The Sign of the Cross in St James’ Street. Their purpose was largely protective (against venereal disease) rather than contraceptive. They could be useful in extra-marital affairs: but Boswell, Dr Johnson’s biographer, was prepared to risk the cost of having to support a baby, rather than use a contraceptive; provided, that is, he was confident about the woman’s health.

With the theatres and opera at the centre of this somewhat sleazy world, Handel must have been easily attracted to escape to one of the new housing developments being constructed to the west. They were reasonably accessible. Getting home after work could be tricky: London was the worstlit capital in Europe and walking was dangerous: the ‘Linkmen’ employed to help pedestrians avoid potholes and dunghills had a bad reputation for taking their customers down dark alleys, and robbing them. Handel probably used the hackney coach or the modern invention, the sedan chair, provided the chair-men were not harvesting or hoppicking.* Not being a particularly social person, he did not want to keep his own carriage.99

25 LOWER BROOK STREET

Handel took an annual lease** on 25 Lower Brook Street, a relatively modest house near Cavendish, Hanover and Grosvenor Squares and New Bond Street. One of his neighbours was an MP, another a colonel, another would be the talented Mrs Delany, who over ten years created nearly 1,000 pictures of plants assembled from tiny mosaics of pieces of paper.101

Handel’s house had its main reception room on the upper floor above the dusty ground floor. The bedroom was on the floor above. The museum at 25 Brook Street displays rooms which have been carefully reconstructed by the Handel House Trust. They are remarkably small, considering that there is reliable evidence that he held rehearsals in the house, to which a select number of patrons were invited.

Being a prosperous district, street lighting might have been provided by lamps with cotton wicks, burning whale oil.† They were suspended over the entrance to the houses or from an occasional lamp hung from a wall or pole and protected by a glass bowl. Water was piped in from Islington or York Buildings through lead or oak pipes by one of the privately run water companies, but nobody would have dreamt of drinking it. The privy was in the garden.*102

Handel might have furnished the house from one of the furniture makers established in St Martin’s Lane or Long Acre. French Huguenot craftsmen had fled there in 1685 after Louis XIV had revoked the Edict of Nantes which had guaranteed their religious rights. Mahogany imported from the West Indies was increasingly supplanting walnut as the favourite wood, although Handel seems to have preferred the latter; the activities of the East India Company also promoted a taste for oriental-style lacquering and ceramics.103

No doubt Handel had a sizeable domestic staff who slept in the attic. Moderately well-to-do gentry employed six or seven servants. A friend of Horace Walpole, the writer and probably the youngest son of the former prime minister, estimated that in order to live comfortably one needed three menservants and four women. Many domestic servants were from the country, domestic service being the largest employer, apart from agriculture.104

Handel would have selected his cook carefully: he particularly enjoyed his food, and might have made purchases from Fortnum and Mason, which was founded in 1707. He would have drunk tea, coffee or chocolate for breakfast, with some whigs (rich bread rolls) and buttered toast and cake; for dinner, he might have had ‘a fine piece of beef roasted, a currant pond pudding, a currant suet pudding and butter pudding cake’.105 This would be washed down with some Portuguese or Spanish wine, French wines being rare because of the wars with France. Pies were filled with beefsteak, giblets, pigeon, duck; or fruit, currants, or just butter. Improved transport would have enabled him to eat sea fish or regional specialities such as Scotch salmon, Newcastle salted haddock, and cheeses from Cheddar, Gloucester, Cheshire and Stilton.

When visiting the aristocracy, he might have enjoyed grapes, peaches and even pineapples from their hothouses; he could have had ice cream made with ice stored in ice-houses. His main diet would have been roast beef, puddings and pies, with lashings of butter on everything, all consumed with far too much wine. He might have had a few olives from the Mediterranean, particularly as in Germany they were recommended as an antidote to alcohol and to counter drunkenness.

The food would possibly be cooked in a modern brick stove heated with baskets of charcoal, a considerable improvement on the open grate, but still not as manageable as the iron ovens with grates underneath, ‘the perpetual oven’, which were gradually introduced during the century.

It seems that meal times slipped back in the middle of the century. Breakfast, which had been at half past eight, was at ten or eleven. Other meals slipped a couple of hours: dinner, which had been at two, might be at four; supper might be at ten or eleven, rather than at eight. Heavy drinking and gambling late into the night was normal. The more refined played whist,* which Horace Walpole said had ‘spread an opium over the nation’.107

In 1717, Twining opened the first Teashop for Ladies, to match the coffee shops for men. Tea could cost ten shillings a pound, or sometimes as much as three guineas. Tea was so expensive that the servants might sell used tea-leaves to be re-coloured and sold on. It was therefore locked in the caddy.108

Handel’s wardrobe would have contained his knee-breeches, stockings, buckled shoes, a waistcoat and a full coat reaching down to the knees, flared at the bottom into a wide arc. In it also would have been his white, soft linen shirts with lace at cuffs and neck. Somewhere, he would have placed his three-cornered hat which he either wore or carried, and the sword which, being a gentleman, he would have worn. Handel relaxed at home in an Indian nightgown or banyan; his wig was removed, his closely cropped hair being covered by an embroidered cap. By the end of his life, his large wig, costing around £30, a temptation and amusement for pickpockets, would have been unfashionable: fashionable people tied their wigs at the back with ribbons, and ultimately enclosed them at the back in a silk bag.109 He would have had several snuffboxes. Snuff was taken, and in quantities, by men of consequence, whereas smoking was considered appropriate to labourers and sailors.110

The women around him would have been noticeable for their absurdly high headdresses, creations ‘like Steeple Bow or Grantham Spire’,111 supported by a wire frame, covered with lace and ribbons. Their faces were painted with compounds of white lead, rice and flour, with washes of quicksilver boiled in water, and with bismuth. These habits caused some amusement and much satire; in one play the maid observes: ‘Your ladyship has frowned a little too rashly, madam. There are some cracks discernible in the white varnish.’112 Some of the more fashionable of both sexes would have worn patches on the face, pieces of velvet or silk in all sorts of shapes, including dogs, horses, foxes and even jumping fleas: one placed close to a man’s eye was an indication of love.

The woman’s shape was that of ‘an equilateral triangle resting securely on a wide base’.113 Around 1730, hooped petticoats, some enormous, were reintroduced, and persisted until the French Revolution. Two women could not walk abreast in the narrow streets or occupy a carriage together in comfort. Women were tightly laced up at the back,* forcing the breasts upwards and outwards. There was even a concern that too much tight lacing of ‘wasp-waisted ladies’115 could cause women to swoon and ‘Mean while, an Am’rous Youth may steal a kiss, Or snatch, unfelt, perhaps a greater Bliss’.116

Underneath, there were no underclothes, at best a shift. The limbs were naked except for the stockings which reached to just above the knee and were fastened by garters just below it. The Ladies’ Dictionary of 1694 observed that ‘as for their looser parts, them they let loose …Their breasts lay open like two fair apples’.**117 Out of doors, ladies wore a long scarlet coat called the cardinal, as worn by Little Red Riding Hood. This was frowned upon by some as it could conceal stolen goods or a pregnancy.118

Ladies would carry a fan, like the snuff box, an essential accessory. In mid-century, the possession of a monkey or a green parrot was a sign of luxurious refinement and those who could afford it – Mrs Delany was one – purchased a little black boy as a personal attendant. Dressed in bright clothes, he would be intended to match the toilette, while contrasting with the white skin, of his mistress.* A woman of fashion was surrounded from the moment she got out of bed by a crowd of admirers, dressmakers, furniture vendors, musicians, dancing masters and dependents.**120

Of course, our image of the Georgian period is this superficially elegant one. It is easy to overlook the fact that the dirt and filth was such that a person of Handel’s status would have had to have his shoes cleaned at least four or five times a day. The daughters of George II† had to be provided with a new pair of shoes each week, at six shillings a pair.121

A NEW COMPANY AND TRAVELS ABROAD

As we have seen, the finances of the Italian opera were in a dire state. Then, in January 1728, there was the first performance, at the theatre in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, of The Beggar’s Opera. The libretto, written by John Gay, was set to a pastiche of popular melodies by the husband of Signora de l’Epine, John Christopher Pepusch.122 He was a Prussian residing in England, who had already composed several masques and operas. Its enormous success led to four other ballad-operas in 1728 and eleven in 1729,123 in all around 50 successors over the next seven years; one, The Devil to Pay, was even performed in Berlin.124

The Beggar’s Opera ridiculed the pomposity of Italian grand opera, for which it provided an alternative ‘which the English middle classes could enjoy without feeling out of their depth’.125 It was also an attack on the sleazy ministry of Sir Robert Walpole: it suggested that his dealings were indistinguishable from those of thieves and highwaymen. ‘There is in it such a labefactation [weakening] of all principles as may be injurious to morality’, complained Dr Johnson, the author of the Dictionary of the English Language.126 Gay’s sequel, Polly, was banned on political grounds the following year. As a consequence, the Stage Licensing Act of 1737 was passed, giving the Lord Chamberlain the official role of censor.†† 

At the end of the 1727–8 season, the company went bankrupt and disbanded. Handel seems to have survived this financially, and he started a new Academy in December 1729. He prospered; his venture was presumably underwritten by patrons. When his mother died in 1730, the family could afford for the funeral sermon to be specially printed.127

Handel’s energy must have been boundless. He went to Bologna, Rome and Venice in order to recruit stars. Travel to Italy was exhausting and time consuming: London to Dover took two days; the traveller dined at Rochester and slept at Canterbury. Throughout the latter years of the 18th century, the speed was about 5–6 mph; there were ruts and potholes everywhere, and the passenger was much shaken. Turnpike Trusts had taken over the maintenance of various roads and charged a fee for usage; but this attempt at privatisation had made little difference.128

Assuming one was avoiding Paris, the route to Italy was through St Omer and Rheims to Dijon, a journey lasting four to five days. The traveller sailed down the Saône from Chalon to Lyon, ‘a disagreeable but cheap trip’129 through wonderful wine country. From there, the journey was by road to the French border with Savoy, then a separate and down-at-heel country. This frontier was just beyond Pont de Beauvoisin, about twenty miles to the west of Chambéry. It was 80 miles further, behind what is now the Trois Vallées ski region, to the Alpine pass crossing to Turin. As the carriage climbed gently, with increasingly dramatic scenery, past Les Forts de l’Esseillon guarding the valley, the gorge narrowing, snow capped mountains rising above the mists, even the most hardened of travellers would be apprehensive about what lay ahead.

Until Napoleonic times, crossing the Alps was a challenge. Much of the journey up to the plateau on the Mont Cenis was done on the back of the stubborn mule, the carriage having been left behind at the bottom. At the top, horses or mules would pull the traveller over the plateau on a sledge. Then the descent to Novarese was very steep with precipices and cascades. The mule could not be relied upon, so quarrelsome chairmen carried the traveller down in a low-backed straw chair. ‘A corpulent Englishman … was obliged to make use of twelve chairmen’. (See colour plate 11.)130

Coming back the other way, there was one particularly difficult place where travellers ‘ascended ladders placed on the face of the rock, to the height of one hundred feet; then they entered a cavern and after climbing more than eighty feet through it, regained the day, in a deep cleft of the mountain’. ‘This was an undertaking dangerous to the unskillful, and often impracticable, for the cavern was the embouchère of the waters from the ravine above.’131 But the descent was not so steep as on the Piedmontese side, so sledges were used to go downhill. ‘These sledges hold only two, the traveller and the guide who sits forward steering with a stick. On each side he has an iron chain; which he drops like an anchor, either to slacken the course of the sledges, or to stop it … Some travellers, especially the English and the Germans, are so delighted with this expeditious descent, that they ride up again on the mule … for the enjoyment of that pleasure a second time.’132

The alternative was to get to Nice, considerably further by land, and then take a boat rowed by ten or twelve ‘stout’ mariners. This took two and a half days provided the gale was not fresh; with a favourable wind, it could be done in fourteen hours. And, of course, there were the many hazards of the sea. We do not know how Handel did the journey. Lady Mary Wortley Montagu used the Mont Cenis route.

Some years later, it took Burney seventeen days to travel from Paris to Naples. Rome to Naples in 1730 took five days, via Monte-Cassino. There was much bureaucracy to cope with along the way. Between Rome and Naples, a passport was needed which could be obtained quite easily from the imperial minister or the cardinal-agent; and on return to Rome another passport had to be obtained from the viceroy.133 Customs in France and the Italian states were particularly troublesome, particularly in respect of books: Burney’s were detained for a fortnight before he could recover them. He was later told that if a single book was found in his sac de nuit, its whole contents would be forfeited.134

COMPETITION

We return to London. Soon, Handel faced further competition from a new opera company, the ‘Opera of the Nobility’ who set up in the new theatre built in Covent Garden. This company brought in Nicola Porpora, court composer at Dresden, to be resident composer. Some of Handel’s singers absconded to Porpora, possibly out of pique because Handel was hard to work with. Also, Handel’s own works were put on by his competitors. The rivalry was intense. Porpora staged Arianna in Nasso; Handel responded with Arianna in Creta with a new castrato, Carestini; the following year, he put on the virtuoso French dancer Salle who appeared like a Greek statue ‘without a pannier skirt or bodice’.135

The opera world reflected some of the tensions in the royal family. Handel was sponsored by the Princess Royal, Princess Anne; the Opera of the Nobility was sponsored by the cello-playing Frederick Prince of Wales, the father of George III. However, the prince redirected his support to Handel after he composed an anthem for the prince’s wedding.136 Princess Anne remarked that she ‘expected in a little while to see half the House of Lords playing in the orchestra in their robes and coronets’.137

There were, however, changes afoot in public taste which did not bode well for the future of Italian opera. While the aristocrats on the Grand Tour in Europe might collect Canalettos and Poussins and import ‘shiploads of dead Christs, Madonnas and Holy Families’,138 the landed squirearchs and growing middle class of England, people like the Burneys, looked for a plainer down-to-earth style: we can see it from the portraits set in parkland, with horses or ships as background.

There was a growing freedom of thought and speech, a sense of scepticism and tolerance, to an extent which surprised foreigners. These trends were illustrated in William Hogarth’s engravings of The Beggar’s Opera in 1730, and in his engravings of The Harlot’s Progress. In 1738, the philosopher David Hume published his Treatise on Human Nature. Around this time, John Wesley, an Anglican clergyman, who had been a missionary in Georgia, began the Methodist movement. Soon, he and George Whitefield were travelling the countryside, preaching. Wesley travelled 224,000 miles and preached over 40,000 sermons.139 He was joined by his brother Charles, for whose hymn, ‘Rejoice the Lord is King’, Handel wrote a tune. It is hard to imagine Hogarth, Hume, the Wesleys, or John Howard who agitated for prison reform, standing beside the stylised gods and heroes of the opera.

Social, not musical, reasons were the cause of the downfall of Italian opera in London.140 The nobility could not support one, let alone two, opera companies; and the middle class was not interested in an aristocratic activity nor in being entertained in a foreign language. By 1736, the Opera of the Nobility was in financial difficulty and closed down. Handel may have known that he had them on the run: he ran a particularly heavy season, a repertory of twelve works of which five were new to the London audience. But he is reputed to have lost £9,000 and almost bankrupted himself in the process. The business stresses and strains were such that his health gave way, and he had to go to Aix for the vapours, where ‘his sweats were profuse beyond what well can be imagined’.141

He was amazingly resilient and bounced back. He returned in the autumn and staged Faramondo and Xerxes (which includes the ode to a tree, known as the Largo). He seems to have given up promoting operas as an entrepreneur, and was now just composing them. Deidamia, early in 1741, was his last opera.

HANDEL’S ORATORIOS

Handel hit on the idea of running oratorios on Wednesdays and Fridays in Lent, a season during which stage performance was forbidden. As we have seen, he had come across oratorios in Rome, and also in his earlier days in Protestant Hamburg, where his friend Mattheson developed the practice of using women singers from the opera house in the oratorios, a custom permissible in a Protestant environment. Oratorio became virtually indistinguishable from opera, except for the presence of a narrator. Today, Theodora is presented as one. The secular oratorio Semele, which includes the well-known ‘Where e’er you walk’, is based on an opera libretto by the playwright Congreve.*143

Handel’s first masterpiece oratorio was Athalia, which was first performed in the Sheldonian Theatre in Oxford in 1733, when he was offered an honorary degree. There was then a pause in writing oratorio until Saul in 1738–9.

After this, Handel rolled them off. It took only about a month for him to write one. Many are now forgotten by other than specialist audiences: for example, Belshazzar, Joshua and Jephtha. Some excerpts are still very popular, such as ‘Let the Bright Seraphim’ from Samson. Not all were successful at the time: Israel in Egypt was a flop, perhaps because 1739–40 was the very cold winter in which the Thames froze over, and attendance levels were poor.

Handel devoted the summer of 1741 to the composition of Messiah and Samson. Messiah, which was more meditative in style, was drafted between mid-August and mid-September; and Samson was drafted by 29 October. Two days later, Handel attended the first night of the new opera company in the King’s Theatre. Three weeks later, he was in Dublin at the invitation of the Lord Lieutenant.

Swift, on his way to Dublin, has described the coach journey to Chester, which left Aldersgate at 3 am:

Roused from sound sleep – thrice called – at length I rise 
Yawning, stretch out my arm, half close my eyes.
By steps and lanthorn enter the machine 
And take my place – how cordially – between
Two aged matrons of excessive bulk 
To mend the matter, too, of meaner folk.
While in like mood, jammed in on t’other side 
A bullying captain and a fair one ride
Foolish as fair, and in whose lap a boy – 
Our plague eternal, but her only joy …
When soon, by every hillock, rut and stone, 
Into each other’s face by turns we’re thrown.
This granddam scolds, that coughs, the captain swears, 
The fair one screams and has a thousand fears; … 
Sweet company! Next time, I do protest, sir,
I’d walk to Dublin ere I’d ride to Chester.144

Because the wind was blowing in the wrong direction, Handel waited at Holyhead for five days, only arriving at Dublin on 21 November.

Dublin boasted an active cultural life with theatre companies and concert societies. Many of London’s best performers found it good business to do an occasional season there. It was then a gracious city of elegant town houses, although Dr Johnson, no fan of Ireland, and no music lover, would write: ‘Dublin, though a place much worse than London, is not so bad as Iceland.’145

Mrs Delany, who had married an Irish clergyman, gives an indication of genteel life in Dublin. The social round, including enormous meals, centred on Dublin Castle, the seat of government, and her first duty was to call on the viceroy there.146

Music was not really appreciated. Mrs Delany mentioned a concert which she attended with the Lady Lieutenant: ‘The great ladies and their attendant peers were so impatient to get to their cards and to their dancing, that a message was sent to [the performer] to “shorten the musical entertainment”.’147 The Irish were energetic dancers; there might be 36 dances, and the event might begin at seven, and go on all night, with supper at twelve.* 

On 10 December 1741, Handel’s ‘Utrecht’ Te Deum and Jubilate and a Coronation anthem were performed at St Andrew’s Church. After this, Handel set up in Abbey Street soliciting subscriptions for his six concerts. This series was a considerable success and, before the first six were over, he launched an invitation for a second six. A new venue, Mr Neale’s Great Musick Hall in Fishamble Street, up the hill from the River Liffey, had opened the previous October. Jonathan Swift, Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral, prohibited his choirmen from performing there, possibly because it was of doubtful respectability, or perhaps because it was so close to the rival Christ Church Cathedral.

On Friday 9 April 1742, Messiah was publicly rehearsed and was first performed the following Tuesday, a day later than originally planned. This was a charity performance ‘for the Relief of the prisoners in the several gaols and for the support of Mercers Hospital in Stephen Street and of the charitable Infirmary on the Inns Quay’. It was attended by 700 against a capacity in the hall of 600. The audience were asked to come without swords or hooped dresses, in order to maximise the seating. It was a great success. For the 3 June performance, the audience was reassured that the top panes of glass would be removed from the windows, because of the hot weather.149

POOR HEALTH, CHARITABLE WORKS AND DECLINE

Handel left Dublin on 13 August with plans for a further season in twelve months’ time. When Messiah was put on in London in February 1743, the reception was less enthusiastic. A number of people felt that concert performances of religious works were inappropriate. But there is no doubt that Handel had started a new trend.

Handel then became ill again, perhaps from the poor food as a result of bad weather conditions in Britain during 1743–5. Horace Walpole said: ‘We are likely at last to have no Opera next year: Handel has had a palsy, and can’t compose.’150 But Handel recovered quickly and he wrote Semele. He annoyed the Prince of Wales and the nobility by refusing to compose for the Middlesex opera company; but it collapsed, and he moved back into the King’s Theatre with an oratorio series. This was not a success: Hercules,* which opened on 3 November, conflicted with a performance at the Drury Lane of Richard III, starring David Garrick, who had made his début as an actor in this role a couple of years before. As a result, Handel had to offer back three quarters of the subscription money. He salvaged something by revivals in Lent of Samson, Saul and Joseph.

Also around this time he composed an anthem and Te Deum to celebrate Dettingen in June 1743, a battle in the War of the Austrian Succession which arose from a succession crisis faced by the Habsburgs in 1740, about which we shall hear more in connection with Haydn. Dettingen is noteworthy because it was there that King George II became the last King of England to lead his troops in battle. He commanded, very bravely, disregarding the risk of death or capture, an army of 40,000 men against 60,000 French.152

In June 1745, Handel went to the home of the Earl of Gainsborough in Rutland, and then visited Scarborough and Dorset. In the autumn of 1745, he was ill again, ‘a good deal disordered in the head’.153 As a Hanoverian in London, he may have felt particularly insecure. Many years earlier, in 1715, there had been the abortive rising in Scotland, immediately after the accession of George I; and there was a Spanish-inspired one in 1719. But now, in February 1744, there was something altogether more threatening. At Dunkirk, Marshal Maurice de Saxe,** one of the leading military commanders of this period, had begun to embark 10,000 troops to invade England. There was a violent storm and Saxe called it off. Bonnie Prince Charlie, son of the ‘Old Pretender’, decided to proceed without foreign support, landing at Eriskay in the Outer Hebrides, off the west coast of Scotland, at the end of July 1745. He and his small army of 5,000 men reached Derby, 125 miles from London, in December. An invasion from France was imminent.

London panicked. The novelist Henry Fielding observed: ‘When the Highlanders by a most incredible march got between the Duke’s army and the metropolis, they struck terror into it scarce to be credited.’154 Business came to a standstill; shops shut. There was a run on the Bank of England which, to gain precious time, paid out in sixpences which were deliberately heated to such a pitch as to be too hot to handle.155 Soldiers were posted in the main squares. The guards camped at Finchley Common and Highgate. King George, it was said, had given orders for his yachts, laden with his more precious personal belongings, to be kept anchored off Tower Quay, ready to sail at any moment. But Prince Charles’ army was hopelessly extended and had not picked up the support it had hoped for. It was trapped between three Hanoverian armies totalling 300,000 men. His generals advised retreat. ‘Of few moments in history can it more justly be said that there is a tide in the affairs of men than of the Jacobite decision to turn back from Derby.’ Back they went, and after the disastrous defeat at Culloden, a most scenic battlefield a few miles from Inverness, Prince Charles escaped, eventually settling in Rome, where he took to playing the French horn in between shooting and much drinking; he died in 1788. Handel celebrated the ‘Forty-Five’ with ‘Stand round, my brave boys’ and the Occasional Oratorio. After Culloden, he wrote Judas Maccabeus, a tribute to the Duke of Cumberland, the victor.156

Also celebrating the achievement of ‘Butcher’ Cumberland was Christoph Willibald Gluck, who wrote an opera which compared the duke’s victory to that of Jupiter over the rebellious giants.157 Gluck, the son of a forester on the Lobkowitz family estates near Mannheim, was then in London struggling to write Italian opera for the King’s Theatre. More successful, however, were his performances on Bohemian musical glasses, 26 glasses filled with varying amounts of water; these were played either by stroking them with the fingers or by using two sticks.158 He seems to have been friendly with Handel, who took a dim view of his professional abilities, saying that he ‘knows no more of contrapunto as mein cock’.159

In summer 1746, as an alternative to visiting the lions on display in the Tower, or the madhouse at Bedlam,* it was interesting to take a boat down the Thames to see the hulks where the Jacobite prisoners were confined.160 There had been so many that it was arranged that they should draw lots, with one in every twenty standing trial for his life, the others being transported overseas. At the end of July, the hanging, drawing and quartering began on Kennington Common. This attracted immense crowds, with people queuing from the evening before in order to get a good view.161 At the same time, in Westminster Hall, the trial of some of the leading Jacobite Lords took place before their 136 peers, resplendent in coronets and ermine. There were special boxes for the Prince and Princess of Wales, the Duke of Cumberland and foreign ambassadors and ministers. A cockney woman shrieked at Lord Lovat as he left the hall, ‘You’ll get that nasty head of yours chopped off, you ugly old Scotch dog’, to which he replied, ‘I believe I shall, you ugly old English bitch’.162 At his execution, one of the stands collapsed with the weight of the people who had come to see him die, killing many. This was the sort of competition the entertainment industry could do without.

By January 1747, Handel seemed to have recovered from his sickness and Lord Shaftesbury wrote: ‘Mr handel call’d on me tother day. He is now in perfect health and I really think grown young again. There is a most absurd and ridiculous opera going forward at present and, as it is not likely to meet with success, he is delighted.’163

Handel was doing well out of his Lenten oratorio, which involved far less effort than staging risky opera. Tickets for the pit and boxes seem to have been priced at around the same level as opera; the gallery was cheaper.  The cost base was far lower. Solomon, from which is taken the ‘Arrival of the Queen of Sheba’, was composed at this time.164

Handel was an excellent businessman. He is said to have made £2,000 out of the Oxford visit. After the performances of Judas he deposited £600 in his bank account and at the end of the 1748 season he bought himself £4,500 worth of annuities. A year later he was depositing £8,000 in his bank account and buying a Rembrandt for £39.18s. He would visit the city ‘for the purpose of investing his money … under the direction of Mr Gael Morris, a broker of the first eminence, who he used to meet and confer with at Garraway’s or Batson’s coffee-house’.165

He went to take the waters at spas such as Aix-la-Chapelle, Bath, Cheltenham, and at Tunbridge Wells where ‘all ranks are mingled together without any discrimination … so long as you behave with that decorum which is ever necessary in genteel company’.166 And he probably stayed with Princess Anne, now wife of the Dutch King, at Het Loo. During one of his Continental trips, he was injured when his coach overturned between Haarlem and The Hague.

He wrote the Fireworks Music to celebrate the Peace of Aix which concluded the War of the Austrian Succession. An audience of more than 12,000 attended the public rehearsal at Vauxhall. Although one end of the building at Green Park went on fire, the celebration seems to have been a success.*167

 In his later years, Handel became conspicuously pious, regularly attending St George’s Church in Hanover Square, near his house. He also took a particular interest at this stage in The Hospital for the Maintenance and Education of Exposed and Deserted Young Children, which had been recently founded by Thomas Coram.

Because of the large number of foundlings, the demand for this charity was considerable, and it received much support. At one stage, between 1756 and 1760, the Hospital opened its doors to all who brought children to it. But the gates were besieged; almost 15,000 children were taken in.**168 Only 30 per cent of these lived to be apprenticed. Concerts were held in aid of the charity, one attended by the Prince and Princess of Wales. A concert including Messiah became an annual event.† For the 1750 concert, the hospital authorities had made careful preparations, but were overwhelmed by the size of the audience. One thousand people managed to cram into the chapel. Handel had to do a further repeat performance and nearly 2,000 tickets were sold for the two performances. The Foundling Hospital suggested that, by Act of Parliament, they should receive proprietary rights over Messiah; the minutes, however, record that when the idea was put to the composer ‘the same did not seem agreeable to Mr Handel for the present’.170

For Handel, spring 1749 had been unusually busy, and there was a visit to Bath in the summer. He completed Theodora in 1749, but it was not a success, perhaps because of rumours of earthquakes. Handel said: ‘The Jews will not come to it (as to Judas) because it is a Christian story; and the Ladies will not come, because it is a virtuous one.’171 On New Year’s Day, 1751, he began a new organ concerto and in February, he started work on Jephtha, for the forthcoming season. On 13 February, when he was setting the words ‘all hid from mortal sight’, in the chorus ‘How Dark, O Lord, are Thy Decrees’, the sight in his left eye deteriorated suddenly.172 Still, he was soon at work on Jephtha again. Between the end of February and the beginning of April, he had deposited nearly £2,300 in his bank account.

On 17 August 1752, London’s daily paper, the Public Advertiser, announced: ‘We hear that George-Frederick Handel, Esq; the celebrated Composer of Musick was seized a few Days ago with a Paralytick Disorder in his Head, which has deprived him of Sight.’173 On 3 November, he was operated on for cataracts by the surgeon to the Prince and Princess of Wales, no doubt an excruciating experience,* and by the end of January 1753, he was blind.

HANDEL’S DEATH 

It was a long run in to the finish. Four years later, in February 1757, Lord Shaftesbury reported: ‘Mr Handel is better than he has been for some years and finds that he can compose Chorus’s as well as other music to his own (and consequently to the hearer’s) satisfaction. His memory is strengthened of late to an astonishing degree.’176

Shaftesbury, on the last day of 1757, reported him ‘pretty well’. He was in Tunbridge Wells in August 1758. Again, he had an eye operation by Mr Taylor, an oculist who had also operated on Bach. It was unsuccessful. After the season, Handel planned to go to Bath, but he never got there and never performed at the Foundling Messiah, as advertised, in May. On 11 April, he dictated a codicil to his will. He left £1,000 to the Society for the Support of Decay’d Musicians and allowed up to £600 for his monument in Westminster Abbey. On Saturday 14 April 1759, he died having said his farewells.

His ‘private’ funeral at Westminster Abbey was attended by bishops, prebendaries and 3,000 people. He apparently died worth £20,000.** His niece, the wife of the Rector of the University of Halle, and other German relatives received £9,000. His art collection was sold by auction and comprised 67 lots, a considerable volume for a house the size of Brook Street.

Among the most prized possessions of George III, who succeeded to the throne in the following year, were a harpsichord which had once belonged to Handel and the scores of some of his early and unpublished operas. A Roubiliac bust of Handel occupied a prominent position in the Japan Room at the Queen’s House (now Buckingham Palace), and the king was occasionally to be seen wearing a Handel medal on his coat. When, every month, he attended the Concert of Ancient Music, known as a King’s Concert, and it was the monarch’s turn to choose the programme, he was almost certain to choose a work by Handel.

Much of Handel’s large output of instrumental music tends to be overlooked, the pieces for harpsichord, the many organ concertos, the chamber sonatas and the concerti grossi for strings. The Italian operas are now increasingly revived. He has always been remembered for various numbers from them such as the so-called ‘Largo’, and for the suites such as the Water Music and Fireworks Music. But Handel’s oratorios have commanded the greatest respect. These, especially Messiah, are the works the public has loved and revered. Indeed, Handel idolatry in England reached such a pitch that, even before the turn of the century, Dr Burney was concerned that it was preventing the English from ‘keeping pace with the rest of Europe in the cultivation of Music’.178

It is perhaps not surprising that Wagner, during one of his few visits to England, observed that ‘everyone holds a Handel vocal score as if it were a prayer book’.179
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The Apotheosis of Handel. Later to be joined by Mendelssohn,
 his influence was the dominant force in English music until Elgar 

*Mattheson stressed the importance of music expressing the ‘Affection’, that is, the emotion, the feeling, the mood. His views contrasted with those of Andreas Werckmeister, for whom music was a mathematical expression of Creation and of the spirit of God. It was to Werckmeister, the expert on the science of tuning instruments, that some say we owe the division of the octave into twelve equal intervals, ‘equal temperament’, instead of the natural intervals which are sounded if a reverberating string is shortened.18 Mattheson’s Der Vollkommene Kapellmeister, a compendium of information that every director of music should know about, was one of his most important works.

*When Charles’ brother died in 1711, the balance was upset again. Charles VI became Emperor; eventually Philip V was confirmed as King of Spain.

* The first extant oratorios are those of the Roman, Giacomo Carissimi, in the mid-1600s. They were used in Italy for many years, particularly as a form of religious propaganda, by the Congregation of the Oratory founded by St Phillip Neri.

** This could be risky. Only a century earlier, Duke Vincenzo Gonzaga of Mantua (for whom Monteverdi subsequently worked) attacked and ran through his tutor, the prodigiously brilliant Scottish disputant known as ‘the Admirable Crichton’, possibly because he had attracted the attentions of the duke’s mistress.24

* Electress Sophia was the mother of George I, who eventually became king.

** Between 2.5 and 7 per cent of those indicted, and about 10 per cent of those tried for serious crime, were actually executed.38 Rather more than half of those sentenced were reprieved. Prisoners were not given access to evidence or counsel, on the footing that the judge would look after their interests. ‘Justice’ was quick: even 100 years later, trials lasted on average only eight and a half minutes. Speed was important perhaps because gaol fever (typhus) easily spread from the dock across the courtroom floor.

* London Bridge was then the only bridge across the Thames, which teemed and bustled with river traffic. Westminster Bridge was opened in 1750, after which it became an object of interest as we can see from the London paintings of Canaletto. The Pool of London was full of sail. Ranelagh Gardens were next to the Royal Hospital, Chelsea, where the annual Flower Show is held today.

* Arne seems to have disliked Handel, although one of Handel’s favourite singers was Susanna Cibber, Arne’s sister.

**He was also responsible for looking after the queen’s swans.

† Vanbrugh was architect of Blenheim Palace and Castle Howard near York. The origin of the present London theatres is complex: the Theatre Royal, Haymarket descends from the Little Theatre in the Haymarket, founded in 1720. Her Majesty’s descends from Vanbrugh’s theatre.

* The first daily paper, a kind of fact sheet, was printed in 1702, although there had been weekly gazettes and political journals for some time: the press as an engine of public opinion took off in the following year under Daniel Defoe, whose The Review was usually issued three times a week. (Robinson Crusoe was later; it began to be published in 1719.) By 1782, eighteen newspapers were being published in London; in France there were 169 papers by 1789.60

* The top salary for an English actor was £150 per annum. £50 per annum was the minimum income at which one could aspire to be middle class. A shopkeeper might perhaps earn £1 per week, a skilled worker marginally more. £20 per annum, around the income of a lowly manual worker and his wife, was necessary for mere subsistence; a ticket to the gallery at the opera (five shillings) would represent around two-thirds of their weekly income. Inflation only picked up in the third quarter of the century. (A guinea was one pound and one shilling, i.e. £ 1.05.)62

** Born Mary Granville, she was then the widow of the bedraggled, florid Mr Pendarves, MP for Launceston, whom she was forced to marry. Twenty years after his death, she married Dr Delany, Dean of Downpatrick.

† The Jacobites were the supporters of ‘The Old Pretender’, the putative son of the ousted Roman Catholic King James II, reputed ‘at birth’ to have been smuggled into the queen’s bed in a warming pan. Italian musicians, being Roman Catholic, tended to be suspected as Jacobites.65

* Some years earlier, the king’s wife had been locked up following a scandal; her lover, the handsome and fast-living Count von Königsmarck, was assassinated. Her name was not allowed to be mentioned.67

* Giovanni Bononcini was Handel’s main rival. An Italian Roman Catholic, he came into disrepute when he was linked with the Jacobites at the time of an abortive plot inspired by Bishop Atterbury of Rochester. He was ultimately seen off, at the end of the 1720s, when he fraudulently claimed to have written a madrigal for the Academy of Ancient Musick: he had actually copied a work by another composer. Plagiarising others’ work was quite usual, but Bononcini must have gone ‘over the top’ in this case.75

* It was said of Cuzzoni that ‘her acting was somewhat cold, and her figure was not too favourable for the theatre’.81 She was subsequently in and out of the debtors’ prison. Her penurious old age was spent in Bologna sewing buttons.82

* In 1741, fashionable ladies at Vauxhall had to be seen reading Samuel Richardson’s excellent novel Pamela, a series of letters chronicling, in considerable and thus compelling detail, the lubricious experiences of a servant who resists her employer’s attempts to seduce her. He eventually marries her, thus giving cause for a colossal argument with his sister. Fielding, better known to us for the lascivious Tom Jones, lampooned this in Joseph Andrews, a book about a chaste servant who has to run away because his female employer attempts to seduce him.

* The public chairs could be an insanitary means of transport, the last occupant being unknown; they were used to transport fever patients to the workhouse. Besides, the chairs were easily overturned.98

** A foreign national could not own property such as a long lease. Handel’s rent in 1742 was £50 per annum.100

† A pilot gas system was started in 1792, and by 1842 most streets were gas-lit. The Lyceum theatre was lit with gas in 1807.

* The chamber pot was the most popular device in the home and remained so well into the 18th century.

* As the most popular game, whist superseded quadrille, which in turn had superseded ombre. Another popular game was loo (lanterloo), in which the knave of clubs is the highest trump.106

* The French did it from the front. Lace from Flanders was very costly and much of it was smuggled in. The philosopher Bishop Berkeley asked ‘Whether it be true that Two Millions are yearly expended by England in foreign Lace and Linnen?’114

** The bra came only in the early 20th century.

* In Richardson’s novel Pamela, a little Negro boy, of about ten years old, is sent from Jamaica as a present to wait upon a small child. ‘But he was taken ill of the Small-pox, and died in a Month after he was landed.’119

** The scene in the first act of Richard Strauss’ Der Rosenkavalier is reasonably authentic.

† George II was crowned in 1727 to the accompaniment of Handel’s ‘Zadok the Priest’.

††The law and practice was consolidated in the 1843 Act, which gave the Lord Chamberlain the power to forbid any play ‘whenever he shall be of the opinion that it is fitting for the preservation of good manners, decorum, or the public peace so to do’. Opera was within the definition, but until 1865 ballet was excluded. The Lord Chamberlain retained the censorship role until 1968.

*Most of Handel’s oratorios are forceful choral dramas based on Old Testament themes: ‘monumental characters in a monumental setting’.142 Some of the others, such as L’Allegro and Alexander’s Feast, are choral cantatas about allegorical subjects. Performances often included organ concertos played between the acts. The organ concerto is an innovation attributed to Handel.

* She also said that ‘the poverty of the people as I have passed through the country has made my heart ache’.148

* Hercules, ‘which has a strong claim to be the finest of all eighteenth-century dramatic works to an English text with continuous music’,151 is a personal tragedy of jealousy.

**He will reappear later as the great-grandfather of Chopin’s lover, George Sand.

* Recently, the Imperial War Museum.

* Fire was always a threat in London, particularly in the docks area: in 1716, 150 houses were burnt down in Wapping and a further 70 in 1725.

** Enlightened parishes, such as St James’ Westminster, boarded out their children with carefully selected cottagers on Wimbledon Common.

† These performances led to the monster performances put on in Westminster Abbey. From 1859, they were held in Crystal Palace, the last one being in 1926. At the 1883 one, 4,500 performers entertained 88,000 people.169

* The fortitude of earlier generations is amazing. Samuel Pepys had a gallstone of over two inches diameter removed in 1658.174 Dr Burney’s daughter, the novelist Fanny, had a mastectomy without anaesthetic in 1811. She describes ‘a terror that surpasses all description, & the most torturing pain … I began a scream that lasted unintermittently during the whole time of the incision – & I almost marvel that it rings not in my ears still! So excruciating was the agony.’175 She survived until January 1840.

**His publisher was worth twice as much when he died six years later.177
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BACH

CHAPTER 2

A FEW DAYS after Handel was born, less than 100 miles away, Maria Elizabeth Bach gave birth to Johann Sebastian, the latest in a large family and a long line of musicians. Several Bachs had been town musicians in the area, calling the hours, acting as lookouts for troops and for fires. The family was so involved with music that the words ‘musician’ and ‘Bach’ were almost interchangeable.

Eisenach, where Bach was born, is in Thuringia, sandwiched between the forest to the south and the Harz Mountains to the north, in a beautiful yet out-of-the-way part of Saxony, which borders on Hesse. Bach’s father was in charge of music for the town council, responsible for twice-daily performances from the balcony of the town hall and for performing at services in St George’s Church.1

Bach’s background was socially and geographically very different from Handel’s. This goes some way to explaining the difference in their careers, output and subsequent reputation. Bach, ‘parsimonious and prudent’ and with a reputation for being obstinate, immersed himself in narrow-minded Lutheran Saxony.2 Handel, the Italian-trained extrovert, became a risk-taking entrepreneur on an international scale.

Bach is sometimes criticised as ‘an unintelligible musical arithmetician’,3 composing ‘more for the eye than the ear’.4 Indeed, this is how he was often viewed at the end of the 18th century by the small number of people who knew the very few works then in circulation. A century and a half later, Fauré, although an admirer, said that some of his fugues were ‘utterly boring’. 5 Debussy put it more graphically: ‘When the old Saxon Cantor hasn’t any ideas, he starts out from any old thing and is truly pitiless. In fact he’s only bearable when he’s admirable … If he’d had a friend – a publisher perhaps – who could have told him to take a day off every week, perhaps, then we’d have been spared several hundreds of pages in which you have to walk between rows of mercilessly regulated and joyless bars, each one with its rascally little “subject” and “countersubject”.’*8

Often, Bach may give much more pleasure to the performer who will be fascinated by his art, than to the audience disconcerted by his complexity. However, with a little patience, most of his works are totally absorbing and, to some people, he provides almost daily pleasure. Some of his works, the St Matthew Passion being the obvious example, are almost Wonders of the World.

We shall start with Bach’s tough upbringing. After his education, he became organist and choirmaster in two staunchly Protestant towns near his birthplace, first in Arnstadt and then very briefly in Mühlhausen. He then spent nearly ten years working at Weimar, an almost pantomime court. By the time Bach was 30, Handel’s friend Mattheson was talking about ‘der berühmte Bach’, the famous Bach.9 For a short time, he worked in the Frenchified court at Cöthen, away from church music. But church music was his vocation, so he returned to the Lutheran baroque as ‘Cantor’ of St Thomas’ Church in Leipzig. Here, he spent his last three decades, living comfortably, but up a backwater and greatly unappreciated. It is no wonder that he showed signs of having a large chip on his shoulder.

Bach’s achievement was to synthesise laborious German part-writing with the styles of the light French dances and the Italian concertos and sonatas. His works represent a culmination: by the time he was finished, there was musically nothing more anyone could do in his style, except to write exercises and answer examination questions; he had taken it to the limit.10

The music which we have been fortunate to inherit is awesomely beautiful. By the time of his death, however, tastes had changed. For royalty and the aristocrats who led taste and fashion, solid oak furniture had long given way to ormolu, thin veneer and chinoiserie.

BACH’S YOUTHIN THURINGIA AND NORTH GERMANY

Johann Ambrosius Bach, an identical twin, had married the daughter of a furrier and a municipal councillor in Erfurt, where he worked. By the time their son Johann Sebastian was born on 21 March 1685, they had moved to Eisenach, 30 miles away. This part of Germany is steeped in history, particularly Lutheran. Above Eisenach is the Wartburg, the castle where Martin Luther had taken refuge after being declared a heretic at the Diet of Worms. In it, disguised as ‘Junker Georg’ (Squire George), Luther began to translate the New Testament into German; and, as legend has it, he threw an inkpot at the Devil who was attempting to weaken his resolve.11 Long before, in the Middle Ages, there had been a song contest at the Wartburg between the Minnesinger, or poet-musician, ‘Der Tanuser’ and ‘Her Wolveram’, the writer of Parzival; this was immortalised for those who enjoy music by Wagner.12

The Wartburg is so high above Eisenach that one doubts if the young Bach would ever have been allowed to climb up to its ruins. Now restored, the visitor can ponder that here in 1817 was held the first student protest, against the repressive regime of the Habsburg chancellor, Prince Metternich; the visitor can also look at the murals painted by Schubert’s friend Moritz von Schwind; and imagine Franz Liszt conducting the St Elisabeth Oratorio with which he celebrated the Wartburg’s 800th anniversary.

As with all children at the time, Johann Sebastian was lucky to be alive. Half of all babies born in the 17th century died within twelve months of birth. With both disease and war ever present, the average life expectancy was 22 years, with the wealthy and well-fed perhaps living until their early 50s.13 There were exceptions, of course: Jan Reinken, the organist at Hamburg, died only five months short of his 100th birthday.14

Bach’s great-grandfather died of plague in 1626. Eighteen months before Bach was born, plague struck the wife and baby son of the family friend and teacher Johann Pachelbel, who is known to us for the Canon.15 A bad harvest, leading to famine, could be another cause of devastation. Only in Britain, with its increasing and productive agriculture, its great merchant marine and foreign trade, and growth in industry, could the population feel reasonably safe from famine.16

The Thirty Years War had ended less than 40 years before Bach’s birth. So, stories of bloodshed, rape, robbery, torture and famine abounded at the time. Had he been older, he might have heard of the Thuringian father who sought justice against a soldier who had raped and killed his daughter: the father was heartlessly and crudely told that the girl would still be alive, had she not been so reluctant. The Bachs might have associated the nearby city of Weimar with Duke Bernard, one of the Protestant generals, who, when on campaign, burnt everything around him.17

The staunchly Protestant Bachs would probably have looked back to that war as a religious war, a righteous one, Protestant fighting Roman Catholic. In reality, these wars were about power. The Continent’s royal families were quite happy to change their religion when it suited their purpose. At a high level, it was usually possible to be flexible.* 

 To the Bachs, the Lutheran hymns (chorales), such as ‘Wenn wir in höchsten Nöthen sein’, ‘When in the hour of utmost need, we know not where to look for aid … and cry, O faithful God, to Thee’, would have had a deep significance. However, life was not all doom and gloom, as we can hear from the sheer joy expressed in other chorales such as ‘Jesu meine Freude’, ‘Jesu my joy, my priceless pearl and treasure, Sunshine of my heart!’19

Bach benefited from the education which in most of Lutheran Germany was compulsory for children between five and twelve years old.20 He learnt the catechism, the psalms, the Bible, history, writing and Latin. Literacy levels in that part of Germany were far higher than those elsewhere: in England, for example, even in the middle of the next century, about a third of men and two thirds of women were unable even to sign their own name.21

He studied music with his father and played with the two journeymen musicians and two apprentices who lived in the house. He also studied with his distinguished cousin, the most successful Bach so far, Johann Christoph, town organist and harpsichordist in the court of the Duke of Eisenach.

When Bach was nine, his mother died. This was not particularly unusual. In the second half of the 18th century, it was normal for children aged fourteen to have lost one or both parents.*22 Since the family was the basis of society, it was crucial to remarry quickly. So, six months later, Bach’s father married the already twice-widowed daughter of the burgomaster of nearby Arnstadt, a town where many of the family had been employed as musicians. But, the marriage did not last long: three months later, his father died. The family was broken up; while his sisters remained with their stepmother, Johann Sebastian and his elder brother travelled the 22 miles along the edge of the Thuringian Forest to Ohrdruf to live with his eldest brother Christoph, a past pupil of the family friend, Johann Pachelbel.** 

The Ohrdruf school, close to the stream that flows fast through the town, had 300 pupils and 6 masters. It boasted that peasants were better educated there than noblemen elsewhere. Bach, despite his sorrow at losing his mother, was resilient and determined. He did well at his studies. He is also supposed to have copied, by moonlight, a book of clavier† pieces.24

Although Johann Sebastian would have been paid for singing in the choir, and contributed to his keep, Christoph’s own family was expanding. There was no room; the adolescent had to move on. He could have just become an apprentice, but he chose instead to go to St Michael’s Church, at Lüneburg, about 30 miles from Hamburg, and join its distinguished Matins Choir.

So, aged fifteen, with his classmate Georg, Bach made his way 200 miles northwards to Brunswick and on to Lüneburg. The first leg of their journey would have necessitated bypassing the sombre Harz mountains, which lie in the way. The densely forested Harz was then infested with robbers, and even today25 it is a forbidding place during early March, the time when they travelled: the temperature even at midday is sometimes only 6–7°C; mist swirls ominously through the dripping, creaking trees; the melting snow freezes hard at night; any wagon would have slipped on the ice or got stuck in the mud. It was an arduous journey however they went, whether on foot, or by hitching a lift; unfortunately, there was no navigable river to provide a more comfortable and faster means of transport.

Their conversation, as they went, might have touched on the extra -ordinary changes being made to the calendar: in a year when anyway the century had changed, the dates between 18 February and 1 March had simply disappeared.* 

 When these country bumpkins got to Lüneburg, they must have been astonished by the size of St Michael’s, and its mighty organ. The church towered over the small houses in their crooked streets. Bach continued his academic studies, Latin, Greek, Hebrew, arithmetic and probably some French and Italian as well. He also studied all the leading composers by copying, the traditional mode of learning; and he had organ lessons from Georg Böhm, one of the three leading organists in Germany at the time, the others being the Swedish-born Buxtehude in Lübeck and Pachelbel, who by now was based in Nuremberg.26

The choristers might have gossiped about a scandal, about five years earlier, involving the daughter and heiress of the ruling Duke of Brunswick-Lüneburg-Celle. Her lover, a count, was found murdered.**27 But, even if they had heard of this, Bach, being a serious boy, will surely have been more interested in the potential for visiting nearby Celle, a minor Versailles, and for going to Hamburg.

In summer 1701, he walked the 30 miles to Hamburg.28 Whereas Handel had been attracted by the opera, Bach wanted to hear Jan Reinken, then the youthful 80-year-old organist of the 13th-century St Catherine’s Church down by the inner harbour. When he approached the church for the first time, Bach must have been astonished at the bustling activity with lighters unloading the big sea-going ships on the Elbe.

In August 1702, Bach left school and returned southwards to apply for jobs. He was turned down for one, and possibly may have filled in time as a farm hand. On Easter Day 1703, he was enrolled as a violinist in the service of the younger brother of the Duke of Weimar, whom we shall meet later.29

JOBSIN ARNSTADT AND MÜHLHAUSEN

He did not stay long in Weimar, on this occasion. A new organ was being built for the Church of St Boniface, near the market place in Arnstadt, about twenty miles from Ohrdruf. Bach was asked to be one of the inspectors, so he must already have acquired a considerable knowledge of organ construction. After the public inauguration, in August 1703, the eighteen-year-old was appointed to the well-paid job of organist to this church, which had a capacity for over 1,000 people.30 He was certainly young for the job, but he had good connections in the town, and the castle organist was married to a cousin.

Arnstadt was a small walled town, populated with tanners, cloth-makers, brewers and potters. It had a castle occupied by a local count. It could be a jolly and festive place, for example, when the schoolboys put on their plays at Carnival time.31 Bach was now in charge of an excellent organ.* He could spend time composing for it.

At this early stage, the young Bach showed a trait shared, it seems, with his successful cousin at the court in Eisenach: he was pedantic about what he was employed to do. He claimed that he was only appointed for accompanying chorales on the organ and not for the more elaborate orchestral and choral (‘concerted’ or ‘figural’) music-making, such as the performance of cantatas.33 This attitude seems somewhat perverse as the church authorities were critical of his embellished accompaniments, so obviously he enjoyed elaboration. Also, we begin to see signs of Bach’s poor interpersonal relations. In 1705, he was criticised by the authorities for being involved in a brawl with a student who had thrashed him in the market place in the presence of his girlfriend.34 Bach, superior and highly educated, had referred, idiomatically and unwisely, to the bleating noise his attacker made when attempting to play the bassoon.

In 1705, he was granted four weeks’ leave of absence and set off again 300 miles to the north to Lübeck to hear Buxtehude’s evenings of oratorio, which were held on either side of Advent Sunday. In that year, there were two extra performances, one lamenting the death of Emperor Leopold I and one hailing his successor Joseph I.35 Lübeck’s Marienkirche has, even today, the highest brick nave in the world;36 for Bach it must have been an awesome sight compared to his own relatively small church at Arnstadt.
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Young Bach. Bernd Göbel’s monument in Arnstadt, for the 1985 Tercentenary, suggests a completely different character from Handel

By the time he returned to Arnstadt in February 1706, he had been away for much longer than planned, and he was reproved by the church authorities, who continued to complain about his elaborate and confusing accompaniments. He was in trouble again in November for not playing orchestral music; on this occasion, the church authorities also asked him by what right he had recently allowed a ‘strange maiden’ into the choir loft and let her make music there.37

With all this bickering, it may have seemed just as well that in Mühlhausen, the Church of Divi Blasius* was looking for an organist, as theirs had died. Bach accepted the post, which also included playing the organ at a girls’ convent, and involved an increase in pay. He also had a sudden windfall: his aunt left him a legacy, a sum of 500 thalers,* amounting to more than half his annual stipend. He could afford to get married. In October 1707, he married his cousin Maria Barbara. At 22, he was slightly young to marry: men typically married at 28, women at 25.40

Mühlhausen, a large walled town of wool merchants and weavers who carefully guarded their very ancient privileges, is not far from Eisenach. Staunchly Protestant, it had experienced terrifying upheavals when the Protestants splintered into various sects at the time of the Reformation, 200 years before. People had become more literate, so they erroneously believed that they were entitled to interpret the Bible themselves, rather than accepting what the authorities told them to believe.41 Thomas Münzer, an ‘Anabaptist’ preacher, prophesied the end of the world, and incited a peasant revolt in the 1520s. He was executed in the town.

By Bach’s time, Mühlhausen was dominated by ‘Pietists’, a wing of the Lutheran church. They expressed with saintly simplicity a very personal faith and relationship with God and Christ. They had clear-cut views about what was appropriate as church music, rumblings about which we have already heard in Arnstadt. Protestants in general were particularly concerned about the nature of church music because they had forsworn many of the means of inspiring and expressing religious devotion available to the Roman Catholics, such as its evocative art, architecture and certain of its sacraments.42 We should spend a moment on Lutheran music.

Lutheran music comprised two principal items, firstly the chorale, the German hymn sung in unison by the congregation. This was much loved by the ‘Pietists’, for whom congregational participation was the essence of worship. More orthodox Lutherans, however, wanted the subject matter preached in the sermon, the central item in their worship, to be amplified by ‘figural music’, that is, art music such as the cantata or passion. Pastor Neumeister from Hamburg, author of many cantata texts, intended cantatas to be played before and/or after the sermon, thereby enhancing its impact. Much to the concern of the Pietists, this cantata music was beginning to predominate. With its arias and recitatives, it seemed to them to be dangerously operatic, and inappropriate for church use.43

This was not a calm debate of the type familiar to us in the 20th century: Pastor Neumeister regarded the Pietists as the equivalent of Turks or papists. They thundered back. They produced a flood of devotional songbooks with chorale-like arias based on sentimental and ecstatic texts, many about the flesh, blood and wounds so dear to them. The leader of the Moravian Brethren who had emigrated to Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, himself wrote 2,000 such songs.44

Bach fitted uneasily and contrarily into this scene. Having tried to restrict himself in Arnstadt to accompanying chorales, he now wanted to perform cantatas. But his church in Mühlhausen was run by a Pietist pastor who did not want cantatas. Bach did, however, write one for the inauguration ceremony for the burgomaster, the text being written by the somewhat bigoted pastor of the rival orthodox Lutheran church nearby.

Bach’s biographers are by no means unanimous about the extent to which he was concerned about being out of step, as indeed he must have been in each location. However, when in 1708, an opportunity arose at Weimar, with better musical resources and pay three times what he had been earning in Arnstadt, he jumped at it. He did not fall out with the Mühlhausen authorities: he continued to supervise their organ rebuild, and he returned in 1709 to play the new organ at the annual civic service.

WEIMAR

Weimar, 50 miles from Leipzig, with all the elegance of a miniature capital, is today remembered for an age long after Bach, the Golden Age of German Literature: Goethe, the German poet of Shakespearean stature, author of Faust, settled there in 1775. Through him, Weimar acted as a magnet for other poets such as Wieland, and the playwright Schiller, the author of Don Carlos, Wallenstein, Maria Stuart and William Tell. The German cultural philosopher Herder lived there, as did Liszt. More recently, the German national assembly, which preceded Hitler’s regime, convened in Weimar: the politically unstable ‘Weimar Republic’ is remembered for presiding over an inflation such that, by November 1923, it took a million million marks to equal the purchasing power of one 1914 mark.45 Nearby is the notorious Nazi concentration camp at Buchenwald.

With this history, Bach does not feature much on today’s tourist map of Weimar, even though here he wrote a large amount of his well-known organ music, and developed his technique for writing cantatas. This is partly because most things relating to him were destroyed in a fire just before Goethe arrived.

In Bach’s time, Weimar was ruled by Wilhelm Ernst, a precociously serious duke who, at the age of seven, had preached an Ash Wednesday sermon before his courtiers.46 The centre of court ceremonial was the castle chapel, with its grotesque pyramid-shaped altar-canopy adorned with cherubs reaching the three stories to the roof. In the ceiling was the organ and musicians’ gallery.47 From below, the music must have sounded truly ether eal. However, there was no scope for letting the mind wander: the duke tested his servants on their attention and understanding of the sermons.

The duke was descended from one branch of the Saxon royal family. In the 1400s, the Elector of Saxony had divided his lands between his two sons Ernst and Albert. The Albertine line came out on top, while Ernst’s descendants, who had supported Luther, retained just a few scattered territories in Thuringia, such as Weimar and Gotha. Weimar itself had a curious constitution in which the eldest son inherited the ducal authority, but his brothers were given a consultative voice.48 This was typical of the confusion in Germany at the time and led to trouble for Bach, as we shall see.

One aristocrat wrote in 1738: ‘Germany today teems with princes, three quarters of who are completely devoid of common sense.’49 The Elector of the Palatinate had a grand admiral to command the few boats he maintained on the Rhine.50 ‘A sort of shabby finery’ was the impression received by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu in 1702: ‘a number of dirty people of quality tawdered out; narrow nasty streets out of repair, wretchedly thin of inhabitants, and above half of the common sort asking alms’.51 The typical ruler ‘contented himself of an evening playing at bassett* or being amused by the court dwarf ’.52

The rulers had regal pretensions and usefully provided a source of suitable spouses for the British royal family in the 19th century. But in Bach’s time, the focus was on France, for language, clothes, food, furniture: ‘French dances, French music, the French pox … perhaps there is also a French death.’53 A French groom in Celle was paid almost twice what a German one was paid; a French coachman was paid about the same as a German doctor. The respect was not reciprocated: the French regarded the Germans as gross and ignorant. Voltaire, writer, wit and thinker, summed it up in 1750 when he arrived at the court of Frederick the Great: ‘I find myself in France here; our language alone is spoken. German is only for soldiers and horses.’54

To travel the 50 miles from Eisenach to Weimar, one had to pass through two other sovereign territories, first Gotha, the capital of the Duke of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg, forebear of Prince Albert of England; then Erfurt, a possession of the Archbishop of Mainz. One would turn off the main road near Erfurt, for the final ten miles of the journey, occasionally making a detour through the fields when the rutted road was impassable. The Castle at Weimar occupied about a third of the town; everything revolved around the court, which, at the time of Goethe’s arrival 50 years later, ‘expressed its existence by eating’.55 Those not directly involved with the court, the tailors, shoemakers, bakers, blacksmiths and apothecaries, were dependent on it. The town was full of pigs and chickens and peasants’ carts. Cattle were kept within the walls and led out to the pasture in the daytime. The place would have smelt like a farmyard. Other than a small amount of stocking weaving, there was no industry; and there was no trade with the outside world. There was no middle class of merchants, manufacturers or professional men, the class of people with whom Bach wished to consort.56

Here, Bach was just another servant. His role was Konzertmeister and court organist. He worked for the Kapellmeister, the director of music, who was assisted by his son as vice-Kapellmeister.57 The orchestra, in which Bach played, wore a livery similar to a hussar’s uniform. The duke was very keen on his hussars; he had around 40 of them, a kind of ducal police force whose responsibilities ranged from tax collection to ejecting illegal immigrants such as deserters from the Prussian army next door. ‘It is wise not to form too idyllic a picture of peaceful Weimar. Petitions from districts ravaged by fire or flood are legion, as are complaints about ruthless seizure of tax arrears.’58

Bach’s work was appreciated and he was given a succession of pay rises which eventually took him above the pay level of the Kapellmeister.59 But Bach’s way of life was a far cry from Handel’s, and indeed from the exceptional position Goethe was to occupy in the future. Goethe slept in the duke’s chamber, he dined with the duke and they bathed together; and he was treated as a guest, riding, shooting, attending balls and masquerades. Both Goethe and Schiller were ennobled.60

Bach’s daughter Catherina Dorothea was born at the end of 1708; Wilhelm Friedemann was born in November 1710; and, in February 1713, he had twins, a boy and a girl who appear to have died on the same day. Carl Philipp Emanuel (C.P.E. Bach), destined to be an outstanding musician, was born in March 1714.

In 1713, Handel’s teacher in Halle died, and Bach, who by now had built up an excellent reputation, was tempted to move. But the duke increased his stipend and promoted him, so he stayed at Weimar, much to the disappointment of the Halle authorities, who had invited him there and ‘looked after’ him very well: his brandy and tobacco were charged to the expense account. They suspected that Bach had used their invitation as a lever to extract promotion and get a better salary.61

Until this event, Bach’s main focus had been on composing organ works. He had also arranged, for clavier and organ, Vivaldi’s concertos which had been published as L’Estro Harmonico in 1711.62 Possibly they were brought back by the younger duke when he returned from his Grand Tour.

However, with the renegotiation of his terms of employment, Bach was at last able to do what he had wanted to do when he went to Mühlhausen, namely to write vocal music. He wrote cantatas, largely amatory or pastoral, mostly for the birthday, name-day* or accession of a royal or aristocratic person, or for some academic ceremony. The one composed for Duke Christian of Weissenfels includes the aria, ‘Sheep may safely graze where a good shepherd is watching’. When we listen to it today, we are often unaware that the good shepherd was Duke Christian.63

Clearly, Bach’s reputation was growing. He was invited to visit Dresden, capital of Saxony, to compete with the ‘conceited, improvident, arrogant’64 Louis Marchand, court organist at Versailles. Marchand had marital problems, and his wife arranged for half his salary to be paid to her. So in the middle of a service at Versailles, he closed the organ, and said: ‘If my wife gets half my stipend, let her play half the service’;65 and was dismissed. On the morning of the contest, he decamped, and Bach performed, receiving ‘praise in abundance’,66 but apparently not the prize of 100 Louis d’Or. This story about Marchand ‘did the rounds’ in Germany right up to the end of the century.67

The Duke of Weimar got on badly with his younger brother, and  subsequently with his widow and her two sons. Ominously, this was the household for whom Bach had worked before going to Arnstadt. As the relationship within the ducal family deteriorated, so did the relationship between Wilhelm Ernst and Bach. The duke started fining any member of his household who served his brother’s family. This possibly explains why Bach was not promoted to the position of Kapellmeister when the previous one died, even though he was performing many of the old man’s duties. The son, rather than Bach, got the job.68

Early in 1716, the younger duke’s son married the sister of Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Cöthen. The prince offered Bach a salary which involved a pay rise of about a third, together with a substantial ‘golden hello’. Wilhelm Ernst refused to allow Bach to go and locked him up ‘for too stubbornly forcing the issue of his dismissal’.*73 He was released from gaol almost a month later and grudgingly allowed to leave for Cöthen. It is sometimes suggested that he wrote the Little Organ Book of chorale preludes during his detention, in order to while away the time.

CÖTHEN

Cöthen, 25 miles north of Halle, was another typical tiny German principality which had fragmented from an earlier larger one. It had a history of culture; in the early 1600s, the first society for the encouragement of the German language was founded there. When Bach arrived, the moated castle was being renovated in the French style as a gracious château, with three fine baroque towers outside, and superb furnishing within. It had beautiful gardens in which the duke was about to build an orangerie.74

The court was Calvinist, so there was no church music, other than the singing of chorales. Bach conducted an 18-piece orchestra and maintained the prince’s harpsichords. The orchestra had been augmented with instrumentalists made redundant when the Prussian orchestra was closed on the accession of the militaristic Frederick William I.

In Cöthen, Bach was in clover. He was writing for a patron who had recently been to Italy on the Grand Tour and who loved and understood music, an accomplished string player, competent on the clavier and as a singer. Bach wrote chamber music, such as sonatas, concertos and the English, French and German suites. He followed the trend for writing educational works: he wrote the first 24 preludes and fugues of the Well Tem pered Clavier, the Inventions (designated by him as ‘an honest guide to the lovers of the clavier’75), and composed the Klavierbüchlein for his son, Wilhelm Friedemann. From here, he could also visit Hamburg, Berlin and Leipzig to inspect the new organs. Here, for the first time, he seems to have been content, although this was not to last.

In May 1720, Bach accompanied the duke on a visit to take the waters at Carlsbad, the fashionable spa.* On his return, Bach found his wife dead and buried, although seemingly he had left her in good health. Death, as we have seen, was ever present.

Bach was now left with four children, Catherina Dorothea, the eldest, aged twelve, and Friedemann, Emanuel and Bernhard, aged ten, six and five respectively. His wife’s elder sister Friedelena, who had lived with the family for some years, must have been a godsend at this difficult time.77 Bach clearly needed a second wife. On 3 December 1721, he married Anna Magdalena Wülcken, the daughter of the court trumpeter at Zeitz and Weissenfels.78 Anna Magdalena was aged twenty, and was already a singer on the Cöthen payroll. For her, Bach wrote the Little Clavier Book and, later, the Notebook.

Bach reflected on his domestic circumstances: he was concerned about the children’s education and the large class sizes at the Lutheran school.79 He also wanted to compose church cantatas. Besides, Cöthen was far from anywhere; and the prince’s budget was tight, especially after the prince’s marriage left less resource available for music. So, Bach considered applying to be organist at Pastor Neumeister’s church in Hamburg. But the job went to someone prepared to pay for it, leading Mattheson to observe that ‘even if one of the angels of Bethlehem should come down from Heaven, one who played divinely and wished to become organist of St Jacobi, but had no money, he might just as well fly away again’.80

THE APPOINTMENT AS CANTOR IN LEIPZIG

Bach continued to look elsewhere for positions. In June 1722, Johann Kuhnau, ‘Cantor’ of St Thomas’ in Leipzig, and one of the leading writers of church cantatas, died. Bach knew him well: he had worked with him on the inspection of the organ at the Marienkirche in Halle in 1716,81 and they had presumably dined together at the banquet to celebrate its opening.

The church, with its excellent Thomasschule, had a long musical tradition. The prominent composer of the early 1600s, Hermann Schein, previously briefly at Weimar, had been Cantor during the Thirty Years War. The church’s musical establishment had subsequently gone through a rocky patch when Johann Rosenmüller, a ‘composer of unquestionable genius’82 and potential Cantor was, with several others on the staff, gaoled on suspicion of homosexuality. Rosenmüller escaped to Venice.83

Leipzig was the second city in Saxony. Virtually in the middle of Europe, it was a prominent commercial centre, well known for its Easter, Michaelmas and New Year Fairs, which dated from medieval times. It had acquired leadership in the publishing trade when, at the end of the 17th century, Frankfurt introduced severe censorship. Breitkopf, the publishers, had been there for about three years.84

It was also another of the centres of Lutheranism, with a proud tradition. There, after attending a service in St Thomas’, Luther had publicly supported certain aspects of the teaching of Jan Hus, the Bohemian heretic. This gave rise to the papal bull ‘Exsurge Domine’ which Luther burnt and which was followed by his excommunication, and appearance at the Diet of Worms.85

The city was redolent of Nuremberg in the days of Die Meistersinger, with its patrician families and its guilds which jealously guarded their monopoly rights.86 At the start of the 18th century, it experienced a considerable boom with nine banks opening.87 These merchants were proud of the notion that their city should properly be regarded as a great cultural centre, the ‘Klein-Paris’ of Germany.88

The appointment of Kuhnau’s successor as Cantor was thus an important one for these self-important burghers to make, and proved difficult and contentious. The city council first selected Georg Telemann,89 who had previously worked in Leipzig: he was now in Hamburg where he had been very proactive and introduced public concerts; but, after he got a pay rise, he withdrew his application. Bach was then one of several contenders for the post, but was still not the first choice. Graupner from Darmstadt, an alumnus of St Thomas’, was approached, but his employer, the Landgrave of Hesse-Darmstadt, would not let him go, tempting him with a salary increase and a pension for his dependants.

The council then reconsidered the nature of the job. This partly involved teaching the 55 resident pupils, and around 100 non-resident pupils, in non-musical subjects as well as music. The council discussed separating the teaching and musical roles. Councillor Dr Platz raised the temperature by saying that ‘since the best man could not be obtained, mediocre ones would have to be accepted’.90 The subsequent comments at this meeting are not recorded, because the clerk of the city council was told not to take any further minutes. This was an unpropitious start to Bach’s appointment which he accepted ten days later, having been given a theological examination and found sound. Councillor Dr Steger adjured Bach to ‘make compositions that were not theatrical’.91 The composer duly gave several undertakings. He agreed not to leave the city without the burgomaster’s consent. He also undertook to ‘set the boys a shining example of an honest, retiring manner of life’,92 and to instruct them conscientiously, and ‘so to arrange the music that it shall not last too long, and shall be of such a nature as not to make an operatic impression but rather incite the listeners to devotion’.93 All was now in order.

At the end of May 1723, two carriages and four wagons full of belongings left Cöthen along the flat road to Leipzig. This was to be the family home for the remaining 27 years of Bach’s life. There was a formal induction ceremony on 1 June, held by a representative of the city council, the pastor, the school rector and the chief town clerk. The schoolboys performed a piece outside the door, and then filed in. Although the event went off with due decorum, there seems to have been some confusion about the procedure, with some bickering between the church authorities and the city council about who should perform the installation.94

LIFE IN LEIPZIG, SECOND CITY TO DRESDEN

Bach lived in the inner city, which had a quaint medieval aspect; there were fortified walls, and leafy suburbs and fine gardens outside, where we can imagine him, relaxing and sketching, which he enjoyed so much,95 and walking with Anna Magdalena who loved flowers.96

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, writing less than ten years earlier, described the fashions of Leipzig: The women ‘are very genteely dressed, after the French and English modes, and have generally very pretty faces, but they are the most determined minaudières* in the whole world. They would think it a mortal sin against good-breeding, if they either spoke or moved in a natural manner. They all affect a little soft lisp and a pretty pitty-pat step.’97 It was in Leipzig that the Viennese obtained their shoes, and bargains could be had: pages’ liveries and gold stuffs could be bought at half the price of those in Vienna, partly due to the customs duties and partly to the relative skills of the craftsmen.

Leipzig’s university was the largest in the German-speaking world. One of its alumni, who studied there in Bach’s time, was Empress Maria Theresa’s powerful chancellor, Prince Kaunitz.98 He was a typical example of someone who chose to travel north to obtain his university education, rather than go to one of the southern universities whose teaching had been dominated by the Jesuits.99

Another alumnus was Lord Chesterfield’s illegitimate son Philip.** His father’s exhortations give one an indication of customs in the top echelons of the city. ‘There is a great deal of good company in Leipzig, which I would have you frequent in the evenings’, wrote the lord. ‘There is likewise a kind of court kept there, by a Duchess Dowager of Courland, at which you should get introduced. The King of Poland and his Court go likewise to the fair at Leipsig twice a year.’ He added: ‘I shall write to Sir Charles Williams, the King’s Minister there, to have you presented, and introduced into good company.’ Philip was to ‘observe and imitate the manners of the people of the best fashion there; not that they are … the best manners in the world; but because they are the best manners of the place where you are, to which a man of sense always conforms’. As well as reminding him to clean his teeth and dress well, Chesterfield admonished him thus: ‘Having mentioned laughing, I must particularly warn you against it: and I could heartily wish that you often may be seen to smile, but never heard to laugh while you live. Frequent and loud laughter is the characteristic of folly and ill-manners.’100 One hopes that the Bachs managed an occasional laugh despite the dour Lutheran precincts of St Thomas’.

Leipzig was a contrast to the backwater at Cöthen and the tawdry elegance of crumbling Weimar. Of even more contrast, however, was the capital of Saxony, Dresden, some 65 miles away, the seat of Elector Augustus I who was also King Augustus II in Poland. Being a recent convert to Roman Catholicism,* his court was keen to show its enthusiasm by doing everything Italian.102 It thus became the centre of Italian in Continental northern Europe, attracting considerable talent, a recruiting ground for Handel. Its music would soon be dominated by Johann Adolf Hasse and his wife, the international soprano, Faustina Bordoni, who were friends of the Bachs.

The court at Dresden was a compound of exquisite culture and rank corruption. Augustus the Strong (see colour plate 8) was addicted to collecting porcelain, particularly from the Far East. A few miles down the Elbe from Dresden was the Meissen porcelain factory, started around 1710.** A few miles upstream, Augustus could step from his gondola on to the magnificent landing stage at Pillnitz, his pleasure palace built in the Chinese style, for China was then regarded as a paradise on earth, a land of carefree living and luxury.103 The palace was being completed at the time Bach arrived in Leipzig, and would soon be the scene of the three-week-long celebrations for the wedding of one of the king’s daughters. Augustus was also renovating the Moritzburg castle, the Zwinger Palace, and creating for himself some baroque gardens in the hills above the Elbe. The Protestant burghers of Dresden were not to be left out: the city architect was completing his plans for a new church, to be called the Frauenkirche.† 

 Underneath this veneer, Augustus was ‘Lutheran by birth, Catholic by ambition (the Poles were violently Catholic) and Mahometan in his habits’.104 ‘In the matter of morals the court of Augustus was possibly the most corrupt establishment in Europe. An observer might just as well have attempted to define the interrelationships in a warren of [rabbits] as to give a name to the multifarious couplings of lovers, mistresses, sons and daughters.’ 105 When he died, he left a legitimate heir and 354 illegitimate children, one of whom was General Maurice de Saxe.106

Dresden was a social and cultural world distant from the precincts of St Thomas’ Church and its school where Bach worked and lived. It was a world in which Handel could have thrived because the opportunities for the entrepreneurial musician were enormous. Bach’s circumstances were different.

Bach had ‘dropped a rung in the social ladder’ from his position in Cöthen. His job was arduous, and he was misled at the outset into thinking that the emoluments were around the same as the combined salary which he and Anna Magdalena had received at Cöthen. He was required to supervise the music in the four civic churches. At St Thomas’ and St Nicolas’,* the principal churches, Bach had to rehearse the Sunday cantata and direct the first choir on alternate Sundays. The main Sunday service began at 7 am and lasted until midday, with a sermon for an hour in the middle. On the great feast days, the same service was repeated in the other principal church. The cantata would have been performed at 7.30 am, hardly the best time for young choristers and instrumentalists to perform; boys who left before the service ended were birched.107

One can picture Bach striding across from St Thomas’ to St Nicolas’ Church, past the City Hall and the Exchange, not a great distance. The two other churches, the New Church and St Peter’s, were served by the less competent singers: the choir at St Peter’s could ‘only just barely sing a chorale’.108 They would have attracted less of Bach’s time.

The Cantor’s principal colleagues were the Rector, the Conrector, both of whom also had teaching responsibilities at the university, and the Tertius.** Each week, Bach farmed out five of his twelve hours of nonmusical teaching duties to Magister Pezold, the Tertius. Every fourth week, Bach was duty master, responsible for discipline, ensuring that the boys were up at 4 am in summer and 5 am in winter, saying morning prayers a quarter of an hour later, supervising the meals in the refectory. After the evening meal, prayers were at 8 pm.

As well as doing all this, Bach managed to write a massive amount of music, particularly in his first year. His vocation was to write church music. He seems to have set out in Leipzig to provide a five-year cycle of cantatas and passions: more than half the volumes in the Bach-Gesellschaft edition are devoted to this. He composed 265 cantatas;110 all but a few were written during his first five or six years, at the rate of about one a week. In addition, he wrote motets; these were performed at vespers on Sunday afternoons, at the beginning of the main morning service or during communion, funerals or memorial services. In Lent, there was no cantata music and this gave him time to write the Passions.* The St John Passion was written in 1724 and the first version of the St Matthew Passion in 1727.

Bach’s work extended beyond the confines of St Thomas’. For around twelve years from spring 1729, he directed the secular Collegium Musicum which Telemann had founded. Meetings were held on Friday evenings usually at Zimmermann’s coffee house,111 which held 150 people, or in summer in the garden just outside the city. The coffee house is probably where the ‘Coffee’ Cantata was performed. After 1741, the larger Grand Concerts begun by a group of Leipzig aristocrats increasingly eclipsed the Collegium. Bach was involved, but on the sidelines.

The secular cantatas are the nearest Bach came to writing an opera. He took his children to the Dresden opera several times ‘to hear the lovely Dresden ditties’.112 He attended Hasse’s Cleofide in September 1731 and played an organ recital the following day.113

After Augustus the Strong died in 1733, there was a compulsory period of court mourning during which cantatas were not allowed in church. Court mourning was a disaster for musicians. Bach’s predecessor Kuhnau said: ‘nobody will pray more devoutly for a long life of his sovereign than the instrumentalists’.114 Bach, however, took this opportunity to write the B minor Mass.

He composed a cantata for the new king, when he visited Leipzig. Six hundred students formed a torchlight procession to the market place where Bach’s Collegium performed. The king was not much better than his father: one of his favourite amusements was shooting dogs from the windows of his palace in Warsaw.115

DOMESTIC LIFE

Bach’s sister-in-law, Friedelena, continued to live with the family until her death in 1729. In 1731–2, the Bachs’ apartment was renovated and they moved to temporary lodgings. By the standards of the time, the Cantor’s premises were large, although not very private: there was a throughway to the classroom and dormitories through the middle.116

Bach’s possessions at his death enable one to envisage his lodgings. His study was full of books: there were 80 theological ones. His dining room was furnished with heavy black leather chairs; on the wall was a portrait of his father. The kitchen, where no doubt Anna Magdalena spent a considerable amount of time with the children, was bright with copper and brass; on a shelf they placed their silver cutlery and candlesticks, and the silver tea and coffee service. Bach ran a kind of music shop on the side, which involved organising the sale or hire of instruments. In his lodgings, he had several harpsichords, violins, violas, cellos, gambas and a lute. His clothes included eleven shirts and he had a silver mounted stick and even a silver dagger. With his glass of rosehip brandy and his pipe, he must have conveyed the image of a comfortable, religious, very respectable burgher. One can speculate that the Hasses from Dresden would have regarded him as a bit too respectable, almost dull.117

The Bach family atmosphere was busy and highly cultured. The family unit formed a vocal and instrumental ensemble, which was augmented by the resident apprentices. It also pitched in to help Bach with his work; Anna Magdalena and the older children made fair copies of his compositions.118 Compared to today, the labour necessary to create a score was considerable: Bach had to rule his own paper, and sharpen his quills with the knife which was also used for erasing mistakes. Working in candlelight must have considerably tired and strained the eyes.

In most years, Anna Magdalena bore a child: they had thirteen. In the early years, many died, some either in or just after childbirth, but several aged three or four. Hardly eighteen months went by without a funeral: children died in June 1726, November 1727, September 1728, January 1730 and August 1732. The year 1733 was particularly sad with deaths in April and November. But this was not unusual. Even a few years later, a quarter to a third of all infants still failed to survive their first year; half would die before the age of ten.119

As we have seen in the London of Handel, the frequency of death, sudden and unpredictable, did not permit the wrenching emotions of today. This perhaps helps one understand why Jonathan Swift, Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin, could chide a mother grieving for the loss of a daughter, urging her against ‘too strong attachments’ to her children, ‘a weakness God seldom leaves unpunished’.120 It was a hard and sad world. If one did not escape into the fleshpots of Dresden, one took one’s solace from the deep and devotional Lutheran religion.

Some of Anna Magdalena’s children survived. The best known is Johann Christian, who went to live in London. He was born in 1735. Heinrich, born eleven years earlier, had some learning disability. Elizabeth was born in 1726, Christoph Friedrich in 1732 and Johanna Carolina in 1737. There was an after-thought in 1742, Regine Susanna, who survived into the 19th century: she died in 1809, when she was said to be ‘starving’. There was an appeal for her to which Beethoven responded. The Bach line died out in 1845 when Wilhelm Friedrich Ernst, harpsichordist to the Queen of Prussia, died; he turned up, rather to everybody’s surprise, in 1843 when the memorial to Bach was unveiled in Leipzig.121

PROTRACTED DISPUTES

Bach was not happy or contented; he became enmeshed in the tensions between the university, St Thomas’ and the city council. In September 1725, he had his first row, a ‘turf ’ dispute about his entitlement to play at, and be remunerated for, services at the university church. Bach appealed to King Augustus who, we may assume, had other things on his mind. The pleadings went back and forth several times. Bach wrote his own at considerable length, referring to the historical role of the Cantor, stipulating the amounts involved, which were trivial, well below ten per cent of his annual salary. The king, or some diligent civil servant, confirmed Bach’s responsibility for the festival and academic services, but upheld the right of Gottlieb Görner, the university organist, to play at the routine services.122

This was not the end of it: about twenty months later, when Augustus’ wife died, a young noble at the University commissioned Bach to write a funeral ode, and Görner objected.123 The noble had to buy Görner off, Bach being asked, and refusing, to sign an undertaking not to encroach on his territory in future. Surprisingly, during all this, Bach and Görner managed to stay on reasonably friendly terms.

There was a row the following year about the choice of hymns for Vespers.124 The ecclesiastical authorities wanted the preacher to choose the hymns before and after the sermon, whereas Bach said that this had always been the prerogative of the Cantor.

The city council took Bach to task about his disinclination to teach non-musical subjects, because Magister Pezold, the Tertius, does not seem to have been much good at the work delegated to him. Councillor Steger gives one a clear indication of Bach’s reaction: ‘Not only did the Cantor do nothing, but he was not even willing to give an explanation of that fact.’125

Meanwhile, Bach was preparing a lengthy memorandum about the difficulties of finding sufficiently talented singers and instrumentalists. He pointed out that at Dresden ‘the musicians are relieved of all concern for their living, free from chagrin, and obliged each to master but a single instrument’,126 whereas he had seventeen usable musicians, twenty not yet usable and seventeen unfit, largely because his recommendations for admissions had been overruled. His predecessor had similarly complained about the new opera house attracting singers away from St Thomas’.

It is not surprising that, a couple of months later, Bach was in touch with the school friend who had accompanied him to Lüneburg, by now the imperial resident agent in Danzig. Bach was looking for another job. In his letter he said that he had to live amid ‘almost continual vexation, envy and persecution’. The money was not up to the level he had expected when appointed and the cost of living was high; also, as he put it, ‘when a healthy wind blows’, the level of fees from funerals is disappointing.127 But no job was forthcoming.* 

 Yet, all of this was just the prelude to a much larger drama, baroque in its intricacy. A new Rector, August Ernesti, was appointed who was 22 years younger than Bach, a brilliant teacher, an innovator, and unsym-pathetic with the traditions of St Thomas’:*128 consistently with the trend at the time, he regarded the musical side of church worship as an impediment, and ticked off boys found practising: ‘so you mean to be a fiddler in a pub?’, he reputedly asked one boy who was trying to practise his violin.129

Each of Bach’s choirs had a prefect, more like a junior master, one of whose roles was to deputise as conductor when the Cantor was absent in another church. In August 1736, the prefect of the first choir had beaten one of the younger boys who had misbehaved at a wedding service; the boy complained to the Rector, who ordered the prefect to be flogged before the whole school. The prefect, who was aged 22, would not submit and asked to leave, but was refused his customary certificate of discharge; when he absconded, Ernesti seized his belongings and money.130

Ernesti nominated another to be prefect, who Bach thought was a poor musician and therefore not up to the position at St Thomas’. To accommodate the Rector, Bach appointed Ernesti’s nominee as prefect of the New Church choir where, as we have seen, the musical tradition was less demanding. The protagonists and their nominees became entrenched. On two consecutive Sundays, there were scuffles in St Thomas’ gallery when the two rival appointees turned up. Bach would not have had any conductor, had not Krebs, a university student and pupil of Bach, stood in.

There was voluminous correspondence with the city council, with Ernesti pointing out venomously that if Bach had not been absent from the wedding, the whole saga would never have arisen. The city council upheld Bach’s nomination of prefects, but did not criticise Ernesti. Yet, instead of stopping there, Bach appealed to the ecclesiastical authorities, and then to the king, requesting them to uphold him in his office and impress on Ernesti that he should cease telling the school boys to ignore his instructions.

Although Ernesti had severely undermined Bach’s authority, it is not clear for what ‘pound of flesh’ Bach was looking. He cannot realistically have expected to oust Ernesti, a highly-regarded scholar: in future years Goethe attended his lectures at the university. The king’s officers, who must have begun to regret that Bach had recently been appointed to the honorific position of Electoral Saxon and Royal Polish Court Composer, wrote to the Church authorities requiring them to take such measures ‘as you shall see fit’;131 an example of diplomacy, which Bach could well have practised in the first place. Whereas one can have much sympathy for Bach’s right to be satisfied with the musical ability of his deputy, one wonders whether, had he sought to discuss the appointments with Ernesti in the first place, all of this might have been avoided.

THE BACKWATER

As the years went by, Bach’s children with his first wife gradually drifted away, leaving a gap in the family ensembles, and reducing the number of assistants available for copying. Bach obtained good positions for his sons. Friedemann went to Dresden’s Sophienkirche. Carl Philipp Emanuel went to the university at Frankfurt an der Oder. Johann Gottfried Bernhard, with his father’s support, went to Mühlhausen’s Marienkirche and then Sangerhausen. Bernhard was a bad sort, incurring debts everywhere he went, and in the end he disappeared; he eventually turned up at Jena University, where he died of fever. On a happier note, in 1738–42 a cousin, Elias, came to lodge with the Bachs. He acted as Bach’s secretary and tutor to the younger children.132

In the eyes of his contemporaries, Bach was getting increasingly ‘out of date’ and isolated from the newly fashionable galant style. This had a much thinner texture and a clear melody with symmetrical phrases and regular rhythms, a style we associate with France and Couperin Le Grand. The knife was stuck in when the fortnightly publication Critischer Musikus criticised Bach for ‘taking away the natural element in his pieces by giving them a bombastic and confused style’ and suggested that he should ‘not darken their beauty by an excess of Art’.133 The accusation, which enrages Bach supporters, was written in 1737 by Scheibe, whom Bach had rejected for the post of organist at St Nicolas’. Scheibe was an acquaintance of Gluck.

Bach increasingly found himself up a backwater in a city where tastes were changing. A decade later, the burghers of Leipzig would be watching a travelling opera group performing Scalabrini’s Demetrio and Merope and attending a concert at which ‘arias by a great maître from Italy were sung’.134 They preferred this entertainment to Bach’s ‘dual unity of absolute mathematics and absolute poetry’.135

Dresden saw the double royal wedding between, on the one hand,  Elector Max Joseph of Bavaria and a daughter of King Augustus, and on the other, the Saxon Prince Christian and a Bavarian princess. The sumptuous celebrations included, as one might expect, a festival opera by Hasse. Bach, the so-called ‘court composer’, was not involved; Gluck was.136

Against this uncomfortable background, Bach plodded on at his duties. His productivity dropped. His output in the middle Leipzig years was small. In some of his works, such as the Christmas Oratorio and the B minor Mass, he borrowed extensively from earlier compositions. He completed the final 24 preludes and fugues for The Well Tempered Clavier in 1742. And between 1731 and 1742 he also compiled the four educational volumes of the Klavierübung.* The fourth volume includes variations composed, it is said, for an insomniac nobleman who wanted a piece with which his harpsichordist Goldberg could soothe him to sleep.

The third volume illustrates Bach’s ‘difficulty’ only two well. This was one of the first of his works to be circulated. It includes several chorale preludes for the organ, that is, music which would typically serve as an introduction to the congregational singing of a chorale; the preludes are framed between the well-known Prelude and Fugue known as ‘St Anne’. As always, with sufficient patience, Bach’s meticulously crafted pieces please the performer; but there are pieces that are far more enjoyable to play elsewhere. With a few exceptions, these Klavierübung chorale preludes are rarely performed today.

It appears that Bach was frequently away from home, doing recitals, and advising on organ building. Early in 1740, the council appointed an extra master to instruct the school in musical theory. ‘If the Council frowned, it had learnt by experience that the cantor was not to be coerced.’138 In 1741, he visited Berlin, where, in the previous year, Emanuel Bach was appointed harpsichordist at the court of Frederick the Great. This visit was disturbed by news that Anna Magdalena was unwell, although she recovered.

Bach visited Berlin again in 1747 in order to meet Emanuel’s wife, the daughter of a wine merchant. At night, after supper, King Frederick the Great usually required his courtiers to listen to a concert: he would play the flute, accompanied by his long-standing flute teacher, Johann Joachim Quantz.139 When Bach arrived at the palace in Potsdam, twenty miles from Berlin, Frederick was notified and invited him to play his new Silbermann pianos and develop a fugue on a theme (‘subject’) which he would provide. The following day Bach gave an organ recital, and again, at the palace, improvised a six-part fugue. On return to Leipzig, he developed the Musical Offering, based on Frederick’s fugal subject, and the Art of Fugue.

This story, no doubt embroidered over the years, gives us a politically correct picture of the 35-year-old king making music with the elderly but distinguished commoner. Frederick (see colour plate 7) was a talented musician, but it is as well to remember that, following a childhood scarred by a ferocious father, he was by then well into his career as the exponent of Realpolitik. When the Habsburg Emperor died without a male heir, Frederick took the opportunity to seize the rich area of Silesia; he was now determined to crush Saxony. Shortly before Bach’s visit, one of Frederick’s warriors, accredited with inventing the practice of troops marching in step,140 led a surge of soldiers into Leipzig. One cannot imagine that the precincts of St Thomas’ Church were immune from the extortion of the billeted troops. Shortly afterwards, the Prussians were victorious at Kesselsdorf, just outside Dresden, where combined armies of 61,000 men sustained an appalling casualty rate of 25–33 per cent.141 So much for the flute.

Frederick became an explicit role model for Hitler, who hoped to possess his knack for surviving against all the odds. If it had not been for some visits by Voltaire and Bach, Frederick might be seen by posterity in a rather different light.142

It is Bach’s son Emanuel, not the king, who deserves the lasting fame. Had he not subsequently been overshadowed by his father, he would surely now be in the pantheon of great composers. C.P.E. Bach provides the bedrock on which Haydn and Mozart built their structures;* he also evolved an expressive piano style which they emulated and then took forward. We can surmise that, during his father’s visit, Emanuel will have shown his father the rococo summer palace which Frederick was having built on the hill above Potsdam. It would be completed in the following year and would be called Sanssouci, meaning ‘free of care’.

Bach’s visit to Berlin was his last journey. In 1749, the year which saw the marriage of his daughter Elizabeth to the organist at Naumburg, the city council took the apparently unprecedented step of nominating Bach’s successor, while Bach was still in post. At the end of that year, his eyesight was so troublesome that he consulted the English eye doctor, John Taylor, who later treated Handel. Taylor operated.144 When Bach’s eyesight permitted, according to tradition, he assembled the Eighteen Chorales; an amanuensis had to write the 16th and 17th. He headed the 18th, ‘Vor deinen Thron tret ich’, ‘Before thy throne I come’. Bach’s manuscript ends in the 26th bar. On 18 July, he rallied and saw a bit. He then relapsed. He died on 28 July 1750. The cause of death is not clear, since eye diseases are not normally fatal. Years later, a coffin was found which was matched to him; it was eventually placed in the chancel of St Thomas’, where the tomb may now be seen.
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There was no minute of regret from the city council. Bach was replaced by one Gottlob Harrer. Privy Councillor of the War Office and Burgomaster Stieglitz announced that ‘the school needs a Cantor, not a Kapellmeister’.145 Harrer died five years later; his successor Doles was almost as obscure, and is only remembered for his statement that the fugue was an antiquated form of scholastic exercise. Doles’ own successor condemned cantatas for arousing ‘disagreeable emotions of boredom and disgust, if not utter annoyance’.146

Bach’s style was thought to be ‘harmonious and full-voiced, but not melodious and charming’. He ‘sought more to compose in an artistic than in a comprehensible and pleasing manner’.147 Four years after his death, none of his works were included in the catalogue of the library at Cöthen. His works were occasionally performed in St Thomas’; and individual copies were to be found, usually in organ lofts. A few of his works, mainly those used for teaching, were engraved and in circulation. These were not his best advertisement: works such as the Klavierübung and the Art of Fugue, for the amateur at least, are not always the most pleasurable. So, six years after he died, a travel writer in Leipzig does not even mention Bach.148 This was at a time when Handel’s Messiah was receiving its annual performance before vast audiences in Westminster Abbey.

Anna Magdalena died ten years after Bach and appears to have survived on alms.149

* Bach was the greatest exponent of counterpoint, the art of combining melodies.6 It has not always been popular. The leading philosopher Rousseau believed that the combination had the effect of neutralising the merits of each individual melody.7

* Augustus the Strong, Elector of Saxony and King in Poland, with whom Bach later ‘corresponded’, became a Roman Catholic in order to become King. A more celebrated case was the protestant King Henry of Navarre who said that ‘Paris vaut bien une messe’ (Paris is well worth a mass).18

* Death, rather than divorce, terminated the average marriage, which lasted twenty years. Less than one in ten lived to over 60; those over 65 made up 4–5 per cent of the population.

** Pachelbel’s son, Charles Theodore, was perhaps the most distinguished professional musician in America before 1750. He began New York’s public concert life when he arrived from Boston in 1736. He died in Charleston, where he was organist at St Philip’s Church and very active in promoting music; he started an annual concert on St Cecilia’s Day there.23

† ‘Clavier’ was a generic term for several types of keyboard instrument.

* See Note on Money, Dates and Names.

** She was the mother of the future King George II of England and the grandmother of Frederick the Great of Prussia. The lover was Count von Königsmarck. The great military leader Maurice de Saxe, the great-grandfather of George Sand, Chopin’s lover, was sired (by Augustus the Strong) on the lovely Aurore, the count’s sister.

* To practise, one needed to pay a bellows operator; later, Bach could afford a harpsichord with pedals attached which facilitated practice in the home. The organ in St Paul’s Cathedral was still being blown by treadmill in the time of Sir John Stainer, in the 1870s. Around that time, the army of bellows operatives (male and female) at Notre-Dame-de-Paris was pensioned off.32

* Previously Saint Blasius, but the Lutherans did not recognise the saint, so the church was downgraded at the Reformation.38

* A barber was paid an annual salary of 70 thalers; a pastor 175 thalers. A ream (480 sheets) of paper would cost about 0.85 thalers.39

* An obsolete card game.

* The name-day, much celebrated, was the day of the saint after whom a person was named.

*Other composers brushed with the authorities. Weber was imprisoned after he repaid money embezzled by his father. (To finance this, he was implicated in a scam whereby pretty young men avoided conscription by buying positions at court.) Earlier, he had been imprisoned when he directed to the King’s private room an old woman asking where to find the court washerwoman. 69 Samuel Wesley was imprisoned for failing to pay his debts; Berlioz, for failing to attend National Guard Duty;70 Schumann and Stravinsky for being involved in minor ‘student’ disturbances;71 and Poulenc spent ten days in a military prison for overstaying leave in 1918.72 The most culpable, Richard Wagner, avoided imprisonment, but he was prominently political.

* It seems likely that during this visit, he was asked by the Margrave of Brandenburg to provide him with the six concerti grossi, which he wrote in the style of Vivaldi. Although Bach probably performed them at Cöthen, there seems to be no record of any acknowledgement from the margrave, and the condition of the manuscript shows that they were never performed by him. They were assembled with other manuscripts after the margrave’s death and sold as a job lot.76

* Simpering manners.

** Chesterfield was an English diplomat, politician and peer.

* In the year after Bach arrived in Leipzig, Augustus executed the Protestant leaders at Thorn (now Toru´n) in Poland in what was known as the ‘Bloodbath of Thorn’.101

** The Meissen porcelain factory was the first in Europe; its products would soon be copied at Sèvres.

† Bach played the Silbermann organ at the Frauenkirche even before the outer shell of its dome was completed in December 1736.

* Protests held in St Nicolas’ Church were an important contributor to the fall of the East German communist regime.

** The German Gymnasium at full strength included eight masters, the Rector (teaching the Primaner, the top form), the Conrector (teaching the Secundaner), Subrector, Quintus, Quartus, Tertius etc.109

* Bach’s obituary says that he composed five Passions but only the two have survived complete. There is a libretto for the St Mark Passion; the St Luke Passion is not thought to be by Bach.

* This was probably just as well, as Danzig was besieged in the War of the Polish Succession in 1734 which followed the death of King Augustus. The Polish Diet elected Stanislas Leszinski, father-in-law of Louis XV, but a Russian invasion of Poland enabled Augustus’ son to succeed his father as King Augustus III.

* The immediately preceding Rector was a friend of Bach’s from Weimar days.

* Part I sold for 2 thalers, Part III for 3 thalers; the same price as a violin and a spinet respectively.137

* The sonata movement of the 18th century normally has two identifiable parts, the second reworking the material of the first. In C.P.E. Bach’s sonatas, there is a clear recapitulation of opening material within the second section. This was an important step towards ‘sonata form’, which by the 19th century became a three-part structure in which, generally speaking, the first section sets out a number of themes (the exposition), which are then developed in the second section, called the development, and returned to in the final section, known as the recapitulation.143
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HAYDN

CHAPTER 3

TO BERNARD SHAW, the Irish playwright and critic, the Inferno will be like a performance of an oratorio in a vast Royal Albert Hall: in the galleries, choristers will sing ‘All that hath life and breath, sing to the Lord’; in the arena below, the condemned will sit in their evening dress, while demons force them to stay awake.1

Yet surely we could do worse than to be obliged to hear a continuous loop of Haydn’s The Creation? We would get such pleasure from the chorus ‘The Heavens are Telling the Glory of God’ and from the air ‘With Verdure Clad the Fields Appear’! We would enjoy the horn chorus from The Seasons. We could happily listen to ‘Heyday, the liquor flows, raise your cups and let us merry be’, provided of course that the bar would open and we had the cash to pay. Eternal tedium would be relieved by Haydn’s delightful sense of humour as, in The Creation, he imitates the roaring lion and observes how ‘in long dimension, creeps with sinuous trace the worm’. Haydn’s contemporaries appreciated his light touch: one, an Englishman, thought that listening to his music was like hearing a conversation at afternoon tea; listening to Handel’s music was, by contrast, more like hearing a sermon delivered from the pulpit. Doubtless, the Englishman had not heard of Johann Sebastian Bach.2

Haydn was born when Bach was working on the B minor Mass; he died when Beethoven had written his Fifth and Sixth Symphonies. He lived at a time when Vienna had become the centre for music in Europe.3 Composers were pouring out sonatas, quartets and symphonies* to meet the demand created by an increasing number of public concerts. The earliest symphonies listened to by most of us are those by Haydn. His genius was to bring together several styles and to compose something entirely personal and individual. He blended the light galant style of Couperin le Grand and Sammartini with the heavier textures of Bach’s son, Emanuel.** 

 We shall follow Haydn from his birthplace on the Hungarian border to Vienna, only 25 miles to the west. Although on a war footing and with an empty treasury, Vienna was about to be uplifted by Empress Maria Theresa’s glittering reign. The middle 30 years of Haydn’s life were spent, however, away from the centre, secluded and constrained in the service of the fabulously rich Prince Esterházy. While Haydn was there, momentous changes were taking place outside: Western civilisation was being transformed by the Enlightenment. We shall look at two developments which were part of this: the wide-ranging reforms of Emperor Joseph II, and the transformation of opera by Gluck and his colleagues. Then we shall travel with Haydn to London, where he was tempted to settle among friends. However, he returned to Vienna for his old age, and died while Napoleon’s troops rained down shells upon that most beautiful and cultured city.

EARLY DAYS IN ROHRAU

Franz Joseph Haydn, the second of twelve children, was born on 31 March 1732 in a small thatched cottage in Rohrau, a few hundred yards from the Leitha, the small river which marked the border between Lower Austria and Hungary. The countryside is rather flat, although on a clear day a snow-capped mountain is visible in the far distance. The cottage was on the estate of the Harrach family, who lived in a castle a stone’s throw away. The Harrachs combined the thuggery and taste so typical of the aristo-cracy: a forebear had been Lord Chamberlain to Wallenstein, the sinister and ferocious general of the Thirty Years War; others, more cultured, had been in the foreign service of the Habsburgs in Madrid, Naples and Brussels. This had enabled the family to assemble the magnificent art works now on display in Rohrau.5

Matthias, Haydn’s father, made wagons for the horses and bullocks to pull. He was also responsible for the upkeep of the roads. A pillar of the traditional and conservative serf establishment, he dispensed justice in the village court, and handled cases of adultery, excessive gambling or failure to attend church. Haydn’s mother Anna had been a cook with the Harrachs, whose moated castle, although not large, would have been a comfort and means of defence in times of trouble: her father had lost all his possessions when a Hungarian peasant army had plundered Rohrau some 30 years earlier.6

Life was hard. Serfdom varied throughout the Habsburg Empire, in some parts being indistinguishable from slavery. Two, if not three, days’ compulsory labour were required per week; children, on reaching the age of fourteen, were required to work full-time for three to seven years.7 This work was called ‘robot’, and the mechanical, unenthusiastic way in which the serfs toiled is at the root of the modern word with which we are familiar. In Rohrau, the Haydns might have commuted the required services with a cash payment;8 but almost certainly they could not leave the estate, marry or choose their occupation without Harrach consent. They seem to have leased their own land, had their own cattle and wine cellar. Times were relatively good: the price of agricultural produce was rising, and Anna, a good Hausfrau, insisted that everything was neat and tidy. Matthias played his harp in the evenings. No doubt the domestic scene was comfortable and cosy.9

The standard of living of the Haydn family was considerably higher than that of the peasant whose main diet was rye bread washed down with water.10 However, Anna’s domestic economy could not sustain twelve children, so Joseph, or Sepperl as he was then known, had to be pushed out of the nest. His uncle suggested that he should join him in Hainburg, the local big town about eight miles away where he was headmaster and precentor at the church of St Philip and St James. Aged just five and a half, the boy was sent away, never to return to his family home except for rare and brief visits.

He was surely too small even to notice the gate and walls of Hainburg, or to appreciate its beauty with the Danube flowing below and the hill above. Had he, he would have learnt that this tranquil setting was illusory: less than 50 years earlier, at the time of the siege of Vienna, the Turks had massacred the inhabitants, including his great-grandfather. There was now yet another war with the Turks, with the Habsburgs supporting their Russian allies in a dispute over territory in the far-away Caspian region.11 The ‘Türkenglocken’ bells rang out each morning, calling people to pray and reminding them of the horrors of a Turkish invasion.

Haydn learnt the clavier, violin and kettledrum, and played in the church orchestra. ‘I was a regular little ragamuffin’, he said many years later. There were lots of floggings and little food. He was soon to move on.12

THE CHORISTER

St Stephen’s Cathedral in Vienna was described by the musical historian Dr Burney as ‘a dark, dirty and dismal old Gothic building … In it are hung all the trophies of war, taken from the Turks and other enemies.’ This gave it ‘the appearance of an old wardrobe’.13 Be that as it may, the cathedral needed a regular flow of new choristers, and George Reutter, who had recently succeeded his father as choirmaster, included nearby Hainburg in his search for suitable talent. This recruitment drive must have been a distasteful and undignified experience for someone so obsequious and vain.

In his time, Reutter was successful and thus important, or at least self-important. He reduced the court musical establishment by implementing the economies requested. He married the daughter of a court functionary; he held many appointments; he was knighted. His 80 Masses were very popular: one was even used during a visit of the Pope. For all this, however, Burney described his work as ‘great noise – little meaning’,14 and today we are spared the noise.

Reutter’s signal achievement, in later years, was to destroy the farsighted Count Durazzo, the director of theatres who was working with Gluck to raise the standards in the opera. Reutter complained that the Count was poaching some of his church musicians, and carrying out rehearsals in unsuitable places; he objected when the Count invited Gluck to be composer of court and chamber music. A master of the turf dispute, he got Durazzo dismissed.15

But Reutter’s successes are forgotten. Posterity just remembers his poor treatment of Haydn, who, aged only eight, moved into his house next to the cathedral, where he joined the other five choristers, the sub-cantor and two preceptors. Whether his treatment was worse than that of any similar choirboy one does not know: Reutter’s cardinal error was not to recognise genius, something history never forgives. We can imagine that, rather than looking after choirboys, Reutter must have found it more congenial to trot along to give little Archduke Joseph his music lessons at 6.30 pm on Mondays and Wednesdays.16

Haydn received virtually no formal education from Reutter. But he did get a considerable amount of practical experience. The choristers had to perform High Mass and Vespers each day, besides performing on great feast days when the cathedral was visited by the Imperial Court. These occasions were frequent: the court had 78 ceremonial attendances at church service every year.17 A particularly solemn annual occasion was the equivalent of the British Remembrance Sunday, the commemoration of the lifting of the Turkish siege of 1683.

VIENNA AND THE COURT

Like Venice, Vienna was smelly, with the added disadvantage that the 16,000 carriages and their horses stirred up the dust, which irritated the eyes and chest. It had some fine new buildings, including Prince Eugene’s Belvedere and the St Charles’ Church, designed by Lukas von Hildebrandt and Fischer von Erlach. The magnificent palace at Schönbrunn was still being built. Haydn apparently climbed the scaffolding and was ticked off by the empress.18

Vienna was in some ways the Manhattan of the 18th century: its buildings were unusually high, most being five or six storeys, and the streets were narrow. It was considerably more crowded than London. According to an English traveller, almost 50,000 inhabitants were compressed into 1,233 houses.19 The dusty ground floor was kept empty for the billeting of court servants, but, on the mezzanine and first floors, the rich and successful lived in considerable splendour.20 Above this, there were further floors and the garret at the top: ‘the apartments of the greatest ladies and even of the ministers of state are divided but by a partition from that of a taylor or shoemaker’, it was said.21

The real purpose of the city was to support the Habsburg Court.22 An English visitor drily observed that ‘no sooner is a man a master of a moderate fortune, but his head is turned with the thoughts of a patent of nobility; and none sets out lower than with the title of a baron’.23 The importance of the Crown was exemplified in the dying words of Prince Schwarzenberg when shot by the emperor in a hunting accident: ‘It was always my duty to give my life for my sovereign’, he gasped.24

The Court employed hundreds of master artists, including 243 goldsmiths. 25 There were few shops: traders sold their wares from building to building. Burney observed that ‘a stranger is teased to death by these chapmen, who offer to sell wretched goods, ill-manufactured and ill-fashioned. In old England, it is true, things are very dear, but if their goodness be compared with these, they are cheap as dirt.’26 He also criticised the Viennese penchant for cruel sports: he describes dogs being set upon a wild ox which had crackers festooned to its head and body and fire secured under its tail. There were lots of dogs.27

The city was noticeably international,* as evidenced by the colourful costumes of Hungarians, Poles, Serbs, and the Croats ‘with black tubs balanced on their heads’.29 The considerable presence of the Church was on display, with many religious processions at which a foreigner would be well-advised to genuflect if he did not want to be roughed up.30

The ‘monstrous’ fashions of the aristocracy were observed by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu,** and must have amused little Haydn. ‘They build certain fabrics of gauze on their heads about a yard high, consisting of three or four stories, fortified with numberless yards of heavy riband. The foundation of this structure is a thing they call a Bourle … This machine they cover with their own hair, which they mix with a great deal of false.’ She added: ‘their hair is prodigiously powdered to conceal the mixture, and set out with three or four rows of bodkins, wonderfully large.’ The dresses were monstrous too. ‘Their whale bone petticoats out do ours by several yards’ circumference, and cover some acres of ground.’ Yet, in spite of this physical disadvantage, the normal routines of life prevailed: ‘’Tis the established custom for every lady to have two husbands, one that bears the name and another that performs the duties’, Lady Mary wrote. In the customary English style, she observed that the Austrians were ‘not commonly the most polite people in the world or the most agreeable’.31

THE WAR OF AUSTRIAN SUCCESSION

Haydn arrived in Vienna in 1740, around the same time as Vivaldi died there in obscurity. The court was in turmoil. The Habsburg family suddenly faced a most serious crisis with the death of Charles VI. Like other members of his family, he indulged in blood sports on an enormous scale, heron-baiting being his favourite pastime.* In October 1740, he caught a chill after a day’s shooting. He then consumed a large pot of mushrooms stewed in his favourite Catalan oil, and died. He had no male heir. His only son had died in infancy, and his repugnance at his empress’ obesity, together with his preference for a combination of his Spanish mistress and young men, precluded any resolution of this difficulty.33

To succeed him, he left only a daughter, the Archduchess Maria Theresa, thus breaking the direct line of male succession which could be traced back at least 23 generations. Women rulers were unknown in Central Europe. The young Archduchess of Austria, then aged only 23, could in theory be elected Queen of Hungary, but not to the throne of the Holy Roman Emperor. Charles’ predecessor, his elder brother, Joseph I, had sired two daughters before he had managed to give his wife a recurring venereal infection.34 These two girls, properly excluded from succeeding their father when he had died, were now married to the powerful Electors of Saxony and Bavaria, and they arguably had superior claims to Maria Theresa. Besides, they also had six sons between them, whereas, until her son Joseph was born on 13 March 1741, Maria Theresa had borne only daughters. There were five particularly tense months after her father’s death until Archduke Joseph was born. Meanwhile, the other Habsburg heiresses and their husbands saw this as an excellent opportunity for acquisition; other nations of Europe, particularly France and England, watched for any move that might change the delicate balance of power.** Such succession problems were grist to the mill of all rulers in Europe, and inevitably led to war.35

The archduchess was in a parlous position. Her husband Francis Stephen, formerly Duke of Lorraine, was unpopular and ineffectual. Her father had squandered his fortune on wars with Turkey and on the magnificent baroque buildings of Vienna. She had less than 100,000 florins in her treasury, an army depleted to half-strength after the wars with Turkey, and a council of state whose members ‘appeared to be embalmed’.36 Before she knew where she was, the Elector of Brandenburg, the Prussian King Frederick, seized her lands in Silesia* on the specious grounds that, in return, he would help defend her against her foes.

The War of Austrian Succession spread and continued for almost all the time that Haydn was a chorister at St Stephen’s. The Elector of Bavaria staked his claim and was crowned the first non-Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor for centuries. Prague fell, and only the onset of winter prevented the occupation of Vienna. Cartoons of the period describe Maria Theresa’s predicament: one shows the octogenarian Cardinal Fleury of France demanding ‘Let me handle it’ as his hands grope at her scantily clad body.38

But Maria Theresa was tough. She got herself crowned Queen of Hungary in Pressburg (now Bratislava), resplendently riding a black charger to the top of a mound and pointing her sword to all four points of the compass. Although there were defeats still to come (Prague changed hands three times in three years),39 she was crowned Queen of Bohemia. After the death of the former Elector of Bavaria, she ensured that her beloved husband Francis Stephen was crowned Emperor. The thirteen-year-old Haydn must have watched the colourful celebrations for this event, including the big military parade held near St Stephen’s Cathedral.

Although that war ended in October 1748, there was continuing insta-bil ity. Frederick attacked Dresden in 1756, inflicting enormous damage. The peasants in Bohemia suffered terribly. To keep warm, soldiers would set a dwelling on fire and sit round it: the fire gave out good heat and lasted a long time.40War again ebbed and flowed, with perhaps 850,000 men lost in action in these campaigns: Prussia itself lost a tenth of its population.41 Musical talent drained from the war-torn areas. One immigrant to England was Zumpe, the inventor of the square piano and father-in-law of John Broadwood, the prominent English piano maker.42

DESTITUTION, THEN LUCK

Meanwhile, young Joseph Haydn was singing in the cathedral, where his brother Michael, five years younger, joined him. But this position was on a short lease, unless he was castrated, and his father put a stop to that suggestion. So his treble voice began to break. He was expelled, ostensibly for refusing to accept a beating for cutting off the pigtail of another chorister. It is said that on a cold November day in 1749, Haydn, with three ragged shirts and a worn coat, was turned onto the streets. Fortunately, a singer in St Michael’s Church invited him into his poor garret, where he lived with his wife and nine-month-old baby. Haydn earned money playing where he could, at dances, churches and in particular as a street musician serenading at night.43

We have a description of these Viennese serenades at the end of the century: ‘During the summer months … one will meet serenaders in the streets almost daily and at all hours … They do not, however, consist as in Italy or Spain of the simple accompaniment of a vocal part by a guitar or mandolin … but of trios, and quartets … frequently of an entire orchestra, and the most ambitious symphonies are performed … one soon discovers people at their open windows and within a few minutes the musicians are surrounded by a crowd of listeners who rarely depart until the serenade has come to an end.’44

With the accession of Maria Theresa, Vienna had become a much livelier place, a radical change, because nobody had ever seen her father smile. The young royal couple* discarded his stiff Spanish ceremonial; masked balls were reinstated; a form of waltzing began, called the Deutsche.47 The nobility and the royal family staged their own amateur dramatics.

Regardless of wartime austerity, Maria Theresa had insisted that ‘shows must go on; without them one cannot stay here in such a great residence’.48 The court theatre, the Burg theatre, had opened on the site of the old tennis court close to the Hofburg palace, very near to Haydn’s garret. It was open to anyone who could afford to buy a seat: the cheapest were either in the top balcony (known as the Paradis), or in the rear parterre, segregated from the front ‘parterre noble’ (known as the ox-pen) reserved for aristocrats, officers and officials.49 During Lent, the theatre was transformed into a concert hall. As there was a lot of chatter during the performances, one does not know how much of the performance Haydn could hear: on some occasions the performers could not even hear each other.50

Haydn borrowed and scrimped. But when his hosts were expecting another baby, he had to move on. He went to a sixth-floor garret where he had an ‘old worm eaten clavier’ and was able to study music theory such as Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum, a primer widely used, and works by C.P.E. Bach.51

We have seen that in Vienna all classes lived cheek by jowl. By an extraordinary stroke of luck, on the third floor of Haydn’s building lived Pietro Metastasio, the poet laureate of the Habsburgs and author of countless opera librettos. Also living in the same building was one of the Esterházy princesses.52

Metastasio shared his apartment with some Spanish friends, the Martinez family. He must have heard sounds from above, because, in return for free board, Haydn was engaged to teach Marianne Martinez, then aged ten. She was talented: Mozart used to attend her soirées many years later.53 Of course, Metastasio knew all the important people, and he arranged for Marianne to have singing lessons from the elderly and distinguished Nicola Porpora, doyen of Neapolitan opera. Porpora, said to be the greatest vocal teacher of his time, formerly taught the castrato Farinelli, and was an erstwhile rival impresario to Handel in London.54

Haydn, who accompanied Marianne at these lessons, asked to study with Porpora, in return for ‘cleaning shoes, beating his coat and arranging his antique periwig’.55 Haydn learnt the fundamentals of composition, singing and Italian. He accompanied Porpora on his trips to the spa, and, crucially, became noticed by others. One such influential person invited Haydn to his country home, where he wrote his first string quartets. Through Porpora, he also met successful composers such as Giuseppe Bonno and Gluck, and G.C. Wagenseil, the empress’ music teacher, a leading writer of symphonies and the most important musical figure in Vienna in the 1750s. Bonno and Gluck at this time were working for the Prince of Saxe-Hildburghausen who had his own orchestra, giving magnificent concerts for the music-loving Viennese nobility.56

Haydn took an increasing number of pupils and worked hard, from sixteen to eighteen hours a day. He must have eyed somewhat jealously the success of his brother Michael, who, at the age of twenty, was appointed conductor to a Hungarian bishop.57 Joseph was the archetypal slow developer, but his turn came when he was about 27: he was recommended to Count Morzin, a connection by marriage of Count Durazzo. Haydn worked at Morzin’s imposing baroque palace,* twelve miles south of Pilsen (now Plze[image: 1]) on the road north to the Bohemian spas such as Karlsbad, Teplitz and Marienbad.58 The long journey from Vienna must have gone quickly as Haydn contemplated his pay of 200 fl plus board and lodging,** even though he earned less than half what a ballet dancer in the theatre would have been paid.60 Here he composed his first symphony.

Haydn fell in love with the daughter of a hairdresser, who sadly (for him) preferred to become a nun; he wrote an organ concerto for the ceremony of her profession. Then, on 26 November 1760, in what was a disastrous move, Haydn married the elder sister, Maria Anna. She was aged 31, priest-ridden, unattractive and not even a good Hausfrau; worse, she showed no interest in his work. As Haydn put it later: ‘She doesn’t care a fig whether her husband is an artist or a cobbler.’61 She is the first in our series of apparently difficult wives: Constanze Mozart, Harriet and Marie Berlioz, Félicité Franck, Geneviève Bizet, Antonina Tchaikovsky, Pauline Strauss, Elvira Puccini … For differing reasons, rightly or wrongly, each of these gets a bad press. As Zden[image: 1] ka Janá[image: 2]ek, Alma Mahler and Lina Prokofiev would find, being married to a great artist was no bed of roses; and often we do not hear the wife’s side of the story.

A month before Haydn’s wedding, Vienna saw a royal wedding. A magnificent procession of 106 coaches accompanied Isabella of Parma to her wedding to Archduke Joseph, the heir to the Habsburg Empire.62 We do not know whether Haydn saw this, but he was soon back in Vienna.63 Apparently, Morzin could not afford to keep his musical establishment going; perhaps he had spent too much on his palace. It has also been suggested that Haydn was sacked for having married without consent.

STARTING 2/28/2011WITH THE ESTERHÁZYS

Haydn was then recruited by Prince Paul Anton Esterházy. Around May Day 1761, he began a 30-year period of service, at first in the Esterházys’ splendid four-square castle at Eisenstadt. The castle reigned over a substantial town, also known as Kismarton, only around 30 miles from Vienna. It is set on the side of the Leitha hills with magnificent views over the wine country nearby, and has a delightful park and orangerie behind. It was on an altogether different scale to the relatively modest castle of the Harrachs or Morzin’s palace.

The Esterházys were an old Hungarian family who had made the Habsburgs hereditary kings of Hungary and defended them from the Turks. Consequently, they were created princes of the Holy Roman Empire. The Esterházys augmented their vast fortune by judicious marriage and by ensuring that the family wealth was not divided up but remained with the eldest son.64 In Hungary, 50 noble families owned the greater part of the country’s wealth; and as part of the deal to support the succession of Maria Theresa, they paid no taxes.65 An Esterházy descendant, a crony of King George IV of England, appeared at Queen Victoria’s coronation, in ‘a scene of unsurpassed magnificence … covered in jewels from head to heels. When the sun caught him, he turned into a dazzling rainbow of light.’66 The saddle cloth of the prince in Haydn’s time was even encrusted with diamonds. In 1918, the Esterházys owned 21 castles, 60 market towns and over 400 villages in Hungary, as well as a number of castles and lordships in Austria, and a whole county of Bavaria.67

Haydn was a house officer rather than a servant, and he was provided with a fine livery. He eventually acquired a little house in the town, the present-day museum. He had to attend twice a day in the prince’s antechamber. He was conductor, composer and in charge of the library and instruments. He was also responsible for the music staff, settling disputes such as the incident when a cellist damaged the oboist’s eye during a brawl in a tavern. He was paid initially 400 fl per annum plus a food and board supplement; this rose to 600 fl after the first year.68 For five years he had to put up with his elderly and abusive predecessor.69 As a result of his complaints, Haydn was rebuked for ‘indolence and lack of discipline among the musicians’. This spurred him on to list his compositions, showing that he had been far from idle.70

Less than a year after Haydn joined the Esterházy staff, the prince died and was succeeded by his brother Prince Nicholas, who became known as ‘the Magnificent’. One of his sisters-in-law was in Archduke Joseph’s closest circle; another was married to Count Durazzo, the head of the court theatres; a brother was Count Franz (‘Quinquin’) Esterházy, Durazzo’s predecessor. 71 Prince Nicholas himself played the baryton, an unusual cello-like instrument with six main strings and eighteen reverberating strings. * Dr Burney called it an ‘ungrateful’ instrument, and described the additional strings sarcastically as an ‘admirable expedient in a desert, or even in a house, where there is but one musician’.72

Beneath the cultural surface of the Esterházys, however, was a ferocious and formidable prince who had greatly distinguished himself in the recent Seven Years War.** The Esterházys had a private army of six-footers. The year before Haydn went into service, the prince had been in command of Austrian forces who had entered the palace of Frederick the Great at Potsdam.74
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Not surprisingly, the prince was very severe with his servants, and when a tenor was caught with his hand up the skirts of a soprano, he was jailed for two weeks and received 50 lashes from the Esterházy executioner. Conditions were extremely tough for the musicians, and, no doubt, the other servants. Haydn was fortunately exempted from the rule, instituted later, that the servants were not allowed to have wives. This was somewhat ironic, as Haydn said: ‘My wife was unable to bear children and for this reason I was less indifferent towards the attractions of other women.’75 How he achieved his objectives without suffering the same fate as the tenor, we know not.

In later years, the discipline must have been relaxed. In 1779, the Esterházy establishment was joined by a lively nineteen-year-old mezzo-soprano, Luigia Polzelli, and her elderly violinist husband, Antonio.76 Possibly Haydn fathered her son, born four years later. This dark-eyed brunette perhaps had a predecessor as, late in life, Haydn thought of leaving some money to one of the waiting women in the Esterházy household. ‘Papa’ Haydn’s fatherly tenderness may well have developed into something more serious. Equally, his affairs could have resulted from sheer desperation. Besides, Signor Polzelli may not have objected to the arrangement. He and his wife were such indifferent musicians that without Haydn’s intervention they would have been sacked.77 Haydn also went out of his way to simplify some of the works Luigia was to sing, so as to bring them within her limited competence.78

ESTERHÁZA

The prince decided to upgrade his hunting lodge at Süttör, at a cost of some thirteen million florins. This is located about fifteen miles from Eisenstadt, on the southern end of the Neusiedlersee.* This period saw a considerable amount of building activity: at the northern end of the twenty-mile long lake, the Harrachs were converting the inner courtyard of their castle at Rohrau into an elegant château. One imagines that Haydn heard about this, and also learnt that the church in Hainburg, where he had started, was having a baroque tower added.79

The prince’s plans were on an altogether more magnificent scale. The hunting lodge was turned into a kind of Versailles, painted with ochre, and renamed Esterháza. On arriving there, one enters a large horseshoe-shaped courtyard, to face an outside double-staircase leading up to the mag-ni ficent white and gold reception rooms on the first floor, scene of many of Haydn’s performances. There are more than 126 gilded and panelled rooms, some with Chinese wall paintings, some Chinese lacquer, and large stoves to keep them warm. Behind, in those days, were the beautiful French gardens and park. Looking out to the park, on the right side was an opera house, built in 1768; on the left, a puppet theatre, built five years later. Designs for the opera house indicate that it had a frontage of around 60 feet; inside, a parterre with ten rows of seats, the prince’s loge and a gallery above. Sadly, today one just has to imagine the park, the gardens and the theatres.80

Esterháza became the main scene of Haydn’s activities. He lived in quarters on the edge of the park. He composed many works for the opera house and many pieces for the baryton for the prince. But he was also writing many symphonies, string quartets and piano sonatas and, once his predecessor was dead, church music. Some of this music from the early Esterháza years, such as the Stabat Mater and the string quartets, is noticeably expressive and intense. It is not known whether this was caused by some spiritual or personal crisis; it may have been a response to a deeper sense of emotion found in literature around this time, known as Sturm und Drang (storm and stress). The frothy but emotionless world of the galant, with its rustic cottages and shepherds, was beginning to pall.81

Maria Theresa, who cannot fail to have been jealous of the Esterházy family’s enormous fortune, visited Esterháza in 1773. When the Prince showed her his newly built Chinese folly, she asked how much he was spending on it: ‘a mere bagatelle’, he replied. Her visit was marked by a firework display, which included a tableau of the coat of arms of Hungary, and a masked ball with the musicians dressed in Chinese costume. Haydn’s burletta L’infedeltà delusa was performed for her, as was his opera for the marionette theatre, Philemon and Baucis.

Maria Theresa’s arrival at the Esterházys must have been an exciting event. Preceded by postillions and trumpeters, she would travel in a procession of over 30 coaches and wagons (with a few spares in case of breakdown), powered by over 200 horses. She did not like slow speeds, so she would move at twelve miles per hour, perhaps for ten hours at a stretch.82

By the time of this visit to Esterháza, she was a widow, dressed in black. Eight years before, during a gala ballet performance to celebrate their son Leopold’s marriage to Maria Luisa of Spain, Emperor Francis Stephen collapsed; he died in the corridor a few moments later. Maria Theresa did not make a public appearance for eight months, during which time she calculated that she had been married precisely 385,744 hours.83 Thereafter, until her death in November 1780, there was an uneasy co-regency: Joseph succeeded as Holy Roman Emperor, while she continued to make the decisions. Mediating between mother and son was their chancellor, the chillingly calculating but incorruptible Wenzel Anton von Kaunitz. Formerly ambassador to Paris, Kaunitz was the architect of the renversement des alliances* by which Austria and France, former enemies, became allies. This was symbol ised by the marriage in 1770 of the empress’ daughter Marie Antoinette to the Dauphin, Louis-Auguste of France. Kaunitz was ultimately responsible for French theatre and opera being brought to Vienna, and he was also an important supporter of Gluck.** 

THE ENLIGHTENMENT OUTSIDE

We should pause to consider the considerable changes that were happening in the world beyond the boundaries of the vast Esterházy estates. The world was experiencing what has been called ‘the greatest cultural and spiritual re-orientation since Christianity supplanted the antique world’.85 However isolated Haydn may have felt, information about trends and developments outside must surely have percolated back to him; also, he went into the wider world when he accompanied the Prince in his retinue.

‘Man’, which now included a growing middle class, had emerged from darkness into light, from baroque confusion into the Age of Reason. As the two Roman cities Herculaneum and Pompeii, destroyed by Vesuvius in 79 AD, slowly disgorged their classical treasures, the arts reached back to the serenity of antiquity, to simplicity, and to the realistic. Haydn lived at the time of Voltaire and Diderot, authors whose contentious works the authorities frequently had burnt. It was the age of Immanuel Kant, whose Critique of Pure Reason was published in 1781; and of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the first ‘angry young man’, a competent composer as well as a great philosopher.86 For Kant, the source of all human knowledge was not just experience, but a combination of reason and experience: reason without experience is empty; experience needs reason or it descends to chaos. It was now the age of ‘the universally cultured man’.87

An important event which had a significant effect on the thought processes of intelligent people was the Lisbon earthquake and fire of 1 November 1755. This killed 30–40,000 people and reduced the city to rubble. It caused the French King’s mistress, Madame de Pompadour, to give up rouge for a week. The English, having attributed the disaster to the wrath of God, banned masquerades for a year; the gambling stakes at White’s Club were substantially reduced.88

JOSEPH’S REFORMS

Emperor Joseph II (see colour plate 9) aimed to put some of the concepts of the Enlightenment into practice. Besides, he knew that, without reform, the Habsburg edifice, weakened by war, would collapse. His ideas were far in advance of his time: he tried to engineer from above the revolution which the French would achieve from below. He wanted a centralised state which would work for the greatest good of the greatest number, because that could achieve what the individual alone could not achieve.89 He also maintained that all men were equal; and that everyone should contribute to the general good according to his wealth. There should be no kneeling, except to God; no bowing, except to the sovereign.90 These notions naturally appalled the aristocracy who supported his throne.

Although the Esterházy family would surely have been discreet when talking in front of the servants, Haydn must have been aware of the pace of change as Joseph implemented these ideas. By 1780, the government in Vienna was relentlessly publishing around two decrees per day, whereas 40 years earlier the rate had been about three per month.91 The Esterházys probably ignored many, hoping the whirlwind would blow over, but occasionally they did object, for instance when Joseph decreed that German should be the official language in his realm. Meanwhile, they were told to put away their saddle cloth.92

Joseph’s catalogue of reforms affected everything and everyone. Here are just a few examples. He overhauled the tax system. Education was to be compulsory between the age of six and twelve, and parents should be punished for their child’s truancy. Every community was to have a nurse and doctor employed by the state. Bureaucracy was cut, and training courses were introduced for bureaucrats and judges. Judges’ pay was increased so that they would be less likely to take bribes. A civil service contributory pension scheme was set up which included schemes for widows and children.93 Capital punishment was curtailed, torture abolished.94 Free legal aid was to be provided for peasants in dispute against their lords. Censorship was reduced and centralised. Notoriously, the burial laws were changed, because Joseph observed that useful economies could be achieved, including the rapid re-use of the cemetery, by re-using coffins and burying people in sacks in common graves.95

Meticulously attentive to detail, Joseph, a control freak, was the consummate busybody. He banned ballet from court theatre because it was erotic. He prohibited the use of corsets, because they impaired childbearing ability.96

Joseph was like many a late 20th-century chief executive. Key words were ‘commitment’ and ‘duty’.97 Overweening and conceited, he would ridicule and humiliate people who had no recourse whatsoever. In a century when no British monarch visited Scotland, Wales or Ireland, Joseph was to be met on fact-finding missions in which he travelled 30,000 miles around his domains and abroad, from the Bay of Biscay to Moscow. His visit to Russia involved travelling 3,000 miles in less than four months.98 As with royal visits generally, things were spruced up: cottages were quickly thatched before his arrival; some rustics had the sense simply to flee into the woods. A print was circulated showing the prince behind a plough: it has been described as ‘a much depicted anticipation of the art of the photo- opportunity’.99

Joseph grappled with the mighty Roman Catholic Church in whose hands so much wealth was concentrated: it was on display at monasteries such as Melk above the Danube and St Florian near Linz. There were over 2,000 abbeys in the areas of his empire which were directly under his control. Joseph seized a third of these, especially those which served no useful function providing health or education, and reduced the numbers of monks and nuns by about 40 per cent. He issued an Edict of Tolerance for Protestants and Orthodox, and lifted various of the restrictions on the Jews. The Pope was so worried that he came to Vienna in 1782 and spent a month in direct and often bad-tempered negotiations with Joseph. No Pope since the early 15th century had crossed the Alps, so his visit caused sensation.100

Not having had the advantage of attending a course in ‘change management techniques’, he encountered resistance even from those such as the peasantry who, supposedly, would benefit from his edicts. He had to depend for his plans on a small group of officials in Vienna, but they were insufficient to break the resistance of the outraged Church, the nobility, the provincial estates and chartered towns. Besides, his ideas struck at the heart of his own legitimacy as emperor, whose title and position was essentially grounded in property ownership. There was so much disruption in Hungary that the Prussian King considered seizing the throne, or installing the Duke of Saxe-Weimar.

When dying from tuberculosis contracted while campaigning against the Turks, the emperor wrote his own epitaph: ‘Here lies Joseph II, who failed in everything he undertook’,101 a confession which many a modern and over-remunerated chief executive could do well to make. Joseph’s successor, his brother Leopold II, took a grip and reversed many of the reforms. One of Joseph’s more productive achievements was, however, to explain the facts of life to his brother-in-law.* 

CHANGES IN OPERA: GLUCK

The period of the Enlightenment also saw some important changes in the nature of music. On 5 October 1762, Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice** was first performed in the Burg theatre in Vienna; this was around the time that Haydn joined the Esterházy staff. Orfeo retains many features of Italian opera, such as long orchestral interludes (for ballet), the ‘exit aria’ at the end of which the hero leaves the stage in a flourish (ready for the applause), and the ‘deus ex machina’ who descends from the skies and brings a happy ending. But Gluck’s opera was far less stylised and much more realistic. The music was no longer just the latest accompaniment for a standard and absurd text: it now reflected the action and the emotions of the characters on the stage. Before Gluck’s ‘reforms’, Metastasio’s texts were set by numerous composers anything from twenty to a hundred times;103 after Gluck, an opera was so integrated with its text that it was unique and that particular libretto could only rarely be used again.* 

Gluck’s librettist was Raniero Calzabigi, a colourful character whose chequered career involved a poisoning in Naples and a lottery in partnership with Casanova in Paris.104 Calzabigi prepared a Preface to Alceste for Gluck to sign, in which he wrote: ‘I have striven to restrict music to its true office of serving poetry by means of expression and by following the situations of the story, without interrupting the action or stifling it with useless superfluity of ornaments.’ He continued: ‘I did not wish to arrest an actor in the greatest heat of dialogue in order to wait for a tiresome ritornello, nor to hold him up in the middle of a word on a vowel favourable to his voice, nor to make display of the agility of his fine voice in some long drawn passage, nor to wait while the orchestra gives him time to recover his breath for a cadenza.’ Gluck said: ‘I have sought to abolish all the abuses against which good sense and reason have long cried out in vain … I have felt that the overture ought to acquaint the audience of the nature of the action of the drama.’ His punch-line was: ‘I believed that my greatest effort should be devoted to seeking a beautiful simplicity.’ 105

Alceste was first produced in Vienna in December 1767. It has many of the old features: the chorus, the ballet interludes. But amid exquisite music, what really stands out is the way the recitative is made an integral and expressive part of the drama.** 

In the early 1770s, in the wake of Marie Antoinette, Gluck went to Paris where his two Iphigénie operas were first staged; there we shall go in connection with Mozart. Meanwhile, under the auspices of Kaunitz and Durazzo, French theatre and ballet was brought to Vienna, where it was beloved by the Viennese aristocracy. Its dominance was not to last. As early as 1761, a German Society had been formed to popularise German literature. Emperor Joseph, of whom it was said that ‘he will certainly employ no Frenchman until German plays are performed at Versailles’,106 led this crusade and stopped the subsidy to the French. When the French departed, the aristocracy first expostulated and then set up their own French theatre; but it failed.107

In 1776, Joseph stopped all theatre performances except for plays in German. This led to the growth in the German-language opera, the Singspiel. Joseph also dismissed the staff at the Burg theatre, with a promise of three months’ wages, and installed a German troupe instead. Performances at the Kärntnertor theatre,* which he wished to purge of its crude and vulgar comedians, were limited to those by travelling troupes; theatres were opened up in the suburbs. Haydn had a cellist friend who had been lured to Vienna by increased pay; now, he was very lucky to be re-employed at a reduced salary. Such were the upheavals of the time.108

HAYDN’ SPERAS

Haydn himself became increasingly involved with Italian opera, especially because Prince Nicholas became bored with playing his baryton. At Esterháza, between 1776 and 1784, there were typically two operas and two concerts a week, apart from the daily chamber performances and the occasional entertainments in honour of guests.109 Even after fire destroyed the theatre – it had destroyed Haydn’s house in Eisenstadt in 1768 – opera performances were not curtailed. In fifteen years, Haydn conducted more than 1,000 performances: in 1786, there were 125 opera performances of seventeen different works.110

Haydn’s operas were still in the old style and did not reflect Gluck’s ‘reforms’. Much of Haydn’s time went into modifying, to suit his available resources, compositions by prominent composers of the time, such as Piccinni or Salieri. His own works, such as Lo speziale and Il ritorno di Tobia, being in the old style, are mostly forgotten now, as is the incidental music he wrote for the acting troupes which visited Esterháza, which performed plays by Shakespeare, Lessing and Schiller.111

Service with the Esterházy family gave Haydn comparative security in an age when this was needed. He was protected from the effects of the devastating harvest failure of 1770–71 and from the peasant revolts which flared up sporadically in Bohemia and Transylvania.112 No doubt the country location also had its attractions, and we can imagine him relaxing, fishing in the lake nearby, and enjoying the distinctive sounds from the large number of birds who made it their habitat. Being on the Esterházy staff also gave him a status which is reflected in some of the concert bills of the period: Haydn’s position is stated, whereas Mozart by then has none.113 Also, Haydn was now earning a lot more than his brother Michael received in a new post in Salzburg.114

But Haydn was stuck in the middle of nowhere. In the early years, obtaining leave was virtually impossible, and trips to Vienna could be made only in the Prince’s retinue. In the 1780s, Haydn seems to have had more freedom to visit Vienna, perhaps to look for music to bring back. On one occasion, he heard one of his minuets being played badly in a tavern, criticised the playing and was nearly beaten up.115

When he managed to visit Vienna, he would see a circle of friends. This included Mozart, with whom he played chamber music. It also included the prince’s doctor, Peter von Genzinger, and his wife Marianne, whose Sunday afternoon musical salons Haydn attended. One letter indicates his Sunday-evening reluctance to return to his duties: ‘Here at Eszterháza nobody asks me “would you like chocolate with or without milk? Will you take coffee with or without cream? What can I offer you my good Haydn? Will you have vanilla ice or strawberry?”’116

Haydn’s circle also included some musicians from the British Isles: the Dublin-born tenor Michael Kelly, the composer Stephen Storace,* and Nancy, his sister. Nancy Storace was a soubrette soprano, the first Susanna in The Marriage of Figaro. It was a lively group. Stephen was arrested for brawling at a Shrove Tuesday Carnival ball. Nancy and the officer with whom she was dancing fell on the floor after the officer’s spurs got caught in her dress. Stephen, who had had too much champagne, accused the officer of the wrong thing and was put under lock and key in the guardhouse, where he, of course, sent for more champagne.118

There were plans to get Haydn to England. London was then a Mecca for musicians in search of fortune, particularly foreigners, because music was increasingly considered an insufficiently masculine profession for Englishmen.119

‘WORLD’ FAME AND THE PROBLEMS OF COPYRIGHT

Although stuck at Esterháza, Haydn’s fame had spread abroad. In 1780, Artaria* published a set of his piano sonatas, the first of over 300 Haydn editions published by them. Haydn was also included in their equivalent of ‘Who’s Who in Music’. The King of Spain had sent him a golden snuffbox set with diamonds, presented in person by the secretary of the Spanish legation.121

In the mid-1780s, Haydn was commissioned to write six symphonies for the Paris Concerts Spirituels.122 This was the first real concert organisation,** a society which held concerts in Lent and on religious feast-days when the opera was prohibited. Around the same time, he resumed writing string quartets. Cadiz cathedral commissioned The Seven Last Words. This was performed in America as early as 1793. At Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, in 1795 a string quartet met regularly to play Haydn’s music.124 In England, well over 100 of his works were published.

Publication did not lead to an increase in riches. The growing ‘mass’ market called for printed works, but copyright law was generally chaotic both nationally and internationally. It was far from clear whether statutes designed to protect authors of literary works – that is, words – also extended to composers of music. Previously, this did not trouble composers too much, because a musical work, once performed, was usually not needed again: the small, aristocratic market was supplied by using cheap, impoverished copyists, a typical example being the philosopher Rousseau, who died when eking out a living as one. However, once printed, published works could easily be pirated abroad,† and, by 1764, editions of Haydn’s works could be obtained in Holland and England. Bach’s son Christoph successfully sued Longmans in the 1770s for unauthorised publication. In the 1780s, Stephen Storace also sued Longmans, establishing that a composer had original title to the composition and confirming that sheet music was covered by the copyright legislation.125* 

The difficulties went far beyond the issue of whether composers were entitled to the same protection as writers and poets. There was no coherent framework even for literary works. The German states were particularly chaotic, with different rules in each state, most of them being unwilling to protect works by foreigners, except where there was reciprocation in the foreigner’s home state. The Habsburgs even encouraged piracy of works by foreigners as a means of importing know-how and technical skills. We can see the extent of the difficulty when we find Kant, at the end of the 18th century, publishing an essay, ‘Was ist ein Buch?’ Even though 38 states in Germany agreed in 1815 to do something about copyright, and expressed good intentions several times thereafter, nothing effectual was done to resolve the problems until 1870, when the German Empire was formed.

To protect their position as best they could, composers for a long time arranged for their works to be published simultaneously in the principal markets. Thus, Chopin, in the 1830s, published simultaneously in France, England and Germany. Stravinsky, being a Russian, experienced difficulty with copyright in the United States, at least until he became a French citizen; when in 1945 he became a citizen of the United States, he revised various works partly for copyright reasons.

In England, the legal profession thrived on copyright law.** Indeed, the second of the two court cases about The Seasons, the poem by James Thomson which Haydn later used for his oratorio, is described as ‘the bedrock judicial decision in English law of copyright’.127 And Thomson, a canny Scot, himself provided an early example of a device for extending copyright by adding to his poems so as to create a new edition and thus trigger a new date from which his copyright would apply.128

OFF TO LONDON

The opportunity for Haydn to go to England arose in 1790, a year in which both Joseph II and Prince Nicholas died. The prince’s heir abandoned Esterháza and returned to Eisenstadt; also, he was not so interested in music. The orchestra was disbanded and Haydn was allowed leave, on full pay. He moved swiftly to Vienna. He was on the point of going on to Naples, when the London-based violinist and impresario Johann Peter Salomon heard that he was ‘free’. Salomon greeted him: ‘My name is Salomon. I have come from London to fetch you.’129 He engaged him to write an opera, six symphonies and twenty other pieces, and to conduct in as many concerts, for a minimum of £1,200.130* Haydn had two visits to London, in 1791–2 and 1794–5.

The cultural atmosphere in London had evolved considerably during the generation since Handel’s death 30 years earlier. The artist Thomas Gainsborough had recently died; the architect Robert Adam, and Edward Gibbon, author of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, were now close to the end of their lives. Adam Smith had published his Enquiry into the Wealth of Nations in 1776. As indicated by Joseph Wright’s picture of the ‘Experiment with the Air Pump’, painted around 1768, important scientific and industrial developments had taken place. Watt invented the steam engine in 1769. Priestley isolated oxygen in 1774. A variety of scientists, including Dr Benjamin Franklin of Philadelphia, had taken forward our knowledge of electricity. At a more mundane and commercial level, the textile industry had been revolutionised in the 1770s by Arkwright’s water frame, Hargreaves’ jenny and Crompton’s mule.132

It was onto this fast-changing stage that, on New Year’s Day 1790, there stepped an incongruous pair: there was the elderly Haydn, aged 58, who – apart from his brief job at Count Morzin’s establishment in Bohemia – had never been beyond a radius of 40 or 50 miles from Vienna;133 and there was the international impresario Salomon.

The journey itself must have been a novel experience. No doubt Haydn was already familiar with some of the irksome aspects: there were customs posts between Hungary and Vienna, so he would have been used to delays while officials extorted duties and examined books and other writings ‘lest they contain something prejudicial to the state’.134 The pair travelled through Munich and Bonn, where Salomon had been born and where he knew the Beethoven family. They passed through France ruled by revolutionaries; it was a year and a half since the fall of the Bastille. On New Year’s Eve, they arrived in Calais.

The delightfully dyspeptic Dr Tobias Smollett travelled the Calais to London route a few years earlier. Describing the ferry, he said that ‘the cabin was so small that a dog could hardly turn in it and the beds put me in a mind of the holes described in some catacombs, in which the bodies of the dead were deposited, being thrust in with the feet foremost’. Dover was ‘a den of thieves … The people are said to live by piracy in time of war and by smuggling and fleecing strangers in time of peace.’ As for the London to Dover road, ‘I need not tell you this is the worst road in England with respect to the conveniences of travelling … the chambers are in general cold and comfortless, the beds paultry, the cookery execrable, the wine poison, the attendance bad, the publicans insolent and the bills extortion’. Importantly, he noticed that there was ‘not a drop of tolerable malt liquor to be had from London to Dover’.135

At least Haydn avoided being seasick. The two arrived safely at the music ‘warehouse’ in High Holborn run by John Bland, a publisher. Then Haydn moved to Salomon’s house in 18 Great Pulteney Street, Golden Square.136 Here, one could apply to him for tickets to his series of Friday concerts. The first, on 11 March at Hanover Square rooms, was a triumph, as were those which followed. An extra ‘benefit’ concert brought in £350.* 

London had enjoyed regular subscription concerts for some time; they were a flourishing business, with as much snob appeal as the opera. The programmes performed at them were long – say, three hours; so the procedure was for people to move from one hall** to another.

A week after his arrival, Haydn wrote to Marianne Genzinger: ‘I could have an invitation every day; but first I must consider my health, and second my work.’140 He seems to have enjoyed a musical evening at Carlton House, the residence of the chastened Prince of Wales: it was only just over eighteen months since the service of thanksgiving in St Paul’s Cathedral for King George’s recovery from his first attack of madness, a disease which at first was attributed to his wearing damp stockings and eating four large pears. As only a servant would, Haydn discovered that the recipe for the prince’s punch was ‘one bottle champagne, one bottle burgundy, one bottle rum, ten lemons, two oranges and a pound and a half of sugar’.141

Haydn visited Dr Burney at Chelsea College, where he was organist. There was much to talk about. Burney’s son had been with Captain Cook on his second and last journey around the world in 1776 .* Burney’s friends included the portrait painter Sir Joshua Reynolds, and the diarist Boswell who was writing the life of Dr Johnson. Haydn used to go into the woods to study English. Hopefully, he did not have to read the works of Johnson, whose books ‘are written in a learned language which nobody hears from his mother or his nurse, in a language in which nobody ever quarrels, or drives bargains, or makes love, in a language in which nobody ever thinks’.143

Haydn also caught up with his friends from Vienna, Michael Kelly and the Storaces. Their circle included the Drury Lane director Thomas Linley, whose talented son, accidentally drowned some time before, had met Mozart in Florence in 1770; and also the wild and colourful Irishman, Richard Brinsley Sheridan, author of The Rivals and The School for Scandal, who had eloped from Bath with Linley’s beautiful sixteen-year-old daughter, a prima donna.** 

Sheridan was, with Edmund Burke, one of the prosecutors in the impeachment of Warren Hastings, who had risen from impoverished circumstances to become the first governor-general of British India. Haydn arrived in London when the lengthy trial in Westminster Hall, which had started as ‘the greatest public sensation of the 1780s’145 was bogged down in detail and technicalities and still less than half way through its seven-year run. The case was about misrule in India, then an El Dorado: young men in search of a fortune would join the East India Company. ‘The business of a servant of the Company was simply to wring out of the natives a hundred or two hundred thousand pounds as speedily as possible, that he might return home before his constitution had suffered from the heat, to marry a peer’s daughter, to buy rotten boroughs* in Cornwall and to give balls in St James’s Square.’147 Eventually in 1795, after a long and famous closing speech by Sheridan, Hastings was acquitted, although the cost of his defence cost him his vast fortune.

The Hastings impeachment must have been of great interest to the music industry, since the administrative ruling classes in India constituted a lucrative market into which to export musical instruments such as harpsichords and pianos, provided that they were specially reinforced to withstand both transport and climate. Instruments could be used by the large number of civil servants and their families, who needed to while away time spent on the long sea journey and also to relieve the boredom on arrival. John Bland, Haydn’s acquaintance in Holborn, would offer naval officers a quantity discount for taking such items in the stowage assigned individually to them on board the East Indiamen: it was normal for earnings to be supplemented with a little such business on the side.148

Oxford University conferred a Doctorate on Haydn. He attended the Handel commemoration concert, at which the massed choir and orchestra were raked so steeply that one of the performers fell, and disappeared into a double bass with only his legs protruding. He went to the annual meeting of Charity Children in St Paul’s, at which 4,000 children sang: no doubt they would have enjoyed the incident with the double bass. Meetings of the Music Clubs** were more frequent. At these, there was an increasing taste for ‘ancient’ music, then defined as any piece at least twenty years old. However, Haydn did not confine himself to music: he also went to the horse-races* at Ascot Heath.

LONDON OPERA AND FASHIONS

Haydn had agreed with Salomon to provide an opera for the King’s Theatre in the Haymarket, the home of Italian opera. He composed L’anima del filosofo, based on the story of Orpheus. But Haydn’s opera was not performed. The theatre had burnt down, a fate that befell so many theatres. In 1791, a year in which Drury Lane was condemned as unsafe and demolished, the King’s Theatre reopened with an opera by Paisiello, not by Haydn.151

The failure to stage L’anima del filosofo must have been disappointing, if only because there was much money to be made in London with opera. Storace received £400 for his opera The Haunted Tower, and 500 guineas for The Siege of Belgrade. He was often paid 50 or 100 guineas for a single vocal composition.152

Storace’s method now seems very suspect. Out of 29 numbers in The Siege, nine were adapted from Una Cosa Rara by the Vienna-based Spanish composer Martin y Soler. For part of the overture, he borrowed a large amount of Mozart’s ‘Alla Turca’, the last movement of the Piano Sonata in A. It was quite normal to raid other works in this way. Storace’s uncle wrote: ‘… an author is no more to be censured for embellishing his work with any valuable papers which he has met with in his readings, than a traveller for ornamenting his house with pictures he has picked up on his Tour.’153

For the composer, opera was an important way to make money; for the audience, it was an important component of the London social scene. Not surprisingly, Haydn fitted easily into this. His appearance – sturdy, small, dark, pock-marked with a large aquiline nose and noticeably short legs154 – is almost straight out of one of the caricatures of Thomas Rowlandson or James Gillray.

These characters could also be seen at the Gardens at Ranelagh and Vauxhall. There, men and women also paraded the latest fashions. Swords no longer had to be carried, nor was it necessary to wear the extremely high wigs and tiny hats of the 1770s, a style taken to an extreme by the Macaroni Club, some young men who had recently travelled in Italy. Men now wore cocked hats and a double-breasted tail-coat, with, to facilitate movement, the front cut away so as to show a fancy waistcoat. Ladies’ fashions had also changed, much to the satisfaction of those like Burney, whom the caricaturists considered had an eye for the girls. Following a fashion created by Queen Marie Antoinette, some dressed delightfully as milkmaids, sometimes with their dresses decorated with straw. However, unlike in France, transparent dresses were not normally worn in London. By the time of Haydn’s later London visit, women were wearing enormous ostrich plumes and carrying handbags, the latest in accessories.155

Despite the veneer of politeness and elegance, London was still a violent place, and at times particularly uncomfortable for Roman Catholics such as Haydn. Five years before, there had been rumours of civil war. And only ten years before, there had been the anti-popery riots incited by the wildly eccentric Lord George Gordon. Then, there had been rumours that 20,000 Jesuits were hidden in tunnels under the Surrey bank of the Thames, aiming to blow it up and flood London, and also that all the flour in Southwark had been poisoned.* Nevertheless, Haydn enjoyed London so much that he decided to stay for a second season, and was even tempted to settle there.

Much of his time was spent teaching. One of his pupils, the 40-year-old Mrs Rebecca Schroeter, set her cap at him. Once an heiress, she had eloped fifteen years before with Queen Charlotte’s music master, whom she married despite one relative making a dramatic attempt, in the vestry of St Martin’s-in-the-Fields, to have the wedding stopped. She forfeited her inheritance of £15,000 which was contingent on the consent of her father’s executors; this led to litigation. Her husband had died a couple of years before Haydn arrived in London.157

In his second season, Haydn’s concerts faced some competition from Ignaz Pleyel, once his lodger and pupil in Eisenstadt. Pleyel had a successful career, first as director of music in noble houses, then in London and finally as a publisher, piano manufacturer and gentleman farmer in and near Paris.* 

Meanwhile, events were moving on in Vienna. Leopold II died, after a short reign of two years. The Esterházys called Haydn back: his music was bound to be needed when they celebrated the coronation of Francis II. Haydn’s departure from London was a great disappointment to Mrs Schroeter. He travelled back via Bonn, where he had a talk with Beethoven and made arrangements for him to go to Vienna and study with him.

VIENNA, LONDON, VIENNA

Haydn arrived in Vienna on 29 July 1792, around seven months after the death of Mozart. There, for Haydn, life was much quieter than in London: nobody in Vienna was particularly interested in him. He bought a small house in the suburb Auf der Windmühle (On the Windmill) in which to lodge his wife. She characteristically said that it would do her well when she was widowed. He turned to Marianne Genzinger for solace, but six months later she died. When his wife died in 1800, Luigia Polzelli reminded Haydn of a former promise to marry her; but he did not want to. So she extracted a written promise giving her first refusal and a pension after his death; she then went off and married an Italian.

In January 1794, Haydn departed again for London. By this time, the spread of republican principles, especially the events in France, were causing considerable concern in England: clubs such as the ‘Friends of the People’ and the ‘London Corresponding Society’ had sprung up. There was a crack-down on security, aliens and immigrants. One doubts, however, if anyone would have worried about old Haydn.

His second London visit was less sensational. He took part in the weekly concerts in the spring season; he wrote and performed his twelve London symphonies; he arranged for his music to be published, and he travelled around the South. Haydn also appeared again in royal circles: King George invited him to Windsor. He was in England at the time of the royal wedding which took place in April 1795, when the Prince of Wales made his disastrous marriage to Princess Caroline of Brunswick.

The symphonies written for his English visits in the early 1790s represent the peak of Haydn’s symphonic output, and carry the names which are so familiar to us: the Surprise, the Clock, the Drum Roll, the Oxford and the London symphonies. What is perhaps less well known is that at this time he wrote 445 arrangements of Scottish, Welsh and Irish folksongs, many of them for George Thomson, who later commissioned similar works from Beethoven and Weber. Thomson’s intention was neither romantic nor scholarly: he was simply trying to save these old melodies from oblivion.159 In 1793 he had published his first set of Scottish songs, and he continued to publish up until 1841. A craze for folk music had been inspired to a large extent by a best-seller of 1760 entitled Fragments of Ancient Poetry collected in the Highlands of Scotland, and translated from the Gaelic or Erse Language. The fragments were supposedly* the work of the bard Ossian, and recounted the deeds of Gaelic heroes, including Ossian’s father Fingal.160

In August 1795 Haydn had to return to Vienna. Prince Anton Esterházy had died, and his son, another Nicholas, wanted him to revive the princely musical establishment. But since the new prince was less obsessed with music than his grandfather, Haydn was able to spend much of his time in the capital; his main obligation was to write an annual Mass for the name-day of the prince’s wife.

Haydn’s experience of the Handel Commemoration concert, together with his friendship with the influential Gottfried van Swieten, a supporter of Mozart, inspired the two masterpieces, The Creation and The Seasons. Swieten, the son of the empress’ doctor,** was a champion of the works of Handel and J.S. Bach; he had met Emanuel Bach when in the diplomatic service in Berlin. An oratorio enthusiast, Swieten promoted a choral version of The Seven Last Words and arranged the text for The Creation, based on Genesis and Milton’s Paradise Lost. The two private performances of  The Creation in 1798 were a considerable success: ‘Perhaps no other piece of music has ever enjoyed such immediate and universal acceptance.’162 Haydn had been nervous that it might not be well received by a wider audience, but it was an ideal composition to be performed at the regular public concerts now run by the Musicians’ Society. The Seasons, which Swieten based on the poem by James Thomson, followed in 1801.

In 1800, Haydn wrote the Nelson Mass to mark the visit of Nelson to Eisenstadt. Nelson was accompanying his mistress Emma Hamilton, who was in the entourage of the Queen of Naples. He was on a leisurely trip back to England after one of the more inglorious episodes in his career when, urged on by the queen to ‘treat Naples as if it were a rebellious Irish town’,163 he summarily executed even those who only under compulsion had supported the rebels. The composer Cimarosa was lucky only to suffer imprisonment.164 In Vienna, the hero seems to have been oblivious to the scandal he was creating as Lady Hamilton, fat but still beautiful, fawned on him. The British representative in Vienna recorded: ‘he does not seem at all conscious of the sort of discredit he has fallen into, or the cause of it.’165 Haydn, it would appear, accompanied her ladyship, who sang a cantata in a ‘clear strong voice’.166 However, on another occasion, when Haydn was performing with an orchestra, she preferred to chat and play at cards rather than listen to the music. Emma rarely gets a good press.

As an international celebrity, Haydn received medals and accolades from Paris, Russia and Sweden. But Vienna still treated him with relative indifference. An attempt to get an honour conferred upon him, the Leopold Order, failed: his achievement did not meet the narrowly defined qualifications for the award.167

In December 1803, Haydn conducted in public for the last time. Five years later, Antonio Salieri conducted a performance of The Creation to celebrate Haydn’s 76th birthday. Beethoven attended this concert and ‘knelt down before Haydn and fervently kissed the forehead of his old teacher’.168

A nasal polyp caused Haydn discomfort. He became run down and depressed by ‘the melancholy sentiment that life was escaping him’. But in his shaky handwriting, he was able to record that he had acquired a new fortepiano for 200 ducats.169

In early 1809, Napoleon’s army closed in on Vienna. They occupied the palace at Schönbrunn, and on 11 and 12 May they bombarded the city (see colour plate 4). The city walls were only about a mile away from Haydn’s house, which was in the suburbs, half-way out to Schönbrunn. Either he must have been surrounded by the French batteries, or the shells must have been screaming overhead. In the distance, he would have seen the city burning.

Apparently, Napoleon placed a guard of honour at his house. Haydn is supposed to have been moved to tears when an officer of the hussars turned up and sang the aria from The Creation, ‘In native worth’.* On 31 May 1809, shortly after midnight, Haydn died. At his funeral, ‘high ranking French generals, officials and officers as well as the whole cultural world of Vienna were present’. Mozart’s Requiem was played.170

With such an unpropitious start, such slow development, and such an unhappy home life, it is surprising that Haydn could say of himself that he was often ‘seized by uncontrollable humour’. ‘A secret feeling within me whispered: “There are but few contented and happy men here below; grief and care prevail everywhere; perhaps your labours may one day be the source from which the weary and worn, or the man burdened with affairs, may derive a few moments rest and refreshment.”’171

Haydn had that sense of balance, warmth and gaiety which finds its way into his compositions. He personified those typical features of man at the time of the Enlightenment: propriety, style and wit.172 That is surely why his music is so popular.

* Symphonies were now being composed in a form which we would recognise. Starting from something like an overture, a structure with three movements, fast-slow-fast, developed. In the middle of the century, we find composers beginning to include a minuet and also a slow introduction to the first movement. We hear these in Haydn’s symphonies. Mannheim was an important centre for symphonies. There, the Elector of the Palatinate spent a fortune on his orchestra, and its director, the Czech émigré Johann Stamitz. The orchestra was reputed to be capable of performing a crescendo so dramatic that people rose in their seats.4

** François Couperin le Grand, from Paris, died eighteen months after Haydn was born; G.B. Sammartini lived in Milan and was a generation older than Haydn.

* It has been suggested that one needs fourteen languages to write the biography of a Habsburg emperor, at the very least French, German, Latin and Italian.28

** Lady Mary visited Vienna early in the 18th century. Dr Burney’s visit was in 1770.

* In a shoot in 1729, ‘the falcons killed two hundred and eighty herons, twenty-seven hares, seven kites, nineteen wild ducks, fifty-eight magpies, twenty-nine ravens’.32

** Charles had ostensibly secured his daughter’s position by requiring his nieces, in their marriage settlements, to renounce their superior claims. He had also got foreign rulers to sign up to his Pragmatic Sanction. But this provided little security; after all, the Habsburgs had taken no notice of the will left by the last Spanish king, bequeathing his throne when he died.

* Silesia was the area around Breslau (now Wroclaw) in modern Poland. Rich in coal and other minerals, and with a flourishing textile industry and excellent water communications, it yielded 25 per cent of the revenues of the Habsburg’s Austrian and Bohemian lands. Its loss strengthened the Prussian position and weakened the adjacent economies of Bohemia and Moravia. It also put Prussians within 100 miles of Prague and 130 miles of Vienna.37

*Maria Theresa and her husband were genuinely in love. ‘Only the onset of the menopause ended the constant parade of new archdukes and archduchesses.’45 Of course, he had affairs, causing her to observe: ‘Never marry a man who has nothing to do.’46

* The palace, now empty and in sad condition, was close to a Benedictine shrine to Our Lady of the Assumption, visited by pilgrims. The large baroque church was then in the course of construction.

**A factory worker might earn between 50 and 60 fl per annum; a coachman 20 fl with food.59

* The reverberating strings resonated the harmonics and thus enriched the sound; they also gave a special effect when plucked with the left thumb.

** Goethe said that the prince was ‘not tall, but well built, vivacious and distinguished, and at the same time without haughtiness or coldness’.73 A print in the Beethoven memorial museum in Vienna shows him with a long nose and a small mean mouth, although there are portraits which give him a pleasanter expression with a bit of a twinkle in his eye. He distinguished himself at the battle of Kolin (June 1757), where his name appears on the monument depicting Frederick the Great running away following his defeat.

* The long, shallow, reedy, salty Neusiedlersee can sometimes be seen on the left hand side, when flying in to Vienna airport.

* Politically, the renversement was a disastrous policy: France, going fast downhill, was hardly a useful ally. Also, Austria now found itself part of a Catholic bloc pitted against Anglo-Prussian forces, known as the Protestant League. Kaunitz’s support for music had an enduring influence.

** Kaunitz’s manners were arrogant and eccentric. He received the Pope in his dressing-gown and shook the hand outstretched for him to kiss. After dinner, he would ceremoniously clean his teeth.84 Amazingly, Dvorvák became related to Kaunitz by marriage: his brother-in-law was the penultimate owner of the magnificent baroque château at Austerlitz (now Slavkov).

*He explained to Louis XVI that procreation requires movement as well as insertion. Prince Kaunitz’s daughter-in-law said that Joseph looked at women in the way that people normally look at statues.102

**We particularly remember Orfeo for the dance of the Blessed Spirits and the aria ‘Che farò senza Euridice?’ which, although written for a castrato, we associate with the deep contralto voice of Kathleen Ferrier. She emerged from Second World War factory recitals to be one of the finest singers of her time; she died aged 41 in 1953.

* Orfeo was also composed straight through, with the complete replacement of the unaccompanied recitativo secco with recitativo accompagnato, which Gluck had heard in France in works of Lully and his successor, Rameau.

** For example, when Alceste tells her husband the she must die for him, and when she enters Hades. We are beginning to hear a real music drama rather than the concert in costume, or a backcloth for vocal pyrotechnics.

* The Kärntnertor Theatre which had been built in 1708–9 was next to the Carinthian Gate, leading out of the city to the south-west. It staged Italian and German operas and was noted for its outrageously coarse farces, much enjoyed by rich and poor alike. Joseph’s theatre reforms were motivated by his desire to use the theatre to educate the people in the values of the Enlightenment.

* Storace is pronounced ‘Storachi’. His father was a Neapolitan working in Dublin.117

*Artaria were the leading publisher in Vienna. Prints show the shop next to St Michael’s Church, where Haydn had started out on his own. The firm operated on a subscription basis: half the price was paid in advance by the subscriber, and half on delivery.120

** Permission for the concerts had first to be obtained from Lully’s heirs, who held a patent with complete monopoly over opera. So, restrictions were imposed: concerts could be held only when the Académie Royale de Musique was not in session; and they could not include even a fragment of French opera. The ban on French was tacitly overlooked in mid-century.123

† Until the Union in 1800, the English copyright statute of 1710, the ‘Act of Anne’, did not apply in Ireland, so Dublin provided a source of pirated editions selling at 10–15 per cent below the English price; the Irish did a healthy export trade to America.

* Some publishers got around the law by publishing arrangements, or by providing new words for the popular tunes. Storace’s ‘Blithe as the hours of May’ became ‘Blest was the vernal day’.

** Although various Acts in the 19th century were designed to clarify copyright in the United Kingdom, cases about music continued to figure prominently. Their complexity is illustrated by the case about a foreigner who wrote a work overseas, which was first published in England. Could he claim the benefit of English copyright? The case turned on whether nine arias in Bellini’s La Sonnambula could be deemed to have been published simultaneously, having appeared in Milan in 1831 at 9 am (that is, 8.20 am GMT), but in London at noon. The court found that the intention of the legislation was ‘to promote the cultivation of the intellect of the Queen’s subjects not to encourage the importation of foreign works and their first publication in Britain’.126

* There was some inflation in the third quarter of the century. £50 to £100 a year was now normal income for the petty bourgeoisie, while £300 per annum would keep a gentleman in style; Dr Burney was paid £100 per annum for teaching at Mrs Sheele’s school in Queen Square. A thrifty family could hope to keep itself out of debt on a pound a week.131

*Nancy Storace received £10 per performance in 1789. Solo singers were entitled each to one personal benefit night per season. The beneficiaries were responsible for selling their own tickets and paying the substantial house charge, so there was some risk involved. At a benefit concert, a popular artist might gross £100; but Sarah Harrop, a soprano, crammed 2,101 people into the Pantheon and got £1,000.137

 ** There was considerable rivalry and competition between the various venues. The London Tavern seated around 800–1,000 people, about twice the capacity of the older halls such as York Buildings and Hickford’s Rooms. The Pantheon, in which Burney had shares, was built in Oxford Street in 1772, but it was burnt down in 1792. In 1764, J.C. Bach and C.F. Abel took over a concert series started by Theresa Cornely138 at the Assembly Rooms in Soho Square. She was a former flame of Casanova; the masquerades she held were so disreputable that the magistrate wanted to close her operation down. J.C. Bach moved from there to Almack’s and subsequently to the Hanover Square Rooms.139

* James served in the Navy from the age of ten. Anchored offshore of O’Why’he (Hawaii), where they had re-victualled, young Burney watched aghast from Discovery as Cook, who had gone back to the shore to sort out some thefts, was clubbed to death.142

** They set out for a nunnery in France and, on the way, ‘got married’. Then he returned to fight two duels with another of her admirers. They got married properly a few years later.144

*A parliamentary constituency with only a handful of voters, and thus easily corruptible; typically, Old Sarum, ‘a green mound and a wall with two niches in it’.146 **Music Clubs had long been prominent in English music-making (see picture on page 858). Amateurs met to perform madrigals, glees, catches and chamber music. The Noblemen and Gentlemen’s Catch Club was founded in 1761, to dine in a tavern, listen and then join in the singing. In a provincial town such as Romsey in Hampshire, the music society included a scrivener, a tallow-chandler, a hairdresser and a minor canon; the easily-playable concertos of Corelli were particularly popular in these groups.149

*Horse-racing was popular and had grown greatly in the 17th century; by 1722, over 122 towns and cities were holding race meetings. Gambling was endemic: people bet on cock-fighting, dog-baiting and bear-baiting, and on cricket.150

*A crowd of 60,000 got out of hand: the damage was appalling. Chapels were burnt, Newgate and other prisons opened and set on fire, much of Holborn destroyed, including a papist-owned distillery which exploded. The Bank of England was attacked, and houses burnt. Between 800 and 1,000 people died. Twenty-one ringleaders were hanged, of whom seventeen were under eighteen, one a boy aged fifteen and another a girl of sixteen. The jury acquitted Gordon.156

* Pleyel’s music could be heard in George Washington’s household, where it was much enjoyed by his stepdaughter. It was popular partly because it was easy to play.158

* The translator was James Macpherson, a teacher from Ruthven, Inverness. The publication contained a preface by Dr Blair, a professor of the University of Edinburgh who was convinced of its authenticity. Macpherson had actually made up many, although not all, of the poems. On the back of his deception, Macpherson built a very successful career and became an MP. He lies in Poet’s Corner in Westminster Abbey.

** Baron Gottfried was the head of the Imperial library, and ran the education commission which implemented Emperor Joseph’s education reforms. He was amoral, proud, disagreeable and frosty. However, during diplomatic service in Paris and Prussia, his staff assessment recorded that ‘la musique lui prends le meilleur de son temps’. Swieten’s father, a liberal Dutchman, had been the inspiration for the Vienna medical school. He assisted Empress Maria Theresa with education and censorship, and curbed the influence of the Jesuits.161

* The words in the second half of this aria are: ‘With fondness leans upon his breast, The partner for him formed; A woman, fair and graceful spouse. Her softly smiling virgin looks, Of flow’ry spring the mirror, Bespeak him love and joy and bliss.’ As Frau Haydn was dead, perhaps it is too irreverent to suggest that it was Haydn’s sense of humour that caused his tears to flow.
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