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Preface





Unlike many of his contemporaries or near-contemporaries, Henry Purcell had the good fortune never to sink without trace from the musical horizon during the two hundred years in which Baroque music was either misunderstood, treated as an antiquarian curiosity or else despised and ignored completely. He was not restored to greatness in the manner of composers such as Vivaldi and Marc Antoine Charpentier, because he had never entirely forfeited his position as the gifted author of a voluminous oeuvre, at least some of which, in however exiguous a portion, was always available for performance, listening and study. Purcellian scraps, whether in the form of anthems and canticles, theatre music or even such a charming little nonesuch as the part-song ‘When the cock begins to crow’, were performed throughout the eighteenth century. The Victorians, from patriotic as much as artistic motives, began digging deeper into the mine, dusting off works like Dido and Aeneas and developing the idea of the composer not so much as a musical Shakespeare (the term was first applied in 1789 by Charles Burney) as an equivalent Chaucer, a sturdy if often outlandish founding father. When the young Arthur Sullivan, defending his decision to enter the Chapel Royal, protested to his parents: ‘But Purcell was a Chapel boy!’, the invocation was of an established English musical household god, however imperfectly envisaged.


By the 1950s, when I first heard Purcell’s music (‘I attempt from love’s sickness to fly’, sung by my mother at the drawing-room piano) the picture had greatly altered. The tercentenary celebrations in 1959 set the seal on a re-evaluation of the composer as an original genius worthy to be set beside Handel, his fellow subject for commemoration that year, and fully justified in receiving homage from modern English composers, led by Benjamin Britten and Michael Tippett. Our musical Shakespeare had become the national Mozart, a youthful genius gathered too early, but not before he had astonished everybody by his fecund, protean brilliance in an outpouring of music unrivalled in its sheer diversity by any of his immediate European contemporaries. We can all name a historically more important late seventeenth century composer than Purcell – Lully, Corelli, Buxtehude and Stradella spring instantly to mind – but none of these has his phenomenal virtuosity distributed with such effortless grace among multiple genres, and none quite reaches into the well-springs of our essential humanity in the way that Purcell, balancing his musical learning and expressive profundity with masterly manipulations of ‘the common touch’, can always contrive.


A biography of the composer is an impossible exercise, since we know so little about his antecedents, personal life, domestic surroundings or intimate acquaintance. Hardly any anecdotes exist to fill out the blurred background, made vaguer still by the almost total absence of letters or private papers. The manuscripts, so neat and confident, with hardly a suggestion of a backward glance, tell us something. Otherwise we have to rely, whatever our Micawberish hope that something more positive will turn up, on those largely chimerical aids to the biographer, ambience, period detail, hypothesis and sheer guesswork.


My aim in this book has therefore been to provide a context for the earliest performances of Purcell’s works, relating it to the sketchy details of his professional life. As in my earlier biography of Handel, I haven’t stepped back from commenting on individual pieces and expressing personal preferences. I’m conscious that in certain areas, especially as regards the debut works in various fields (the Theodosius music, the elegy on Matthew Locke, for example) I have said rather too much, and that in others, such as Purcell’s official positions in the court and ecclesiastical establishments, I have sketched in the outlines more thinly. The total picture, however, will perhaps convey something of my undying affection for the composer and his age.


The roots of this love date from 1959, when my enlightened prep school headmaster John Engleheart, himself a pioneer in the Baroque music revival, introduced me to Dido and Aeneas and took me to a remarkable series of tercentennial concerts, in which the experience of hearing My beloved spake and My heart is inditing was literally a case of ‘since then I never looked back’. My first acknowledgment must always be to him.


Most of the work for this biography has been carried out in the congenial surroundings of the Bodleian Library’s Music Reading Room in Oxford. My thanks to its staff, and to those of the London Library and the British Library for their continuing helpfulness.


My editors Jenny Uglow and Sarah Holloway have been endlessly encouraging. Jonathan Burnham, originally responsible for commissioning the book, conducted it expertly through an uneasy initial phase.


The following gave various kinds of help or showed interest in the project: Kathy Chubb, Mrs G. Fallows, Anthony Gould, Robin Lane Fox, Gerard McBurney, Alison Millar, Nick Morgan, Roger Parr, Jon and Carol Rayman, Michael Rose, Valerie St Johnston, Mary Sandys, Emma Tristram.






















Prologue: The Unfriendly Time





During the fiercely hot summer of 1656, a season of ‘so great a drought that hay was £40 the load’, Thomas Tomkins, last of the great Tudor composers, died at his son Nathaniel’s house in the parish of Martin Hussingtree, a few miles north of Worcester. The city in whose cathedral he had served as organist and master of the choristers for almost fifty years had suffered severely for its loyalty to the crown in the Civil War, and the great church itself, burial place of King John, had been desecrated on several occasions by Parliament’s troops. In 1643, when Tomkins’s own dwelling was hit by a cannon ball, the organ, installed under his supervision by the leading Jacobean organ-builder Thomas Dallam, was ravaged and the stained glass smashed, following established Puritan practice. Three years later, after a successful siege, the same forces imposed their presence by dismantling what remained of the instrument altogether, while ‘some Parliamenters, hearing the music of the church at service, walking in the aisle fell a-skipping about and dancing as it were in derision’. With considerable courage ‘a merry lad (about ten years old)’ reminded them that when the organ had first been vandalized by the troopers, one soldier had broken his neck, ‘and they will not prevent the like misfortune’. The final Anglican service was an evensong three days afterwards, when loyal worshippers crowded to receive Bishop Prideaux’s blessing. Tomkins, retreating to his turret study on the south side of the cathedral, turned to the writing of keyboard music, including an eloquent memorial in 1649 for the recently executed King Charles I, entitled ‘A Sad Pavan: for These Distracted Times’.


Born in 1572, the composer had grown to manhood in the age of William Byrd and Thomas Morley, and like them had excelled in the period’s chief musical genres, the church anthem, the consort song, madrigals and keyboard pieces. Early in his career Tomkins contributed a madrigal to The Triumphs of Oriana, the anthology published in 1601 to honour Queen Elizabeth I which Morley himself had edited, and in the Songs of 3, 4, 5 and 6 Parts (1622) he revealed a wide acquaintance among the finest English musical talents of the age, dedicating individual works to composers such as John Dowland and Orlando Gibbons. In the setting of sacred texts he had few rivals during the early decades of the seventeenth century. ‘Very elaborate and artful pieces’ was one contemporary judgment on his anthems and services, ‘the most deserving to be recorded and had in everlasting remembrance’.


The musical world whose values Tomkins and his works had so vividly emblematized now lay to all intents and purposes in ruin. Worcester was not alone in having suffered at the hands of the pious reformers, concerned as they were to purify divine worship of the various forms of sensual delight held out to the worshipper by musical, ritual and visual adornments. At Westminster Abbey the Parliament soldiers ‘brake down the rayl about the Altar, and burnt it in the place where it stood … They put on some of the Singing-men’s surplices, and, in contempt of that canonicall habite, ran up and down the Church; he that wore the surplice was the hare, the rest were the hounds.’ At Exeter they taunted the choristers, crying, ‘Boys, we have spoiled your trade, you must go and sing hot pudding pies.’ In Canterbury they despoiled the splendid array of funerary monuments, stripped the lead off the cathedral roof and, encouraged by the preacher Richard Cullmer who announced that he was ‘rattling down proud Becket’s glassy bones’, they knocked out several of the more ‘idolatrous’ medieval windows. Troopers at Winchester marched into the cathedral with drum and colours, ripped out the altar and rails and burned them at a drunken revel in a nearby alehouse … ‘and in that fire burnt the Books of Common Prayer, and all the Singing books belonging to the Quire’.


These same Civil War years which saw the destruction of cathedral worship witnessed an inevitable dispersal of the extensive musical establishment gathered around the royal court of the Stuart monarch. Charles I had been noted for his love of music and had given employment to some of the choicest spirits of the period. These included Tomkins himself, Orlando Gibbons, the brothers William and Henry Lawes, the viol player John Cooper whom a visit to Italy had transformed into Giovanni Coprario,* and the inspired theatrical song-writer Robert Johnson, composer of the earliest settings of Ariel’s songs in Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Once the war began, though the King retained certain musicians in attendance at Oxford, the chief Royalist stronghold until 1646, a regular provision of music in chapel and chamber which contributed towards the dignity and ‘seemliness’ so admired in the English court was no longer appropriate or affordable.


Gone too were the masques, whose elements of dance and song enabled talented amateurs among the courtiers to exhibit their skills alongside professional performers without compromising the social position which many in that parvenu aristocracy were all too conscious of having won very recently. The public playhouses, what is more, had closed their doors in 1642. This prohibition was confirmed six years later by sanctions decreeing that the stages and seating were to be demolished and forbidding all forms of dramatic spectacle on pain of whipping for the players and fines for the audience. As the war drew to a close and the period loosely referred to as ‘the Commonwealth’ began, during which Oliver Cromwell ruled the nation under the euphemistic title of ‘Lord Protector’, it must have seemed to many musicians that their sole chances of employment lay either in the lowly capacity of city waits, to provide entertainment at mayoral feasts, or else in attaching themselves to the household of some country landowner with a turn for music, to whose benevolence they could trust until the dawn of a more auspicious political climate.


It would be wrong, however, to see ‘the unfriendly time’ as being a kind of musical wasteland patrolled by the thought police of Puritan joylessness in an attempt to suppress anything that sounded too suspiciously unlike a psalm tune. The true picture is both more fragmented and more fascinating. If, in the eighteen years between the outbreak of war in 1642 and the restoration of Charles II in 1660, there was no obvious sense of an established community and hierarchy of English musicians required to furnish composers and performers for court and church, then the void was filled up instead with a whole range of miscellaneous creative activity bearing witness to the nation’s unquenchable passion for making and listening to music.


Cromwell himself led the way. His love of music, formed doubtless during his childhood among the good families of his native Huntingdonshire and neighbouring counties, and developed during his years as a Cambridge undergraduate, found its deepest echo, not, as might at first be thought, in metrical psalm-singing, but in the Latin motets of Cantica Sacra, the work of Richard Dering, a Papist convert who spent much of his creative life on the Continent before returning to England in 1625 to become a composer in the Catholic chapel of Queen Henrietta Maria. At the wedding of the Protector’s daughter Frances in 1657, the feast was enlivened with ‘48 violins, 50 trumpets and much mirth with frolics, besides mixt dancing (a thing heretofore accounted profane) till 5 of the clock yesterday morning’.


However others may have condemned dancing, Cromwell and many of his contemporaries clearly saw no harm in it as a formal exercise, linked perhaps with concepts of order and decorum inherited from the liberal pedagogic traditions of the Renaissance which the intrusive religiosity of Puritanism had been unable to destroy. As his ambassador to Queen Christina of Sweden, Cromwell had wisely chosen Bulstrode Whitelocke, a cultivated and accomplished lawyer whose most notable achievement before the Civil War had been to organize the production of a masque The Triumphs of Peace to a text by James Shirley, which was presented by the Inns of Court in honour of Charles I with scenery designed by Inigo Jones. The music was provided by the much admired William Lawes and by the versatile Simon Ives, ‘an honest and able musician, of eccellent skill in the art’.


Christina, preparing to abdicate the Swedish throne and retreat to Rome, the most musically sophisticated city in mid-seventeenth-century Europe, was curious to know something of English manners under the Commonwealth regime and asked Whitelocke whether dancing was forbidden. ‘Some there are that do not approve of it’ he answered, ‘but it is not prohibited by law, and many there are that do use it’. As if in earnest of this, and ‘lest I should be judged too severe and morose, and too much to censure’, he accepted the Queen’s invitation to a court ball, where an orchestra of violins, bass viols, flutes and citterns first played French dances (including the once-popular but increasingly obsolescent ‘branles’, known in England as ‘brawls’) and then performed English country dances. Whitelocke and his fellow diplomats, let it be said, not only joined in the former, but actually taught some new versions of the latter to the Swedes.


Oliver Cromwell plainly saw no harm in this: when the Ambassador told him that they had beguiled the long northern winter nights with dancing for the purpose of exercise and harmless amusement, in addition to Latin debates and orations, he merely observed, ‘These were very good diversions and made your house a little academy.’ Neither does he seem to have identified anything especially inappropriate in the performance of two pastorals at the wedding of his daughter Mary to Lord Fauconberg at Hampton Court barely a week after her sister’s bridal feast, on 19 November 1657. Here the married couple actually took part in a court masque, the groom playing Endymion and his wife Cynthia, though whether, as has been suggested, her father himself appeared as Jove is not firmly established. The other entertainment was a dialogue between three country folk on the nuptials of ‘Marina’ and ‘Damon’, though here the couple stayed mute.


It seems clear that as so often under a dictator – and in its overall character and psychology, Cromwell’s reign irresistibly embodies various important aspects of a modern dictatorship – a double standard prevailed. While the general tone of public life was that of a theocracy, its rhythms dictated by various kinds of religious observance and pious exercise, the ruler himself – a cultivated member of the Caroline upper classes, who employed the music-loving Italophile John Milton as his Latin secretary – understood the value of sustaining the appropriate amenities of a princely court for the purpose of impressing foreign ambassadors. In 1653, for example, the Portuguese envoy Dom Domingos de Vasconcelos was entertained with a specially composed masque (the first on such a scale to be performed for over a decade) entitled Cupid and Death, on a text derived by the dramatist James Shirley from Aesop’s fables and using material from two of his earlier masques written for Whitehall in the 1630s.


Telling the story of a disastrous prank played on Cupid and Death when their arrows are exchanged while both are staying at an inn, the piece is divided, after the French fashion, into five ‘entries’, involving progressive stages of the spoken drama enlivened with songs and choruses set to music by Christopher Gibbons (son of the more famous Orlando) and Matthew Locke, whose career as one of the most accomplished of seventeenth-century English composers was to blossom at the Restoration. In addition each entry featured dances, specially choreographed by Luke Channen, whom Samuel Pepys later referred to in jocular admiration as ‘the hop merchant’.


What the audience of Cupid and Death were seeing – and had indeed a chance to see again in 1659 when the work was revived – was the nearest equivalent England had yet produced to the operatic form now evolving so exuberantly in the various cities of Italy. In the extended passages of recitative Locke displayed a pliant sensitivity to verbal nuance and to the changes of mood ordained in Shirley’s poetry, as well as making some attempt to link the characters, Cupid, Death, Mercury and Nature, to distinctive keys, which in any case determined the governing structure of the scenes he was assigned to set.


Perhaps inspired by this example, no less a figure than Sir William Davenant, epic poet and ingenious dramatist and masque-maker under Charles I, now sought to circumvent the ban on stage plays altogether by mounting dramatic performances clothed in music, according to the Italian mode. In 1656, under the aegis of a group of senior lawyers which included Bulstrode Whitelocke, he presented The Siege of Rhodes, a play transformed into an opera libretto and published with the elaborate excuse that it was ‘Made a Representation by the Art of Prospective in Scenes, And the Story sung in Recitative Musick’. Neither the vocal items, by Henry Lawes and Henry Cooke, nor the instrumental music, by Charles Coleman and George Hudson, have survived, but the piece by its very nature attracted attention even from Davenant’s more sophisticated contemporaries, familiar with the Italian operatic style at its native source. The diarist John Evelyn (whose description of the genre, after attending a performance of Giovanni Rovetta’s Ercole in Lidia at Venice in 1645 as ‘one of the most magnificent and expensive diversions the wit of man can invent’ has been quoted to death) witnessed a presentation either of The Siege of Rhodes or of its successors The Cruelty of the Spaniards in Peru and The History of Sir Francis Drake.




I went to visit my brother in London; and, next day, to see a new opera, after the Italian way, in recitative music and scenes, much inferior to the Italian composure and magnificence; but it was prodigious that in a time of such public consternation such a vanity should be kept up, or permitted. I, being engaged with company, could not decently resist the going to see it, though my heart smote me for it.





This mixture of self-reproaching gravity and natural aesthetic inquisitiveness is typical of Evelyn, and we would give much to know what exactly he heard which made him judge the work so unfavourably. From these original performances, which took place at Rutland House ‘in the upper end of Aldersgate Street’, beside the former Carthusian monastery of the Charterhouse, all that has come down to us beyond Davenant’s texts is the splendid set of scene designs which Inigo Jones’s pupil John Webb created for The Siege of Rhodes. From these we can see that the work was presented in a visual context by no means unlike that of contemporary Italian opera, with an ornamental proscenium arch framing a stage picture, which could be changed through a sequence of different backdrops. The limited space allowed by the improvised acting area at Rutland House meant that the wings remained fixed throughout, but Webb was able to compensate for this by the decorative elegance of his painted scenes, including a view of Rhodes with the Turkish fleet, the besieged town with tents and guns, and the pavilion of Sultan Solyman the Magnificent, who himself appears in the play.


The Siege of Rhodes proved so popular that after the Restoration Davenant added a sequel and eventually, jettisoning the operatic element altogether, ‘caused it to be acted as a just drama’. If the work, with its two companion pieces, did not succeed in establishing a vogue for English opera, it had undeniably made an impact in its original form. Seventeenth-century London would see further attempts at grafting the newer continental musical styles on to the robust traditions of vernacular drama, a mélange which Davenant had initiated as a practical means of circumventing the Commonwealth’s blanket ban on theatrical performances.


It was not in London alone that musical activity weathered the storms of civil war, theocracy and dictatorship, and the doctrinal bullying which accompanied them. The venerable and entirely praiseworthy English tradition of amateur musicianship – reflected in today’s choral societies, school orchestras and ad hoc chamber groups – was already well established, and skill on the viols, the violin, the organ or the lute was an accepted indicator of cultivation and gentility. Throughout England noble families welcomed, and when necessary sheltered, visiting professional musicians, and in certain cases such figures were retained in the household either as superior servants or, in at least one instance, honoured guests. Before the Civil War the Kytsons of Hengrave Hall in Suffolk, whose domestic inventory featured sackbuts, hautboys, four lutes, six violins, a chest of viols and ‘one payer of great orgaynes’, had received the madrigalist John Wilbye, who lived with them for over thirty years until the widowed Lady Kytson’s death in 1628. At Kirby in Northamptonshire, home of the Hatton family whose fortunes had been established by Queen Elizabeth’s favourite, the personable Sir Christopher, the singular talents of George Jeffreys found a welcome. Until the collapse of the Royalist war effort in 1646, Jeffreys had been a successful composer of secular vocal and instrumental music and organist to Charles I at Oxford. Only when he joined the Hattons as their house steward, conscientious in the management of the day-to-day affairs of the family and the drawing up of accounts, did Jeffreys turn at all seriously to religious compositions whose distinctly Italianate caste reflects an absorption of continental styles not found elsewhere in English music of his immediate period. As an isolated experimenter in an alien mode liturgically ill-suited to a climate of institutionalized plainness in worship, he has been almost completely ignored by musical historians (the latest reputable account of seventeenth-century English music makes two brief references to him), but anyone hearing his anthems will at once be struck by their complex artistic individuality.


The most remarkable case of a composer whose achievement as one of the age’s most inventive instrumental writers, not merely in England but throughout Europe, was set against a background of country-house visits and residence with noble families, is surely that of John Jenkins, whose work breathes forth as no other the authentic voice of refined, expressive musicianship among cultivated amateurs in the age of Cromwell. The son of a prosperous carpenter of Maidstone in Kent, Jenkins had joined the household of the Countess of Warwick as a musician around 1603 when he was only eleven. Later entering the service of Sir Thomas Derham of West Dereham Abbey in Norfolk, he came into contact with the family of Sir Hamon L’Estrange of Hunstanton. Both households loved music so much that ‘service’ is probably the wrong word to use in reference to Jenkins’s time with either. In any case, those who knew and admired the composer are at pains to stress his social acceptability among the East Anglian gentry. His friend the Oxford antiquarian Anthony à Wood tells us that ‘though a little man, yet he had a great soul’, while the invaluable memorialist of English seventeenth-century music Roger North describes him as ‘a very gentile and well bred gentleman, and was allways not onely welcome, but greatly valued by the familys wherever he had taught and convers’t’.


Jenkins’s young pupil Roger North developed an affectionate respect for him. The most versatile of instrumentalists, in 1654 Jenkins came to live at Kirtling Park in Cambridgeshire, where Dudley, third Lord North, Roger’s grandfather, had turned his own musical obsession to excellent account by building up an entire household of performers, either dilettante or professional. Not only was the ‘good old lord’ himself a practitioner on ‘that antiquated instrument called the treble viol’, but his son and grandchildren all played, as well as ‘the servants of parade, as gentleman ushers, and the steward, and clerck of the kitchen’. There was a domestic organist, who accompanied Sunday night singing, there were ‘symphonys intermixt with instruments’ and ‘solemne musick 3 days in the week’, let alone open-air concerts with accompanying picnics in a nearby wood called Bansteads, which Lord North had redesigned with glades and arbours as ‘a parcel of delectable grounds’, nicknamed Tempe after the Grecian vale celebrated by ancient poets.


This utterly irresistible vision of a community of melomanes, gentle and plebeian, beguiling their idle hours with singing and viol consorts is completed by the presence of Jenkins himself, a figure valued evidently as much for his wit and charm as for his skilful musicianship. Dudley North’s comment that ‘Spirit, Garb and Air shine in his first appearance’ applied as much to the man as to his works, and Roger says of him that ‘he was ever courted and never slighted, but at home wherever he went; and in most of his friends houses there was a chamber called by his name. For besides his musicall excellences, he was an accomplisht ingenious person, and so well behaved as never to give offence …’


Jenkins’s popularity underlines the impression, easily gathered elsewhere, of a musical world during the Commonwealth period in which, whatever the essential fragmentation and lack of institutionalized employment for professional performers and composers, the irrepressible musicality of the English guaranteed the endurance of essential traditions and skills and created a continuity on which artists and enthusiasts of a succeeding generation could build. By particular irony, it was the very existence of Puritanism and the lack of a cosmopolitan royal court which contributed towards the survival of robust vernacular forms such as the viol fantasy and the unaccompanied anthem among those who had enjoyed them in times of peace. As Roger North famously observed, ‘when most other good arts languished Musick held up her head, not at Court, nor (in the cant of those times) profane Theaters, but in private society, for many chose rather to fidle at home, than to goe out and be knockt on the head abroad …’


In 1658 Cromwell’s musicians, including John Hingeston, who had petitioned him the previous year for the establishment of a ‘corporacion or Colledge’ to supply the deficiencies resulting from ‘the late dissolution of the Quires in the Cathedralls’, and the fiddler Davis Mell, ‘a prodigious hand on the violin’, followed the procession to his grave. The Lord Protector’s death had apparently been accompanied by a violent storm, afterwards known as ‘Oliver’s Wind’ and inevitably interpreted by the more superstitious among Royalist sympathizers as the arrival of the Devil himself to hail the dictator down to hell. However portentous this may have appeared, few can have foreseen the speed with which the Puritan dispensation collapsed or have gauged the extent to which the nation, unimpressed by godly army officers or Cromwell’s son Richard as his possible successors, was ready to welcome the glamorous, still youthful Charles II, who had languished in shabby exile for almost a decade since his defeat at Worcester in 1651.


On 26 May 1660, already proclaimed king by Parliament, Charles landed at Dover, making a triumphal entry into London at the end of the following week. Attended by immense troops of cavalry and infantry ‘brandishing their swords and shouting with inexpressible joy’, the restored sovereign rode through the city along streets strewn with flowers and hung with tapestries, to the sound of jubilant bell-ringing and acclamations from a crowd invigorated by the wine pumped through the public conduits. In his diary John Evelyn, watching the vast procession, whose progress took seven hours, recorded simply: ‘I stood in the Strand and beheld it and blessed God.’


During these years of ending and beginning again, the greatest of all English musicians was born. We cannot grasp the significance of Henry Purcell’s achievement without relating it to the unique historical perspective of music in England during an age when to many thoughtful observers the threads of cultural continuity seemed, superficially at least, in danger of breaking. The swift and apparently painless reinstatement of the monarchy and the Church of England at ‘His Majesty’s happy return’ did not mean, on the other hand, that everything was as it had been twenty years earlier for the musicians who regained their places at court, in the cathedral organ loft or in the band at the theatre. A new cosmopolitanism wafted from France and Italy made the English uneasily aware, not just in music but among the sister arts, of their own narrowness and parochialism, while a rising tide of patriotic enthusiasm, reaching its height during the 1690s, inspired a readiness to challenge foreign practitioners in their own forms and idioms. Tensions like these ordained Purcell’s professional destiny and helped to dictate many of his most important artistic decisions. His genius, both embracing and transcending the variable moods of late seventeenth-century England, gave the period and the culture an unforgettable voice.




Notes


1 Thomas Tomkins: Denis Stevens, Thomas Tomkins, 1572–1656, London, 1957, p. 65.
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1


A Peculiar Readiness of Fancy





Research has never succeeded in establishing the exact date or place of Purcell’s birth, and even his parentage is still a matter of conjecture as opposed to hard fact. We know from his memorial inscription in the north aisle of Westminster Abbey that he was thirty-seven on the day he died (21 November 1695) and the title page of his Sonnatas of III Parts, published in 1683, records his age as twenty-four, so perhaps – and the Purcellian life record is strewn with such perhapses – he was born at some point during the latter half of 1659. Until a baptismal register should turn up, that is all we can establish, and the same source, whenever it appears, will almost certainly clarify the shared mystery of his father and mother.


The Purcells were one of many English families which assumed a right to a coat of arms, though the various branches – we cannot be certain that they were all necessarily related by much more than a name – ran the social gamut from minor gentry to the humblest of artisans. What the Oxfordshire Purcells and their Shropshire cousins, together with the Irish Purcells who went over to Kilkenny with Strongbow’s Norman barons, all had in common was their surname. Stressed on the first syllable (the ‘el’, which picked up a doubling somewhere along the line, is simply a diminutive suffix), the word means ‘little pig’, porcel, not unlike the old name ‘porcelet’ given to the common woodlouse. The canting heraldry of the composer’s coat of arms displays three boars’ heads, and this porcine allusion was made elsewhere on their family escutcheons by bearers of the name.


It is the presence of this coat of arms underneath Purcell’s portrait, forming the frontispiece to his Sonnatas of III Parts, which has led one of his most recent biographers to conclude that he was descended from the Purcells of Shropshire, to whom the arms were granted in 1597 as lords of the manor of Overgather on the county’s border with Montgomeryshire. Since there is no further evidence from his own meagre life records to establish this connection, we are left wondering whether he might not simply, like many before or since, have assumed the blazon as a guarantee of respectability in launching his first major publication. Just as probably, young Henry, whatever lustre he might have drawn from Salopian squires, from Irish origins or from the lordship of Newton Purcell in Oxfordshire, derived from a lowlier background altogether.


Between Buckingham and Aylesbury, in the villages of Thornborough, Oving and Wing, there dwelt a family of Purcells whose menfolk worked principally as carpenters and, in their various generations, bore the names Henry, Thomas and Edward, all of which figure in the composer’s immediate family tree. Thornborough is not far from Claydon, the house belonging to the Verney family, loyal supporters of the King’s cause in the Civil War. Sir Edmund Verney had died at the Battle of Edgehill in 1642, clinging to the royal standard which it was his privilege to carry. In 1656, when his son Sir Ralph was busy petitioning Oliver Cromwell in order to avoid sequestration of the estate, the housekeeper Joanna Westerholt, sending a pasty of forty-one pigeons to regale him while absent in London, accompanied this with a letter about some tiresome building workers at Claydon. She wrote,




This last week cam Pursell the carpenter and his men, he only himselfe sate in the house, but all his men come in for their beere, and that not seldome nor in small proportions; and by theire example al the workmen doe soe worry me for drinke, that though I many times anger them, and hourly vexe myselfe with deniing one or other of them, yet we spend a great deale of beer …





Was this ‘Pursell the carpenter’ our musical Henry’s grandfather? His candidacy is reinforced by a Buckinghamshire tradition, recorded without attribution by the composer’s first authoritative modern biographer, which asserts that the elder Henry and his brother Thomas were kidnapped to serve as choristers in the Chapel Royal, presumably during the early 1630s. The practice of pressing choirboys into the King’s service dated back to the Middle Ages – in 1440 Henry V had commissioned the Dean of Westminster John Croucher ‘to take throughout England such and so many boys as he or his deputies shall see fit and able to serve God and the king in the said royal chapel’ – but we may wonder whether parents always surrendered their children willingly and whether the story of the young Purcells being carried off to London may not in fact be entirely genuine.


Whatever the truth, the names of both Thomas Purcell and his brother appear regularly in lists of court musicians made during the early years of Charles II’s reign. Thomas is noted as a member of the Private Musick, providing domestic entertainment for the royal family, under the heading ‘For lutes and voyces, theorboes and virginalls’, and in 1662 figures as one of the ‘composers for the violins’, taking the place of Henry Lawes. The elder Henry Purcell, meanwhile, took over briefly in a similar capacity from the aged Italian Angelo Notari, a survivor from the era at the beginning of the century when the Monteverdian style known as the seconda prattica was starting to make its influence felt on English monody. Joining the choir of Westminster Abbey in 1661, Henry was registered two years later among the Gentlemen of the Chapel Royal, alongside his brother Thomas, in a roster apparently drawn up with the intention that the choir should not benefit from the grants made to the restored monarchy by Parliament.


Scholarly opinion is still divided as to which of these two musical Purcells was Henry the composer’s father. On the evidence of a letter written to the virtuoso bass singer John Gostling on 8 February 1679 and containing an explicit reference to ‘my sonne Henry’, it has been reasonably concluded that the signatory ‘T. Purcell’ is the most likely candidate for the honour. Just as reasonably, it has been pointed out that since the elder Henry died in 1664, when his son was five years old, Thomas would have assumed control of the boy’s upbringing in loco parentis and could easily have referred to him as ‘my sonne’, though he had four of his own.


The elder Henry’s widow Elizabeth, of whom we know hardly anything, certainly not her maiden name, lived on until 1699, and it is her status as his wife which supplies a crucial piece of evidence. When the musician John Hingeston, a figure of great importance in the mid-seventeenth-century musical establishment, died in 1683, he left a will including among its provisions a legacy of £5 to his godson, identified as ‘Henry Pursall (son of Elizabeth Pursall)’. Any doubts as to who this was or the possibility that there might have been another Henry Purcell entitled to this not altogether negligible sum can be counterbalanced by two references to other members of the clan which clarify their relationship to the composer. When Daniel Purcell, himself an extremely accomplished master, became organist and informator choristarum at Magdalen College, Oxford, in 1689, he was later entered in the college register as ‘son of Henry Purcell, Gentleman of the Chapel Royal … He was brother of Henry Purcell …’ The fact is confirmed both by a newspaper advertisement of 1717, in which the composer’s son Edward refers to ‘his uncle Dr Daniel Purcell’, and by an obvious family likeness between Henry and Daniel, the latter eminently better looking but sharing his brother’s unmistakable aquiline nose, one of those features through which kinship is most often traced.


Assuming then that in a family where the choice of Christian names was scarcely original – the generations we are concerned with featured four Edwards, four Katherines, three Elizabeths and three Thomases – Henry was the son of Henry and Elizabeth Purcell, we can also suppose that he grew up in London, more precisely in Westminster, where his parents lived in the area (for it could hardly be called a street) known as Great Almonry, lying at the west end of the Sanctuary of Westminster Abbey. The Sanctuary, as its name indicated, was a place originally sought out by fugitives from justice, or simply from those seeking to kill them, its limits indicated by a huddle of houses stretching north from St Margaret’s church. On one side of this safety zone, whose privileges had been progressively abolished during Queen Elizabeth’s reign until James I in 1624 cancelled them entirely, the alms collected during Abbey services were distributed to the poor. In this ‘Almonestrye’ William Caxton had set up the first English printing press, and during the same period Henry VII had founded an almshouse here for twelve poor men, a priest and three nuns. His mother, the saintly Lady Margaret Beaufort, established a similar charity at the Almonry’s lower end, which was later converted for use as lodgings for adult members of the Abbey choir. It was probably in one of these houses, no longer surviving, known as Choristers’ Rents, that the Purcell family lived during the last years of the Commonwealth.


Westminster Abbey stood on the very edge of London’s narrow urban spread along the northern curve of the Thames, beyond the official limits of the city. To the west lay open country embracing the royal park of St James’s, the marshy area of the manor of Ebury (which would soon fall via an advantageous marriage into the lap of the Grosvenor family), and the broad expanse of Tothill Fields, where during the Middle Ages trials by combat had been staged and those accused of sorcery had been made to watch as their magical paraphernalia was publicly burned. Famous for growing parsley and for the sand indiscriminately quarried from them, the fields had formed part of the defensive works thrown up by the Parliamentarians in 1643, when fear of a Royalist attempt to seize control of London had prompted the building of a line of forts stretching in a semicircle from Shoreditch to ‘Tuttle Fields’. More ominously, the place contained a pest-house in the form of a row of wooden sheds, a house of correction where prisoners were employed in beating hemp, and a cemetery in which, after having been driven to London following the Battle of Worcester in 1651, over a thousand Scottish prisoners were buried.


The streets around Great Almonry, far from benefiting from the health-giving airs blowing in off the adjacent fields, formed one of the seedier, less salubrious corners of seventeenth-century London. Outbreaks of plague decimated the area during Charles I’s reign and the overseers and church-wardens were constantly fretting over the state of the various sewers. A legacy of the old sanctuary rights, apart from the local street name ‘Thieving Lane’, was the number of louche, if not downright dangerous characters noted as living in the streets clustered around the Abbey and the old Palace of Westminster in which Parliament sat. The district was also popular with foreigners, from its closeness to Whitehall where many of them were employed. A census drawn up just before the Civil War had recorded some 800 of them, mostly French and Dutch, working principally as painters, engravers, silversmiths and musicians.


It was as part of a small local community of native English musicians that the Purcells lived in this quarter of London. Next door dwelt Henry Lawes, whose brother William, before being killed at the siege of Chester in 1645, had been the doyen of early Stuart instrumental composers. Henry, who provided the music for John Milton’s Ludlow masque Comus and earned the poet’s praise in a sonnet for his ‘tuneful and well-measur’d song’, was the master most sought after by the so-called ‘Cavalier’ lyricists, Thomas Carew, Edmund Waller, Richard Lovelace and others, when it came to providing a musical idiom which would adequately render the sense and flow of their lines through its extreme plasticity. Near him in Westminster lived John Banister, the violinist and subsequent promoter of the first of London’s public concerts, as also did another noted instrumental composer whose elegy Purcell later composed, Thomas Farmer. Dean’s Yard, under the shadow of the Abbey’s west end, was the home of John Wilson, one of the period’s most original song-writers, whose name had appeared as ‘Iackie Wilson’ in a list of actors attached to the First Folio edition of Shakespeare’s works. As a boy singer at the Globe Theatre, he must have known the playwright personally, and later wrote an appropriately melancholy setting of ‘Take, O take those lips away’, the song which introduces the forlorn Mariana in Measure for Measure.


A year after the young Henry Purcell was born, the lives of all these musicians were dramatically transformed by the Restoration. The royal court returned to Whitehall, and with it the need for a fully fledged musical establishment to provide dances, songs and the appropriate festive dimension for palace entertainments, let alone to furnish a complement of singers and instrumentalists for the Chapel Royal. Charles II, whatever his public protestations, was not religiously inclined. Even the famous deathbed conversion to Catholicism had as much to do with exhausted resignation and the promptings of family loyalty to a devout wife, an over-zealous brother and the memory of a beloved sister, as with any indwelling spirituality. He had, however, an inordinately strong sense of what was due to him as king in terms of status, exaggerated no doubt by his years in exile, living on handouts from the kings of France and Spain. A monarch must have a court chapel, and though he could not command as much revenue as his father, whose regal state was the most elaborately maintained in Europe during the 1630s, Charles was determined to re-establish as much as possible of the former order and ‘seemliness’ among his musicians.


At Whitehall the chapel building itself had suffered considerably from ideologically motivated assault by the Puritans. The painted- glass east window was knocked out and replaced by plain lights, the cross was pulled down and all pictorial decoration ruthlessly plastered over or scraped off by carpenters specially employed for the purpose. In the same year that this spoliation took place, 1644, the organ was dismantled and later found a temporary home at Magdalen College, Oxford, before ending up in the Northamptonshire church of St Nicholas, Stanford, where it remains to this day.


Complete refurbishment was clearly of immense symbolic importance, therefore, in establishing the presence of a restored episcopalian Church of England with the monarch at its head as an indisputable reality. Throughout the early 1660s the work went steadily forward. In 1662 Purcell’s godfather John Hingeston, officially appointed ‘tuner and repairer of organs, virginals and wind instruments’, installed a new organ, probably the first to be built in England by Bernhard Schmidt, ‘Father Smith’, recently arrived from Germany. The following year the loft, hung with crimson damask, was fitted with rooms for the chapel sub-dean, ‘the organist in wayting’ and the ‘keeper and repayrer of his majesty’s organs’, each with a fireplace and shelves for storing music. On holy days the altar was covered with ‘a Carpet partly Velvet, and partly white Gold flower’d Sattin’ and the splendid array of newly made communion plate and silver-gilt candlesticks set out.


Meanwhile the Anglican liturgy itself had been reinstated through the revised prayerbook of 1662, and the musical component of the various services restored to its proper place. It was here that King Charles’s own taste played its part, with notable consequences in the development of a style in which Purcell himself would eventually excel. At the French court of Louis XIV, Charles had had plenty of opportunity to appreciate the playing of the royal string band, the famous ‘Vingt-quatre violons’, which he was now determined to emulate in England. Easily bored, as monarchs often are, he could hardly be expected to embrace with enthusiasm the complex imitative structures of the native fantasia style as practised by composers like John Jenkins and William Lawes, in which the linear design of each piece was emphasized by having a single player to each part. Instead he preferred something he could tap his feet to, with a clearly defined rhythm and melody and a strong formal outline, something which should remind him, in contexts sacred or secular, of dance forms like the gavotte, bourrée and minuet, all newly popular in Paris. Looking back on the change in musical taste, that invaluable witness Roger North was generally cynical. ‘He had lived some considerable time abroad,’ he says of Charles,




where the French musick was in request, which consisted of an Entry (perhaps) and then Brawles, as they were called, that is, native aires and dances. And it was, and is yet a mode among the Monsieurs, always to act the musick, which habit the King had got, and never in his life, could endure any that he could not act by keeping the time; which made the common andante or else the step-tripla the onely musicall styles at Court in his time. And after the manner of France, he set up a band of 24 violins to play at his dinners, which disbanded all the old English musick at once.





Noting the King’s ‘utter detestation of Fancys’, North adds that he used to rally Sir Joseph Williamson, one of his chief ministers, on too much enthusiasm for the fantasia style, ‘and he would not allow the matter to be disputed upon the point of meliority, but run all downe by saying, Have I not ears?’


The inevitable result was that at Whitehall not merely the court dance music but that of the Chapel Royal as well attempted to keep pace with the royal fads. As a matter of course during certain services, especially those for important feast days or on occasions connected with great public events such as naval victories over the Dutch, anthems were sung, often specially written by court composers, and the style chosen humoured the King’s pleasure. Thomas Tudway, who began his career as a Chapel chorister before going on to be a Cambridge music professor and an important collector and editor of sacred compositions by his contemporaries, tells us:




some of the forwardest and brightest Children of the Chappell, as Mr Humfreys, Mr Blow etc. began to be masters of a faculty in composing: This his Majesty greatly encouraged by indulging their youthful fancys, so that every month at least, and afterwards oftener, they produced something New of this Kind; in a few years more, severall others, Educated in the Chappell, produced their Compositions in this style, for otherwise it was in vain to hope to please his Majesty.





From what Tudway observes elsewhere, it seems that Charles himself actually ordered the Chapel composers to add ‘Symphonies etc. with Instruments’ to their anthems. The novelty increased the Chapel Royal’s popularity with that sermon-fancying public in Restoration London which moved from church to church on Sundays across the city, sampling the preachers and enjoying or criticizing whatever music happened to be on offer. The restless Samuel Pepys, who began his diary while living in Axe Yard a few streets away from the Purcells, was a case in point. Turning in at the Chapel Royal on 8 September 1662, he recorded afterwards ‘a most excellent Anthem (with Symphony’s between)’ and the following week ‘a Symphony between every verse of the Anthem, but the Musique more full then it was last Sunday, and very fine it is’. His friend and fellow diarist John Evelyn, of a more sober cast and perhaps not quite so musically enraptured, was altogether less impressed. ‘Instead of the antient grave and solemn wind musique accompanying the Organ was introduced a Consort of 24 Violins betweene every pause, after the French fantastical light way, better suiting a Tavern or a Playhouse than a Church’. Evelyn lamented besides the disappearance of ‘the Cornet, which gave life to the organ, that instrument quite left off in which the English were so skilful’, but this merely reflected the radical shift throughout Europe during the late seventeenth century in the role and importance of the various members of the string and wind families, a change to which the cornet, formerly a significant presence in works of composers like Giovanni Gabrieli, Monteverdi and Schütz, fell a major casualty.


Under its new master, Henry Cooke, referred to as ‘Captain Cooke’ from the rank he held in the Royalist army during the Civil War, the Chapel Royal became a major focus of musical life during Charles II’s reign. Cooke himself was a composer, though not an especially gifted one, who had contributed pieces to Davenant’s The Siege of Rhodes and furnished some of the King’s coronation music in 1661. His major achievement, however, was to establish the Chapel as a centre of professional excellence among singers, instrumentalists and composers, training the choir to a standard it had probably never attained before, encouraging the choristers to write their own anthems, and ensuring, even in the always uncertain financial climate of a court whose pretensions and extravagance wildly outstripped its resources, that the material wellbeing and status of the singers, both boys and men, were adequately guaranteed.


Receiving £30 annually per child for ‘diett, lodging, washing and teaching’, Cooke was expected in return to give the boys lessons on the organ, lute and theorbo, to provide proper heating in the practice room, to arrange when necessary for the attendance of doctors and nurses, and to make annual tours of the various cathedrals, trawling for talent among choirs at Lichfield, Canterbury, Rochester and elsewhere. In addition he had been appointed in 1660 composer for lutes and voices, theorbos and virginals, to replace the Frenchman Nicolas Duval who had originally arrived from Paris with Queen Henrietta Maria thirty-five years previously.


Henry Purcell the elder did not live long to enjoy his position as a Gentleman of the Chapel Royal and a member of the King’s music. On 28 October 1664 we find a warrant being made ‘to swear John Goodgroome musician in ordinary to his Majesty for the lute and voyce, in the place of Henry Purcell, deceased’, but the actual appointment had been noted in the Lord Chamberlain’s accounts in August, and the Cheque Book of the Chapel Royal records that Henry had died on the eleventh of that month. Buried two days later on the east side of the Westminster Abbey cloisters, he was appropriately laid in a grave beside that of his fellow musician and former neighbour Henry Lawes.


His widow Elizabeth, by now the mother of six young children, moved out of Great Almonry to a house rented from the Dean and Chapter of Westminster in Tothill Street, where she was granted a forty-year lease ‘under the old rent and usual covenant’. She seems to have survived on various payments from the Chapel Royal and the money received from taking in lodgers (a certain ‘Frances Crump’ is mentioned in St Margaret’s Vestry Book, though the clerk adds the caveat, ‘it is ordered that the business be very well examined before any money is paid’).


Tothill Street still exists, running west out of Broad Sanctuary towards Petty France, where the poet John Milton had once lived in ‘a pretty garden-house, next to Lord Scudamore’s and opening into the Park’. The thoroughfare, debouching, as its name implies, into Tothill Fields, had been one of the smartest in the area, the residence of various noblemen during Tudor times, whose large gardens stretched northwards as far as St James’s Park. Here had lived William Lord Grey of Wilton, ‘greatest soldier of the nobility’, who had managed not to lose his head after the abortive rising on behalf of Lady Jane Grey in 1554, in which he was directly involved. Here too there had formed a little pocket of Elizabethan recusant families, the Dacres, the Stourtons and others, whose houses still bore their names, and here also was the Office of the Revels, where court entertainments were projected and scrutinized under the hypercensorious eye of old Sir Henry Herbert, restored to the position of Master of the Revels he had first enjoyed under Charles I.


The unhealthy condition of low-lying Westminster, with its bad drainage, ‘nuisances’ and overcrowding, was a continual source of worry to the citizens, who were aware of the reality of these health hazards without knowing quite how diseases were spread. In 1665 London was visited by the worst outbreak of bubonic plague in its recent history, during which 100,000 people died. In the parish of St Margaret’s Westminster, where the Purcells dwelt, 3,000 lives were claimed by the epidemic during the terrible summer and winter of 1665–6, and an area was specially cleared for plague burials in the cemetery in ‘Tuttle Fields’, separated from the main graveyard by a wall and ditch, with a bridge across it. We know a good deal about the response of the local authorities to the incidental problems created by the plague in Westminster, thanks to a report by the indefatigable Earl of Craven, famous for having served with King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden during the Thirty Years War and for his quixotic devotion to Charles I’s daughter Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia. ‘The streets are dayly cleansed,’ he observes, ‘and the filth carried away by the Raker who brings the carts every morning and giveing notice thereof to the inhabitants by the sound of his Bell to the end that every Perticular house alsoe may be cleared of its filth.’ The various dunghills or ‘laystalls’ proved more of a difficulty ‘by reason of titles in law wch the proprietors had therein’, but the persistence of the magistrates was gradually managing to clear them away. Pest-houses, meanwhile, needed enlarging, but the necessary intiative, thought Craven, could scarcely be undertaken while so many of the ‘middling sort of persons’ were themselves suffering from the effects of ‘the late Calamity’ and while the nobility were reluctant to take up residence again in plague-stricken Westminster.


This last detail is of interest when we survey the growth of London during Henry Purcell’s boyhood. Retreating from the noxious riverside airs, those who could afford it or who had providently acquired lands on which to build moved uphill towards Piccadilly and the Tyburn Road (modern Oxford Street). During the late 1660s and 1670s the serious development of May-fair and St James’s as elegant residential suburbs began, much to the irritation of the City of London, which saw itself losing a valuable source of revenue by this aristocratic westward drift.


The Purcells were of course in no position to follow, and it is remarkable that the entire family, Henry, his elder brothers Edward and Charles, his sister Katherine and the two youngest children Joseph and Daniel, together with ‘the Widow Pursel’ herself, managed to survive the plague unscathed. Perhaps still more noteworthy, in an age of high infant mortality, is that all six of the Purcell children attained adulthood, three of them, like their mother, outliving their famous sibling.


It was almost inevitable that Henry, inheriting his father’s musical gifts, should enter the Chapel Royal as one of the twelve children under Captain Cooke’s tutelage. We know nothing as to the exact date at which he joined the establishment, but it would seem likely that he was around seven or eight, even if the earliest members of the newly founded choir in 1660, including future composers such as John Blow, Pelham Humfrey and Michael Wise, had all been somewhat older. The children, as mentioned previously, were provided with board, lodging and education – though perhaps Purcell, living locally, was able to return home each evening – and, as part of the royal household, were allotted the official livery, which has remained more or less unchanged to the present day. ‘For each of them’, says the Lord Chamberlain’s warrant, ‘one cloak of bastard Scarlett cloth lyned with velvett, one suit and coat of the same cloth made up and trimmed with silver and silk lace after the manner of our footmen’s liveries.’ With this went shirts, shoes, stockings, two hats, three handkerchiefs, three pairs of gloves and ‘two pieces and a half of rebon for trimming garters and shoestrings’. In the summer the uniform changed to a satin-lined cloak and doublet with scarlet trunk-hose.


Cooke’s exceptional teaching skills were based on his own experience as the possessor of what Samuel Pepys, who knew him personally, called ‘the best manner of singing in the world’. The diarist was somewhat less enchanted by his bumptious, know-all manner, exhibited one evening in February 1667 at the house of Dr Pierce, surgeon-general to the navy. Having berated Pierce for the dinner itself, ‘an ill and little mean one, with foul cloth and dishes and everything poor’, Pepys went on to criticize Cooke himself, who




had the arrogance to say that he was fain to direct Sir W. Davenant in the breaking of his verses into such and such lengths, according as would be fit for musick, and command him that way, when W. Davenant would be angry, and find fault with this or that note – but a vain coxcomb I perceive he is, though he sings and composes so well.





Cooke had taken part in The Siege of Rhodes and provided some of its music, and the experience to which his remarks testify, that of trying to influence poets to write fluid, settable texts, is surely not uncommon, but the ‘bragging’ manner on which Pepys comments elsewhere does seem to have been an authentic feature of Cooke’s personality.


Educating the Chapel choristers to a high standard was altogether less of a problem than maintaining them in the proper style, given the continuing financial embarrassments of the court, at times so strapped for cash that according to Cooke the children were scarcely able to set foot out of doors owing to the general raggedness of their liveries. As well as being taught writing and arithmetic, the boys were encouraged to compose from the outset of their musical training, and it comes as no surprise to find that several of Purcell’s most respected contemporaries, including Blow, Humfrey, the theatre musician Robert Smith and William Turner, who dedicated his entire career to service with various cathedral choirs, began composing while still children of the Chapel Royal.


It would be tempting to imagine that Henry Purcell’s unique sensitivity to nuance and linguistic subtlety in the English texts he set, as well as his evident sensitivity to Latin, evinced by a small but significant clutch of sacred works, was entirely spontaneous and owed nothing whatever to his schooling. There is evidence however – and as always in the case of Purcell’s life this is extremely tenuous – that he received more than a basic grounding in the non-musical aspects of a Chapel boy’s education.


Since 1670 his cousin Charles, son of Thomas Purcell, had been a pupil at Westminster School. In the Abbey Treasurer’s accounts for 1678, we find the name of Charles Purcell scratched out and that of Henry substituted, and both of them appear in the school registers for the following two years. A further hint that this was indeed our Henry Purcell is offered by the mention in a will made by the composer’s widow Frances in 1706 of ‘a mourning ring of Dr Busby’s’. There is no proof that the famous and terrifying headmaster of Westminster actually left this ring to Purcell himself, but since he too died in 1695, predeceasing his young contemporary by six months, the deduction seems promising. The two may have become acquainted when Purcell reached adulthood, but the not uncommon desire of a forward pupil at a good school to keep up with his old teachers after leaving may just as well have cemented the friendship between them.


If the Henry Purcell who figures in the Westminster roll was the composer, then the same source indicates that he attended the school as a ‘Bishop’s Boy’ like the cousin Charles whom his name replaced. The bishop in question was the highly controversial John Williams, the archetypal Welsh careerist of the period, who had risen from humble origins in Caernarfonshire to become a fellow of St John’s College, Cambridge, and university proctor, afterwards being made Bishop of Lincoln, Lord Keeper of the Great Seal of England and Archbishop of York. Having made himself unpopular with Charles I for urging a more conciliatory approach to Parliament, he was sent to the Tower and eventually retired to Wales, where his Royalist countrymen shrewdly selected him as the ideal mediator with the Parliamentarians after the decisive Battle of Naseby in 1645.


Heartily loathed as he was by more orthodox Anglicans (who frequently derided him for his obesity), Williams was conspicuously eager to do well by the various foundations with which he was linked. Besides enriching and rebuilding his Cambridge college, he created, while Dean of Westminster, a series of four scholarships endowed from the Middlesex manors of Sudbury and Stanmore, whose fee-farm rents he had acquired in 1623. Two of the scholars were to be Welsh natives and the others were to have been born in the diocese of Lincoln. Once their Westminster education was completed, they were to be ‘from thence elected and transplanted into St John’s College, Cambridge’. If boys from Wales and Lincoln were not forthcoming, those born within the liberties of Westminster could be chosen instead. To consolidate the arrangement more substantially, Williams bought the patronage of four rich livings to which the boys, in an ideal world, would eventually succeed after their period of university study. The scheme soon ceased to work as intended: though the four scholars went on sporting the violet gown prescribed in Williams’s original document, St John’s confiscated its share of the scholarships and the Bishop’s Boys were finally rendered obsolete in 1872.


Eighteen was a somewhat advanced age to enter Westminster, but few pupils in the seventeenth century would have been foolish enough to decline the chance to receive what was then the best available education in England. Under Busby’s long headmastership, spanning some fifty years from his election in 1640, the school became an astonishing nursery of national talent among lawyers, the clergy and college fellows at the two universities, not to speak of poets, scientists, historians and philosophers. John Locke was one of Busby’s pupils; so too was the pulpit virtuoso Robert South, whose sermons, with those of Archbishop Tillotson, set the tone for the best preachers in an era when sermons constituted a performance art as magnetic as stage plays. A stormier cleric altogether was Purcell’s direct contemporary Francis Atter-bury, famous as a leading Tory churchman during the reigns of Queen Anne and George I, and a friend of Pope and Swift. While Dean of Westminster he made himself popular with the school’s pupils by building them a new dormitory.


Perhaps the strongest proof that Purcell spent some time under Busby’s tutelage is offered by the appearance of various Old Westminsters as associates with him at different stages of his career. With one of the school’s most famous pupils, John Dryden, he was to work closely during the 1690s at Drury Lane and Dorset Garden playhouses, and there was a similar theatrical connection with Elkanah Settle, one of the candidates for authorship of the anonymous text for Purcell’s The Fairy Queen. For a school kept by another of Busby’s pupils, Lewis Maidwell, the composer wrote one of his best odes, Celestial Music Did the Gods Inspire.


Among churchmen too the Westminster connection enhanced Purcell’s success. Nobody has ever found much to say, either in praise or denigration, of Nicholas Brady, best known as collaborator with Nahum Tate (himself the librettist of Dido and Aeneas) on a metrical version of the psalms which remained in use throughout Protestant churches of every shade for some two hundred years. He left Westminster for Oxford in 1678, so Purcell, who joined the school that year, may well have overlapped. They were to meet again in 1686, by which time Brady had been appointed vicar of St Katherine Cree in the City of London. He not only invoked Henry’s help in testing a new organ for the church, but subsequently provided him with the text for the great St Cecilia ode of 1692, Hail, Bright Cecilia one of Purcell’s most popular works among his contemporaries.


Almost every pupil of Dr Busby’s with any claim to real celebrity and success acknowledged his impact as a teacher and disciplinarian. Though never particularly loved – he was far too free with the birch rod and the flogging block for that – the headmaster was respected for his ability to find out the best qualities in his scholars and bring them to the sharpest possible pitch. Richard Steele, the Augustan journalist and dramatist, though never taught by him, was sufficiently impressed by those who had been to declare himself, ‘confident I could discover a stranger who had been such with very little conversation; those of great parts who have passed through his instruction have such a peculiar readiness of fancy and delicacy of taste, as is seldom found in men educated elsewhere, though of equal talent’.


Busby had, what is more, as Steele says, ‘a power of raising what the lad had in him to the utmost height’, which, however obliquely, must have made its mark on the young Henry Purcell. That standards, however, were slipping somewhat during the boy’s time at Westminster is attested by an alarming incident which took place in the summer of 1679. In a little street behind Dean’s Yard, a bailiff took possession of one of the houses and arrested the owner. When the boys got wind of this supposed infringement of ancient sanctuary rights, they seized whatever clubs and cudgels they could lay hands on, and raced to visit vengeance on the wretched officer, whom they eventually battered to death. Dr Busby, returning from spending the day at Chiswick, rounded up the whole school and singled out eleven culprits among the King’s Scholars. Though Charles II immediately issued a royal pardon for these, three elected to stand trial, but Busby finally perjured himself in giving an alibi for one of them, while against the others there was insufficient evidence. The parents of the young malefactors were required in addition to stump up the substantial sum of £23 is 8d each as a share of the general indemnity.


Purcell was not, so far as we know, involved in this inglorious episode. His musical talents were by now evident enough for him to be taken seriously as a pupil, or at any rate as a protégé, by various composers who had themselves either been Children of the Chapel Royal or else furnished music for Captain Cooke and his choristers. One of these teachers was almost certainly the Westminster Abbey organist Christopher Gibbons, son of the great Orlando, whose playing John Evelyn had admired on a visit to Oxford in 1654, but whose instrumental compositions were described by Roger North as ‘very bold, solid and strong, but desultory and not without a litle of the barbaresque’. Gibbons scarcely led an exemplary life: Anthony à Wood, the Oxford antiquary, calls him a ‘grand debauchee’ who ‘would sleep at Morning Prayer when he was to play on the organ’, and one of his voluntaries carries a note ‘drunke from the Catherine Wheale, Christopher Gibbons’.


Another of Cooke’s pupils from whom Purcell absorbed much was the precociously gifted Pelham Humfrey, most tragically short-lived of those who gave an unmistakably idiomatic voice to the Restoration anthem, a voice echoed and sophisticated by another young prodigy on whom his mantle most easily fell. Probably born in London in 1648, Humfrey joined the Chapel around 1660, perhaps part of the first intake of boys at the choir’s re-establishment with the return of King Charles. He may well have been the composer mentioned by Samuel Pepys in 1663, who noted on 22 November that ‘the Anthemne was good after the sermon, being the 51 psalme – made for five voices by one of Captain Cooke’s boys, a pretty boy’. This was surely the rather self-consciously mannered first version of Have mercy upon me, O God (the Bible significantly heads the psalm with the words ‘To the chief Musician’) which Humfrey took up again more successfully some years later.


By the time he left the Chapel choir on Christmas Day, 1664, Humfrey had evidently become a prized asset among younger English musicians. His importance was underlined by the fact that whereas Cooke was given the usual retrospective £30 for the maintenance of John Blundeville and John Blow, the two other outgoing choristers, ‘Pelham Humphryes’ was worth £10 extra. Plans had plainly been made already to provide the eighteen-year-old boy with the best possible musical training then available by sending him to France and Italy. Payments from Secret  Service funds were issued over the next three years, and though no exact details are known as to where he went and whom he studied with, we can guess from his later style, with its allusions to Lully and Carissimi, that he may have spent significant periods in Paris and Rome, perhaps as a pupil of both these enormously influential composers.


Care was taken to provide Humfrey, in his absence, with appropriate official positions in the hierarchy of English court musicians. He was made a member of the King’s private music as a lutenist in 1666, and the following year saw him named a Gentleman of the Chapel Royal. Could there have been a lingering suspicion that without these incentives he might not have returned? Certainly when he did, it was with a vastly inflated notion of his own superiority. Pepys, recording ‘a fine Anthemne, made by Pellam (who is come over)’ on 1 November 1667, met him a fortnight later in a tailor’s shop and was able to confirm his worst fears of Humfrey’s vanity and boastfulness. ‘Little Pellam Humphrys, lately returned from France’ was




an absolute Monsieur, as full of form and confidence and vanity, and disparages everything and everybody’s skill but his own. The truth is, everybody says he is very able; but to hear how he laughs at all the King’s music here … and that Grebus the Frenchman, the King’s Master of the Musique, how he understands nothing nor can play on any instrument and so cannot compose, and that he will give him a lift out of his place, and that he and the King are mighty great, and that he hath already spoken to the King of Grebus, would make a man piss.





Humfrey was being grossly unfair to Louis Grabu, newly appointed Master of the Private Musik, a nomination which created understandable resentment among native-born musicians. A pupil of the mediocre Robert Cambert (who had fled to London from Paris as a result of Jean-Baptiste Lully’s intrigues against practically anybody else who could rule a stave or pen a row of crotchets), Grabu has been consistently traduced by writers on the Restoration musical scene, but he was a perfectly competent if not particularly inspired practitioner in his field. By granting him an official appointment, what the King seems to have been attempting, as with increasing the number of his string band, was to inject a little more of the Versailles atmosphere into the musical world of Whitehall and Windsor.


Following the royal lead, the tyranny of French taste in the London of Purcell’s boyhood was all pervasive. We have only to look at a play like Sir George Etherege’s The Man of Mode, first produced in 1676, to see how completely its eponymous beau, Sir Fopling Flutter, affects the latest Parisian styles. Described as ‘a great Critick … lately arriv’d piping hot from Paris’, he is the total fashion victim, from his suit by Barroy and his ‘garniture’ by Le Gras to his Chédreux periwig and Orangerie gloves – ‘You know the smell, Ladies!’


As in clothes, so in music, the French style made its indelible impact. Few composers have appeared more profoundly unattractive than Jean-Baptiste Lully in their personal dealings with fellow musicians, but his influence should not be estimated purely in proportion to a lack of effective rivals. It is true that a comparatively recent reappraisal of the achievement of his great contemporary Marc-Antoine Charpentier, whom Lully ruthlessly marginalized, has brought us to acknowledge the former rather than the latter as the most potently expressive and versatile French master of the seventeenth century. Considered purely in terms of musical history, however, the relationship between Charpentier and Lully is rather like that of Handel to the mainstream composers of Italian opera seria. One is undoubtedly the more rewarding and original artist, but it is the other with whom the sequential textbook development of European music is mainly concerned.


French influence had not been altogether unknown in England before the Civil War: Charles I married a sister of Louis XIII, Henrietta Maria, who brought with her several Parisian musicians, their names – Etienne Nau, Nicolas Picart, ‘Mons. de Flelle’ and others – appearing in court lists of the period. Roger North underlines the important influence of French lutenists on the layout and style of instrumental suites or ‘setts’ which became fashionable among Caroline music lovers, especially in the deft hands of William Lawes and John Coprario. ‘The lessons’, he tells us, referring to the individual movements, ‘had a spice of the French from whom wee had the lute, and most of the composers were lutinists, and it is the mode for gallants and ladys to learne on the lute.’


The major wave of Gallicism was to break over English composers and audiences with the importation of Lully’s manner, as well as of actual pieces composed by him, during the late 1660s and 1670s. Young King Louis XIV prided himself on his prowess as a dancer, and the spectacular ballets de cour, framing the Sun King as their hero, demanded a sequence of tuneful, rhythmic, crisply outlined movements, corresponding to the various dance forms, minuet, bourrée, chaconne or gigue, whose steps were carefully learned by everyone with any pretence to good breeding. Lully, however much his adoption of France might have made him more French than the French themselves, was born a Florentine as Giovanni Battista Lulli, and his Italian inheritance makes itself felt in the predominance of a consistent melodic line giving shape and direction to the piece in hand. ‘Baptist’s vein’, as North famously called it, soon permeated every aspect of music in London: dances and overtures from the composer’s latest operas and ballets were transcribed and published soon after their various premières; new forms like the gavotte, the rigaudon and the rondeau (the last two sometimes misleadingly anglicized as ‘Rigadoon’ and ‘Round-O’) found their way into instrumental suites; and Lullian ballabili even made an incongruous appearance at such solemn occasions as the annual Oxford University degree ceremony.


This sense of a universal appropriateness and adaptability at the heart of the French court style made its presence known in the music Pelham Humfrey provided for the Chapel Royal following his return from the Continent in 1667. He had almost certainly heard and learned from Lully’s motet Miserere mei Deus, with its brilliantly contrived synthesis between dramatic expressiveness and meditative solemnity, and was to make use of French idioms in the string symphonies and ritornellos which introduced the various episodes making up his verse anthems. The fact is, nevertheless, that whatever Pepys’s scornful reference to ‘little Pellam Humphrys’ as ‘an absolute Monsieur’, his music was rooted just as strongly in native English traditions of alertness to the weight and nuance of words and in the already well-established formal outlines of the verse anthem – that standard feature of seventeenth-century Anglican ceremonial, first evolved by Orlando Gibbons and Thomas Tomkins and eventually brought to its perfection in the hands of Humfrey’s pupil Henry Purcell.


The word ‘pupil’ here needs to be used with caution. We do not know for certain that Henry had lessons with Humfrey, but it would seem rather odd, given Humfrey’s supervisory position in the Chapel, if he had not transmitted some of his professional expertise to the boy. What might the young master have taught his forward scholar? It is easy to listen to a performance or look at the score of one of Humfrey’s eighteen anthems and describe it airily as ‘Purcellian’, but the influence reaches more deeply than that of a common idiom, a set of stylistic tricks and devices coldly acquired for the purposes of technical accomplishment. Humfrey’s muse was a melancholy one – only two of his anthems are in major keys – and his particular fondness was for texts expressive of grief, suffering and repentance. Though he never wrote a full- scale theatrical work (despite contributing two ‘masques’ to Thomas Shadwell’s 1674 adaptation of Shakespeare’s The Tempest), he clearly understood the dramatic potential embodied in the verses chosen for setting and exploited it to the full. A piece such as By the waters of Babylon pushes these histrionic, representational qualities – one might almost call them ‘operatic’ – to the full in its overwhelming evocation of the miseries of the captive Jews, expressed in Psalm 137. We catch from the very beginning the sense of hopelessness expressed in the descending intervals of the introductory symphony, and a mounting unease in the music climaxes in the conflict between Babylonians, bumptious and scornful in triple measures, and Israelite exiles, angular and chromatic in duple time. We can hardly imagine that Purcell could have remained unresponsive to this kind of pictorial eloquence in the design. Although he by no means confined himself to penitential texts in his own sacred works (avoiding them altogether in the case of his symphony anthems, where the mood is always decidedly upbeat), he made several copies of Humfrey’s music for his own reference.


When Purcell left the Chapel Royal choir in 1673, his destiny was clearly indicated by the terms of a warrant issued on 17 December: ‘to provide outfit of clothing for Henry Purcell, late child of His Majesty’s Chapel Royal, whose voice is changed and gone from the Chapel’. It ordained ‘the sum of £30 by the year’ which we know was paid to Pelham Humfrey, now Cooke’s successor as Master of the Children, for teaching various ex-choristers, a job he seems sometimes to have farmed out to other musicians. Purcell’s schoolfellow Henry Hall, later organist at Exeter and Hereford and composer of an elegy on his friend’s death in 1695, had been granted a similar bursary the previous Christmas, and his clothing allowance was carefully itemized. ‘Two suits of plain cloth, two hats and hat-bands, four whole shirts, four half shirts, six bands, six pairs of cuffs, six handkerchiefs, four pairs of stockings, four pairs of shoes and four pairs of gloves’. Presumably Purcell received the same wardrobe, and a bill made out by the Lord Chamberlain’s office the following year specifies extra handkerchiefs for him.


His forwardness, that quality so much admired in children (more particularly boys) during an age of often brutally swift mortality, is demonstrated for us in the fact that even before he quitted the Chapel, a warrant had instituted him assistant to the elderly John Hingeston as ‘keeper, maker, mender, repairer and tuner of regals, organs, virginals, flutes and recorders and all other kind of wind instruments whatsoever’. A salary for this was only to be paid to him on Hingeston’s death ‘or other avoidance of the latter’. No details are afforded as to the actual work involved, but the experience of dealing with the technical aspects of individual instruments must have been invaluable, and the inclusion of flutes and recorders in the list reminds us of his extraordinarily sensitive use of the latter especially in his odes and dramatic works.


On St George’s Day, 1674, when the court went to Windsor for traditional celebrations, Pelham Humfrey had stayed in London to make his will. Perhaps exhausted by his recent heavy involvement in Shadwell’s Tempest performances, which incorporated Chapel Royal singers, he may well have been conscious that his days were numbered, and on Tuesday, 14 July, he died at the age of twenty-seven. Later generations were to see Purcell as his direct heir, and it was this mantle of artistic inheritance to which Henry Hall alluded in his 1695 elegy, calling ‘young Humphries’, 






Our first reforming Music’s Richelieu


Who dying left the Goddess all to You.








For a new teacher Purcell turned to another Gentleman of the Chapel, sworn in as Master a week after Humfrey was buried in the south-east corner of Westminster Abbey’s cloisters. Born in 1648, John Blow was well established as a court musician, with official posts as a royal keyboard player, an organist at the Abbey and a composer for the Private Musick. After Purcell he emerges as the most productive and versatile English musician of the period, a remarkably able, expressive writer of songs and anthems and the author of one major dramatic work, the so-called ‘masque’ of Venus and Adonis, through-composed opera along the lines familiar to us from Dido and Aeneas which it helped to inspire.


In this case the relationship between master and pupil was a good deal less straightforward than it had been where Humfrey was concerned. The two surviving educational outlines Blow compiled, one for learning keyboard thoroughbass, the other for composition, show him to have been a precise and methodical teacher, and Henry Hall, once again in his capacity as amateur poet, paid tribute to him in some verses printed in Amphion Anglicus, an anthology of fifty songs by Blow published in 1700.


‘Britain’s Orpheus’, says Hall, ‘learned his art from you.’ Doubtless he did, but the learning process seems to have worked equally well in the other direction, with the mature Purcell making his mark on Blow’s style, both sacred and secular, even if the older composer hung on to his own unmistakable idiom, mixing grandeur and gravity with something a good deal more skittish and wayward, revealing the robust sense of humour he shared with his pupil. A favourite story tells us that Purcell’s succession in 1679 to the post of Westminster Abbey organist which had been occupied by Blow was a result of the latter’s admiring resignation in his favour. No shred of evidence supports this idea: Blow may simply have moved aside because his other court posts were more attractive or perhaps, as has been suggested, because pressure was put on him to do so by those eager to advance Purcell’s career. Whatever the truth, no hint of animosity or rivalry clouded their relationship, and they went on taking hints from one another throughout Purcell’s life.


The London musical scene during the 1670s had a liveliness and variety holding out infinite stimulus to a young professional performer and composer. In 1674 a major revival took place at the Duke’s Theatre in Dorset Garden of the version of The Tempest originally prepared in 1667 by Sir William Davenant and John Dryden. Davenant, who made much of his supposed kinship with Shakespeare – the playwright, if we are to believe John Aubrey, fathered him on an Oxford innkeeper’s wife on his way back to Stratford – was a highly successful dramatist and poet at the Caroline court. It was his idea, according to Dryden, that Miranda should be given a male counterpart in the form of Hippolito, ‘a man that has never seen a woman’. This sexual innocent, who marries Miranda’s equally uncanonical sister Dorinda, typifies a Restoration desire to spice up the drama with libertine sophistication of the sort which would have appealed to King Charles and the more rakish element at court, including the Earl of Rochester and the young Duke of Monmouth, whose outrageous, sometimes violent escapades kept town tongues wagging.


The 1674 Tempest revival, with Thomas Shadwell’s additions and new music, was a fascinating hybrid. A drift towards incorporating more musical elements in productions of spoken drama had been apparent for some years. When Macbeth was revived in 1673, the tragedy was described as ‘being drest in all its finery, as new Cloath’s, new Scenes, Machines, as flyings for the Witches; with all the Singing and Dancing in it … being Excellently perform’d, being in the nature of an Opera, it Recompens’d double the Expence’. The revived Tempest too was ‘in the nature of an Opera’, as Shadwell’s fustian prologue was at pains to emphasize:






We have machines to some perfection brought,


And above 30 Warbling voyces gott.


Many a God & Goddess you will heare


And we have Singing, Dancing Devils here.


Such Devills, and such gods, are very Deare.








A concluding ‘Masque of Neptune & Amphitrite’ in Act V was intended to provide an effective fusion of song, dance and scenic machines, and an extended description of the sets and disposition of the orchestra implies that the whole performance was one of the grandest spectacles yet witnessed on the London stage.


The artistic resources of the court musical establishment were all channeled into the production. A printed quarto mentions ‘the Band of 24 Violins with the Harpsicals and Theorbo’s which accompany the Voices’, and most interestingly specifies that they were ‘plac’d between the Pit and the Stage’, instead of being located in the gallery above the proscenium arch, where the theatre musicians usually sat. Members of the Chapel Royal choir also took part, as we know from a memorandum issued by the Lord Chamberlain on 16 May 1674, headed ‘Chappellmen for ye theatre’, telling ‘Mr Turner and Mr Hart or any other men or boys belonging to his Majesty’s Chappell Roy all that sing in ye Tempest at His Royal Highnesse Theatre’ to ‘remaine in towne all weeke (dureing his Majesty’s absence from Whitehall) to performe that service’. The same document specifically refers to the show as ‘ye opera’, one of the earliest recorded uses of the term in official records of the period, revealing that this was how the Dorset Garden production team wanted the work to be understood.


Having already left the choir, Purcell is not known to have taken part in these Tempest performances, but this is no reason to assume that he may not have seen one of them, more especially since his teacher Pelham Humfrey was so closely involved in the project, contributing a masque in Act II, in which a chorus of devils threatens the shipwrecked courtiers, and music for the Neptune and Amphitrite episode at the close of Act V. Other composers lent their talents, including Pietro Reggio, a singer from Genoa who worked closely with Shadwell, and the elder John Banister, who until 1666 had directed the royal string band and whom Roger North tells us ‘had a good theatricall vein and in composition had a lively style peculiar to himself’.


Most important among this Tempest team where Purcell was concerned was Matthew Locke, a major link between the musical world of John Jenkins and the Lawes brothers before the Civil War and the more diffuse energies of the Restoration, during which his creative talents were fully stretched in every direction. Locke is always looked at askance by some of the earlier modern writers on seventeenth-century music, as a sort of bad-boy composer who began by carving his name so deeply into the stone coping of the Exeter cathedral organ loft that you can find it there to this day, ran away to the Low Countries during the war and perhaps converted to Popery, since he became organist of the chapel at Somerset House specially appointed for Charles II’s Portuguese queen Catherine of Bragança and her devoutly Catholic household.


Locke was at home in every musical vein. He earned Roger North’s praise for composing ‘a magnifick consort of 4 parts, after the old style, which was the last of the kind that hath bin made, so we may rank him with Cleomenes King of Sparta who was styled ultimus herooum’. The arch fogey adds a disapproving note by saying: ‘He conformed at last to the modes of his time, and fell into the theatricall way and composed to the semioperas divers pieces of vocall and instrumentall enterteinement, with very good success.’ Last of the heroes he may have been in harking back to old-established English instrumental forms, but he was just as self-motivated in the modernism of his immensely colourful, individualistic anthem style. This is reflected in works ranging from the chamber intimacy of How doth the city sit solitary to the monumentally grandiose architecture of Be thou exalted, Lord, written to celebrate a victory over the Dutch in 1666. Thus far the most ambitious anthem ever conceived for use in Anglican worship, it demands eight solo voices, three choral groups and contrasting instrumental ensembles of viols and violins.


When Locke died in the late summer of 1677, Purcell was deeply affected. Though a purported letter from the older to the younger composer is patently a Victorian forgery, Locke’s influence on the youthful Purcell’s style had made itself felt in works such as the so-called ‘Stairre-Case Overture’, whose earliest source is an eighteenth-century transcription now in the Bodleian Library. This short French overture, which presumably took its nickname from the broadly spaced intervals of the opening prelude, seems to have been written around 1676 when the Tempest music was still fresh in the boy composer’s memory, and pieces like the solemn Act II curtain tune, with its hauntingly improvisatory structure, in which the movement seems to alter its shape and direction with each succeeding bar, were bound to have left their mark.


The depth of Purcell’s emotion at the loss of such a mentor, let alone his wish to speak on behalf of the entire community of English musicians, can be measured from the elegy on Locke, ‘What hope for us remains now he is gone?’, written in 1677 and published two years later. While we know for certain or can hazard a convincing guess at the identity of most of the poets who furnished the composer’s texts, the authorship of this brief sequence of lines, in the irregular Italian versi sciolti style often favoured for such compositions, has always remained mysterious. Given the uniformly intelligent and sophisticated approach to word setting and choice of material which distinguishes Purcell as a vocal composer, and considering the advantages his Westminster schooling were likely to have given him, we need hardly doubt that he wrote these lines himself. The little portrait they enclose of an artist endowed with positively numinous skill in the exercise of his gifts, a man






                                 whose skilful harmony


Had charms for all the ills that we endure 








and who






knew such mystic touches that in death


Could cure the fear, or stop the parting breath,








is a genuinely searching tribute from one musician to another, yet the poetic technique, the handling of rhyme, syntax and grammar, are emphatically not those of a professional writer.


In spirit the work belongs to an archetypal seventeenth-century tradition of funerary verse, a sort of verbal equivalent of the splendid marble and alabaster tombs raised during this time in churches throughout England, a poetry astonishing in its intensity and range. We may think for example of Milton’s Lycidas, the noblest exemplar of the genre, of Bishop King’s heartfelt Exequy on his wife’s death, of Sir William Davenant’s exquisite little dialogue between a philosopher and a lover over a dying mistress, or of Thomas Carew’s masterly elegy on John Donne, a critical essay at the poet’s graveside. 


By the time Purcell came to write his ‘On the Death of His Worthy Friend Mr Matthew Lock, Musick-Composer to His Majesty and Organist of Her Majestie’s Chappel, Who Dyed in August 1677’, the vogue for such poems was on the wane. Restoration authors, with the notable exception of Dryden, who had learned his craft in an earlier age, tended to shy away from death as something altogether too solemn for their cynical banter. Even some of the poems written at Purcell’s own demise are scarcely more than decorous shadows of a once vital poetic form. Thus music becomes a primary element in validating such works during the later Stuart period. It is hard to imagine poems like Carew’s triplet sequence on young Mary Wentworth or Andrew Marvell’s classic send up of the funerary mode in ‘To His Coy Mistress’ needing or receiving musical accompaniment. By the 1670s however, a text like Purcell’s, though in itself a perfectly adequate ‘copy of verses’, carrying a respectable flavour of classical learning in its allusion to the emotive powers vested in musicians, becomes inconceivable without the clothing of notes, voices and instruments.


Purcell set his lines as a monody for high voice with a continuo accompaniment, introducing a second vocal line in the little chorus ending the piece with a vision of Locke’s soul flying heavenwards. The style is often loosely referred to by musicologists as ‘recitative’, but this requires clarification in view of our modern tendency to apply the word solely to passages of linking dialogue and reflection between the individual aria or ensemble numbers in dramatic and sacred works. More widely interpreted, the term implies a free-moving vocal line, unguided by the structural limitations of melody or the punctuations of instrumental accompaniment, in which the music strictly follows the outline of the text.


Intensely word-conscious as English culture has always been, the stile recitativo of the Italian Baroque was bound to be seized upon avidly by composers of the early Stuart period as an ideal vehicle for the weightier sort of meditative or amorous discourse. The challenge in such music was twofold: on the one hand the composer must try not to let the longer verse lines slacken into rambling aimlessness; on the other he needed to avoid a potential rhythmic tedium in the repeated iambic trot of the chosen metre.


‘What hope for us remains’ is Purcell’s earliest essay in this style, which he was to return to constantly throughout his creative life. By the late 1670s it had been considerably influenced by the adventurousness of Italian continuo writing, but essentially this elegy’s dramatic impact is owed to the young English composer’s own extraordinary alertness to the interpretative possibilities of the text. On the line ‘From pointed griefs he’d take the pain away’, for example, a series of hard-edged chromaticisms underpins the descending voice part, while ‘His lays to anger and to war could move’ has a deliberately trumpeting aggressiveness on both levels which is then skilfully mellowed by the layout of the following line, ‘Then calm the tempest they had rais’d with love’. The ear is perpetually engaged, both on this level and in terms of the music’s rhythmic inventiveness, so that the work’s sheer fluidity, its organic nature, let alone its confident harmonic independence, provide the best imaginable tribute to Locke’s genius from his incomparable heir, simply because, we cannot help feeling, it is what Locke would have wanted Purcell to write for him.


‘What hope for us remains’ represents its composer’s first major musical achievement. Its publication in 1679, two years after it was written, must have indicated to London musicians, supposing they were not already aware of the fact, that an impressive new talent had arrived on the Restoration scene. The elegy appeared in the second of five collections issued between 1676 and 1684 under the title Choice Ayres & Songs to Sing to the Theorbo–Lute or Bass–Viol by the publisher John Playford, who, with his sons Henry and John junior, was the capital’s most important music seller. Born in Norwich in 1623, Playford had started his London career as a publisher of political tracts during the unsettled period following the defeat of the Royalist army at Naseby in 1645. The subsequent attempt by Charles I to reach some sort of advantageous settlement with the triumphant Parliamentarians, had culminated in his imprisonment, but there was still a strong monarchical groundswell among various elements even in so markedly Puritan a city as London, and Playford’s willingness to enter the war of words on the King’s behalf made him an immediate object of suspicion to a nervous Parliamentary regime. While the King himself was still in control before the war began, the Court of Star Chamber had tightened press censorship with a special decree, and though the hated tribunal was itself abolished in 1641, the Puritans were so discomfited by the ensuing torrent of pamphleteering that two years later an ordinance was passed against unlicensed books and printing presses. Those infringing the act were to have their houses searched, the offending publications were to be confiscated, the presses broken up and the malefactors were to be brought before Parliament.


Against this very same law John Milton had so memorably thundered in his Areopagitica, subtitled ‘a speech for the liberty of unlicensed printing, to the Parliament of England’. As it turned out, this classic defence of intellectual liberty was futile in the face of reactionary terrors. Parliament was not composed of sage and severe Athenian judges, London scarcely merited the poet’s exuberant accolades of ‘a city of refuge, the mansion house of liberty’, and the situation noticeably worsened with the King’s execution in 1649. A warrant was issued for John Playford’s arrest for the publication of seditious pamphlets, and though the law did not pursue him very far, he seems to have preferred to concentrate on music publishing as a safer option.


Playford’s shop stood in the spacious porch of the Temple Church, of which he was noted as an extremely assiduous clerk, raising the overall quality of services through his attention to detail. The distinction of his wide-ranging publications, which included books of music theory, instruction manuals for different sorts of instrumental technique, anthologies of songs, sets of instrumental part-books, psalm collections and dancing methods, lay in the seriousness with which he approached his chosen role as a musical encourager and enabler. There was rather more to Playford than the mere commercial acumen of a publisher with a keen eye for the latest craze and for opportunities of exploiting it. He clearly enjoyed writing the prefaces which opened many of his volumes, and these often reflected his own didactic awareness of a professional and amateur public, keen and interested but perhaps too self-conscious as to its lack of sophistication in comparison with other European musical cultures. In his collection of part-songs The Musical Companion, in Two Books, issued in 1673, when talking of ‘the so much cry’d up Italian and French ayres being here imitated, if not equallized in this kind’, he adds, ‘nor could I ever yet be convinced but that we have at this day as able professors of musick of our own nation, as any foreigners: For the musick is the same (abating the language) both for cords, discords, passions, spirits and humours: Where then is their excellency? Were we not generally too apt to disesteem the labour & parts of our own (though otherwise elaborate and ingenuous) countrymen?’ Playford doubtless meant ‘ingenious’ rather than ‘ingenuous’. Purcell, barely out of his teens, must have been both of these things, but it was as just such an ‘able professor of musick’ that he was to be associated for the rest of his life with the firm and family of the Playfords.


The successive issue of Purcell’s songs in Playford’s editions was one means of promoting professional reputation, but just as convenient a showcase for the young composer’s talents was offered by the Chapel Royal and Westminster Abbey. In 1679, the year in which ‘What hope for us remains’ was published and in which he assumed Matthew Locke’s place at court as composer for the violins, he was appointed as organist at the Abbey. This was the very position from which John Blow was always said to have moved aside in Purcell’s favour, but, as we have noted earlier, the exchange may well have been advantageous to the already overworked ‘Dr’, as his famous pupil calls him. In any case, the exact terms of the appointment are not clear. All we know is that Purcell’s name appears in place of Blow’s in the Abbey treasurer’s accounts, and that the duties themselves were probably not very demanding.


What is significant, however, is the outpouring of sacred works which began as the composer found an individual style for himself during the late 1670s. The reintroduction of music into English church worship at the Restoration was not simply designed to humour the tastes of Charles II; Purcell’s anthems need to be heard, if possible, in the Anglican liturgical context for which they were composed and to whose solemn authority they were an essential adjunct. We know little about the exact circumstances in which many of the early anthems were performed, beyond occasional manuscript notes as regards a particular date in the ecclesiastical calendar, but we should bear in mind the forces at Purcell’s disposal: a well-trained choir assisted on many occasions by members of the royal string band, with continuo support provided by the organ and the large lute known as the theorbo, ‘which likewise’, as the Cambridge musician Thomas Mace wrote in 1676, ‘could Humour the Consort properly and evenly with the Pedal’.


Some of the earliest pieces Purcell wrote for the choirs with which he was now working were in the old ‘full anthem’ style whose technique he could have learned from careful study of the rich literature of Tudor and Jacobean church music. When we compare a work such as the first setting of Hear my prayer, a probable fragment of a longer composition, and O God, the king of glory, perhaps also simply a cut-down portion of a more ambitious concept, we can see at once how adept the boy Purcell had already become at grafting his own idiom on to an established tradition. In each case, the first a heart-wrenching tangle of false relations, the latter a radiant paean to divine ascendancy, it is the athleticism and plasticity of the word-setting which write Purcell’s name on the score, though each demonstrates his characteristic determination that the individual work should create its own distinguishing rhetorical colour.


It seems a pity that Purcell wrote so few full anthems, but he was able to find a compromise with the more popular ‘verse’ style, alternating solo and choral passages, by means of works fusing both genres. The most exhilarating of his early ‘full-with-verse’ anthems is surely Blow up the trumpet in Sion, one of those Purcellian creations which have the proverbial effect of making the hair on the back of the neck stand up whenever we hear it. Taken from the book of Joel, the text, with its notes of warning, an admonition to ‘call a solemn assembly’ and a prayer that God should spare his people, may well have been chosen with some political reference, at a time when court and church felt themselves menaced by the machinations of Lord Shaftesbury and the earliest stirrings of the Popish Plot hysteria.
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