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Foreword





All great composers are fascinating; it goes with the job description. Some of them have been great men, rising heroically to all the challenges that life has thrown at them; some have been enigmas; some have been pains. And then there’s Franz Joseph Haydn, surely one of the most lovable personalities of all time. Papa Haydn, beloved of almost all men and women (the exceptions being, perhaps, the unfortunate Mrs Haydn and a few publishers); Haydn the wit; Haydn the devoted protector of all his musicians; Haydn the musical inventor; Haydn, the kindest of men.


But, as Richard Wigmore points out, Haydn’s adorable character has at times almost undermined his reputation. True, he is the funniest of the great composers; true that he was criticised for the cheerfulness of his religious music (properly devout people evidently considering their faith a matter for gloom); and true that he expressed no pretentious aims for his art. But Haydn has everything: his moments of pain are as tragic as any in music; his joy can be overwhelmingly powerful; and his capacity for musical experiment is infinite – no composer has been more original.


There are any number of sides to Haydn, in fact; but the effect of his art, no matter how dark or strange it may become, is always positive. His music is life-enhancing. In this book, containing answers to many of the questions that one might have wanted to ask about the man and his work had one thought of them, one can delve deeper into the extraordinary creative life of a phenomenon: the so-called father of the symphony and the string quartet, whose music became more profound, but also – paradoxically – ever more youthful, as he reached an age twice that at which most of his contemporaries had taken up the permanent occupation of pushing up daisies. There is an endless amount to learn about Haydn. This book should prove to be an excellent starting point, an enthusiastically springy diving board from which the reader can plunge into the music.


STEVEN ISSERLIS

















A Haydn ‘Top 20’





Absurd as it is to cull a mere twenty works from his vast, protean output, here are the Haydn pieces I could least live without:




 





The Creation


The Seasons


The Seven Last Words (original orchestral version)


Mass in D minor, ‘Nelson’


Mass in B flat, ‘Harmoniemesse’


Piano Sonata No. 20 in C minor


Piano Sonata No. 52 in E flat


Variations in F minor, ‘Un piccolo Divertimento’


Piano Trio No. 28 in E major


Piano Trio No. 30 in E flat


String Quartet in D, Op. 20 No. 4


String Quartet in G, Op. 76 No. 1


String Quartet in E flat, Op. 76 No. 6


String Quartet in F, Op. 77 No. 2


Symphony No. 44 in E minor, ‘Mourning’


Symphony No. 88 in G


Symphony No. 92 in G, ‘Oxford’


Symphony No. 93 in D


Symphony No. 99 in E flat


Symphony No. 104 in D, ‘London’






















Things people said about Haydn





JOHN GREGORY (The State and Faculties of Man) 1766


The style of Haydn sometimes pleases by its spirit and a wild luxuriancy … but possesses too little of the elegance and pathetic expression of music to remain long in the public taste.




 





EMPRESS MARIA THERESA 1772


There is a certain Haydn, who has unusual ideas, but he is just a beginner.




 





MOZART (ATTRIBUTED)


There is no one who can do it all – to joke, to terrify, to evoke laughter and profound sentiment – and all equally well: except Joseph Haydn.




 





ERNST LUDWIG GERBER 1790


Every harmonic artifice is at [Haydn’s] command, even those from the Gothic age of the grey contrapuntists. But instead of their former stiffness, they assume a pleasing manner as soon as he prepares them for our ears. He has a great gift for making a piece sound familiar. In this way, despite all the contrapuntal artifices therein, he achieves a popular style and is agreeable to every music lover.




 





CHARLES BURNEY


It is well known how much [Haydn] contributed to our delight, to the advancement of his art, and to his own fame, by his numerous productions in this country, and how much his natural, unassuming and pleasing character, exclusive of his productions, endeared him to his acquaintances and to the nation at large.




 





ALBERT CHRISTOPH DIES (1810)


Haydn had a moderately strong bone structure; the muscles were slight. His hawk nose (he suffered much from a nasal polyp which had doubtless enlarged this part) and other features, too, were heavily pock-marked, his nose even seamed so that the nostrils each had a different shape. Haydn considered himself ugly. 




 





E. T. A. HOFFMANN (1810)


[Haydn’s] symphonies lead us through infinite green forest groves, through a jolly, bustling crowd of happy people. A rapid succession of young men and girls dance past; laughing children lie in wait behind tress and rosebushes, teasingly throwing flowers at each other. A life of eternal youth, full of love and bliss, as if before the Fall.




 





THOMAS BUSBY (1819)


If in any one of the melodies of The Creation I could discover the celestial grace of Sacchini, in the recitatives the profound science of Sebastian Bach, or in the choruses, a single example of that transcendent force of imagination, profound adjustment of parts, or sublimity of aggregate effect, so uniformly conspicuous in Handel, I would allow Haydn to be an oratorio composer.




 





JOHN KEATS (1820)


Haydn is like a child, for there is no knowing what he will do next.




 





JEAN INGRES


Whoever studies music, let his daily bread be Haydn … Haydn the great musician, the first, who created everything, discovered everything, taught everything to the rest.




 





MILY BALAKIREV (1860)


Haydn, that genius of vulgar music who induces an inordinate thirst for beer.




 





HUGO WOLF (1885)


What a spirit of childlike faith speaks from the heavenly pure tones of Haydn’s music.




 





JOHANNES BRAHMS (1896)


What a man; beside him we are just wretches.







 





J. CUTHBERT HADDEN (1902)


Haydn lacked the true dramatic instinct. His placid, easy-going, contented nature could never have allowed him to rise to great heights of dramatic force. He was not built on a heroic mould; the meaning of tragedy was unknown to him.




 





DONALD FRANCIS TOVEY


[Of Symphony No. 99] This adagio is typical of that greatness in Haydn which moved Cherubini to tears, and of that freedom which taught Beethoven’s inmost soul more than he, the uncouth pupil, could learn from Haydn the tired teacher.




 





ALDOUS HUXLEY


Haydn lived to a ripe old age and his right hand never forgot its cunning; but it also failed to learn a new cunning. Peter-Pan-like, he continued, as an old man, to write the sort of thing he had written 20, 30 and 40 years before.




 





WILFRID MELLERS


In a work such as the Harmoniemesse he rebuilds the Church in a spirit of the Enlightenment which he celebrates in his greatest instrumental works.




 





HANS KELLER


Alone among geniuses, the old Haydn was in clear possession of the advantages of all his biographical stages – that, perhaps just because he matured so incomprehensibly late, he was the only composing genius who reached a prolonged, consistent, late climax during which he was, simultaneously, young, middle-aged, and old.




 





ALFRED BRENDEL


We easily forget that the solemn Adagio [of Schubert] – also that of early Beethoven – originated in Haydn, and that the first of all great C minor piano sonatas was Haydn’s.




 





ROBIN HOLLOWAY


He is music’s supreme intellectual.




 





DANIEL CHUA


If you hear only happiness in Haydn, then the joke is on you.






















Haydn in 2009







The whole performance went off wonderfully well. Between the various sections, tumultuous applause … When it was over, people cried out, ‘Papa Haydn to the front!’ Finally the old man came forward and was greeted with tumultuous Applaudissement and cries of ‘Long live Papa Haydn, long live music!’ Their imperial majesties were all present, and joined in the calls of ‘bravo’.





The writer of these lines was Johan Fredrik Berwald, a cousin of the Swedish composer Franz, the work in question The Creation, whose public premiere in Vienna’s Burgtheater on 19 March 1799 was the most spectacular triumph of Haydn’s career. For nigh on two decades he had been an international superstar, fêted from Edinburgh to Naples, from Lisbon to St Petersburg. No composer, not even Handel, certainly not Mozart, had ever been as widely celebrated in his own lifetime. Now The Creation, Haydn’s joyous celebration of the universe, an idyllic vision that contrasted poignantly with the turbulence of the Napoleonic Wars, set the final seal on his fame.


Yet even before Haydn’s death just ten years later, while French troops were bombarding Vienna, reaction had begun to set in. By then Beethoven and Mozart, in that order, had usurped Haydn’s pre-eminence. This hierarchy, and with it a progressive notion of musical history, was famously enshrined by that weaver of fantastic tales, E. T. A. Hoffmann, in an 1810 essay on Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony: ‘Haydn’s compositions are dominated by a feeling of childlike optimism … a world of love, of bliss, of eternal youth … no suffering, no pain; only sweet, melancholy longing for the beloved vision.’ (Had he never heard the ‘Trauer’ or ‘La Passione’ symphonies, The Seven Last Words, or the F minor keyboard variations?) Mozart, moving beyond Haydn, led ‘deep into the spirit realm’ and, in Don Giovanni, afforded a glimpse of the demonic in music. At the end of the evolutionary chain, Beethoven evoked awe, fear and terror, awakening ‘the infinite yearning which is the essence of Romanticism’.


Haydn’s later music was never in serious eclipse. Most of the ‘London’ symphonies, plus a handful of those composed for Paris, remained repertoire staples throughout the nineteenth century – though until the 1840s they were more popular in France, Germany and Britain than in Austria. In the German-speaking lands, The Creation and The Seasons fulfilled the same role as Messiah, Israel in Egypt and Samson in Britain and North America. The Seasons, especially, reinforced the notion of Haydn as the composer par excellence of rural culture, with mud on his boots and roots in Croatian and Austro-Hungarian folk song. Riding official critical disapproval and the ‘back-to-Palestrina’ Cecilian movement which sought to ‘purify’ church music, Haydn’s masses, like Mozart’s, never went out of favour in Austria and Catholic Germany (though as late as the Haydn centenary of 1909 Bavarian and Austrian delegates were squabbling over whether the masses were liturgically acceptable). His keyboard sonatas were indispensable teaching fare; and his string quartets, available (unlike the symphonies) in a complete edition, formed the bedrock of the repertoire, both for amateur players and that new breed, the professional string quartet. The Op. 20 quartets of 1772 were virtually Haydn’s only pre-1780 works known outside church and schoolroom.


Yet while Haydn, or at least post-1780 Haydn, was still heard with pleasure, by the 1820s the image was fixed of the composer as a blithe precursor, who created the symphony and string quartet for others to build on: a figure of ‘childlike optimism’ and prelapsarian innocence in a century that revered heroes, rebels and tragic victims, preferably all rolled into one. Coexisting with Haydn the childlike was the perception of Haydn the avuncular funster. The once-affectionate nickname ‘Papa’ (which apparently even Haydn’s parrot caught on to) was now used condescendingly of a composer who – in contrast to the mercurial, ultimately ‘tragic’ Mozart and the fist-shaking, destiny-defying Beethoven – had spent his career as a liveried servant of the discredited aristocracy. Even when he had tasted ‘freedom’ in London, he still returned, dutifully, to his post as Esterházy Kapellmeister. Writing in 1895, that arch-Wagnerian Ernest Newman castigated Haydn as ‘pacific and timorous’, someone whose spirit was ‘almost emasculated by undue seclusion from the active life of men’. (Ironically, and inconveniently for the Romantics, Beethoven intermittently longed for a Kapellmeister’s position in the service of a supportive prince.)


Among musicians of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries Haydn always had his admirers, notably the tradition-revering Brahms, who near the end of his life lamented that ‘people understand almost nothing about Haydn any more’. On playing the soaring melody of the Largo of Symphony No. 88 he allegedly exclaimed: ‘I want my Ninth Symphony to sound like this!’ Another, more surprising, Haydn enthusiast was Richard Wagner, as revealed in Cosima’s Diaries, though he still defined Haydn’s music in terms of its relationship to Mozart and Beethoven. Cosima’s entry for 19 October 1873 (quoted in the final volume of Robbins Landon’s Haydn: Chronicle and Works), apropos the Andante of Symphony No. 104, gives E. T. A. Hoffmann’s evolutionary trope a new twist: ‘Haydn, inspired after the death of Mozart by the latter’s genius, becomes the real predecessor of Beethoven; rich and yet so finely worked orchestration, everything “speaks”, everything is inspiration …’


Many nineteenth-century musicians, though, especially those who counted themselves ‘progressives’, were ambivalent, indifferent or even hostile towards Haydn. After a Leipzig performance of one of his symphonies in 1836, Schumann praised the music’s ‘sunny clarity’ and ‘childlike joy’. (Beginning with E. T. A. Hoffmann, the epithets ‘kindlich’ – childlike – and ‘heiter’ – serene, or cheerful – would run like a mantra through German Haydn criticism.) Five years later he was more barbed: ‘One can learn nothing more from [Haydn]; he is like a regular house friend, always gladly and respectfully received; but he no longer has any deeper interest for our age.’ Berlioz, predictably, had even less time for Haydn. The Creation came under repeated attack in France (and for that matter in Britain, where it was measured against the all-conquering Handel and found wanting). But in a private letter of 1859 Berlioz, true to form, outdid all the competition in vitriol: ‘I have always felt a profound antipathy for this work … its lowing oxen, its buzzing insects, its light in C which dazzles like a Carcel lamp; and then its Adam, Uriel, Gabriel, and the flute solos and all the amiabilities really shrivel me up – they make me want to murder someone.’ In 1852 the German music historian Franz Brendel even went so far as to attribute the supposed narrow range of Haydn’s music to a stunted psychological development, arguing that, in contrast to Mozart, his unhappy marriage rendered him incapable of expressing human love!


Blurring his perception of the composer’s allegedly ‘spotless’ morality with musical aesthetics, Nietzsche, in Menschliches, Allzumenschliches, summed up the century’s patronising attitude to Haydn: ‘So far as genius can exist in a thoroughly virtuous man, Haydn had it. He goes to the edge of the line that morality prescribes for the intellect; he just makes music that has “no past”.’ Haydn, then, was the esteemed inventor, the developer of the sonata style, without whom Mozart and Beethoven would have been impossible. But in failing to transcend conventional morality, he – unlike Beethoven – could never create music of spiritual and emotional depth. Carl Ferdinand Pohl, in his multi-volume biography (the third volume, dealing with the London and post-London years, was unfinished on his death in 1887) and his influential 1879 Grove article, took the same stance, praising Haydn the innovator while repeatedly emphasising, à la E. T. A. Hoffmann, his ‘childlike cheerfulness’.


What Robbins Landon has called ‘the nadir of Haydn’s biographical existence’, certainly in the English-speaking world, came with the publication of J. Cuthbert Hadden’s influential Master Musicians volume in 1899, revised in 1934 and still to be found in second-hand bookshops. He blithely dismissed the ninety-odd pre-‘London’ symphonies as ‘of practically no account’, and wrote of the quartets: ‘It would be too much to say that even Haydn fully realised the capacities of each of his four instruments. Indeed, his quartet writing is often bald and uninteresting.’ In a final coup de grâce he added: ‘But at least he did write in four-part harmony.’ Phew!


Although the 1909 centenary celebrations prompted no significant revaluation of Haydn, between the wars public perception of the composer began to shift, in part because of a wider reaction against the febrile, neurasthenic atmosphere of late Romanticism (this was the era of Les Six and the neoclassical Stravinsky). Most crucial in the English-speaking world, though, was the passionate championship of Sir Donald Francis Tovey. For Cobbett’s Cyclopaedia of Chamber Music (1929), Tovey wrote a brilliant extended article on Haydn’s string quartets that, unprecedentedly, identified and celebrated the unique mastery of each work. For the concerts of the Reid Orchestra he founded in Edinburgh he penned his still widely read series of analytical essays on eleven late symphonies (Nos. 88 and 92 plus nine of the London twelve). Here was Haydn as consummate master rather than warm-up act to Mozart and Beethoven: Haydn the supreme original, Haydn the intrepid adventurer, heedless of ‘rules’; a Haydn of kittenish playfulness and tigerish power (two of his favourite tropes) who traded in the inspired-unexpected and raised wit to the level of the sublime. Most significantly, and most controversially for the nay-sayers, Tovey’s Haydn was also a composer of emotional profundity who (in the slow introduction of No. 104) could ‘strike one of those tragic notes of which [he] knows the depth as well as or better than the gloomiest artists’. In sum, here was a Haydn who would not be cowed by Mozart, Beethoven or anyone else.


Tovey’s understanding of Haydn, as revolutionary in its way as Hermann Abert’s debunking in the German-speaking world of the sentimentalised rococo image of Mozart, has crucially coloured the attitudes of later generations of scholars and music-lovers. But it was with good reason that Tovey dubbed Haydn ‘the Inaccessible’. With whole swathes of his music, especially works from his early and middle years, not even in print, scholarship on Haydn lagged far behind that on any other eighteenth-and nineteenth-century composer of comparable stature. Only after the Second World War, thanks to the efforts of Jens Peter Larsen (who had earlier weeded out numerous spurious symphonies marketed under Haydn’s name) and, above all, that prodigious and indefatigable scholar-populariser H. C. Robbins Landon, has most of Haydn’s vast output become available in a reliable critical edition – though at the time of writing (2008), the collected edition prepared by the Joseph Haydn-Institut in Cologne and published by Henle Verlag is still several years from completion. Beginning with the records he produced for the Haydn Society he founded in 1949, Robbins Landon also initiated many Haydn recordings and broadcast performances. Today we can hear on CD over ninety per cent of Haydn’s music, more than anyone bar the composer himself could have heard during his own lifetime.


Two centuries after his death, the composer’s stock has never been higher among scholars – for whom Haydn the subversive, Haydn the paradoxical, Haydn the peerless master of complex and subtle cerebral games holds a unique fascination – professional musicians (including many composers) and a growing band of aficionados. Like Mozart, he has benefited immeasurably from historically aware performances, often on ‘period’ instruments, that aim to recreate the colours, balances and articulations of the late eighteenth century. The results have been to make Haydn’s works sound even more fiercely original, certainly less comfortable, with the un-Mozartian rough edges in his music relished rather than planed. No one can hear, say, Trevor Pinnock’s recordings of the so-called Sturm und Drang symphonies, or Nikolaus Harnoncourt’s ‘Paris’ set, and still talk patronisingly of dear old ‘Papa Haydn’.


And yet … Not even the most fanatical Haydn-lover could claim him as a truly popular composer, with the iconic status of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert or Wagner. Tovey notwithstanding, comparisons with Mozart – usually adverse – even now colour many people’s perception of Haydn, as irrelevant comparisons with Brahms long dogged Bruckner. Ask any concert promoter or recording executive and you will still hear the old cliché that Haydn – apart from The Creation and, in German-speaking lands, The Seasons – spells death at the box office/CD store. Three period-instrument symphony cycles (from Roy Goodman, Christopher Hogwood and Bruno Weil) were bravely begun and then abandoned as commercial failures. Alan George, viola player in the Fitzwilliam String Quartet, has written, from experience, that replacing a Haydn quartet with one by Mozart is almost certain to boost ticket sales. No one in their right mind would fancy living on the profits of a Peter Shaffer/Milos Forman Joseph.


One problem, of course, is the undeniable lack of romantic appeal in Haydn’s long life. Although far from the naive, unreflective countryman of popular imagination, he is still the victim of the amiable persona he presented to the world, and of a working life spent largely in seclusion as Esterházy Kapellmeister: no scurrilous letters, no rebellion against the status quo, no scandal or intrigue (the odd mistress was de rigueur in eighteenth-century court circles), no ‘stranger in black’ or deathbed Requiem, no tragically premature end. Haydn’s life, unlike Mozart’s, has defied mythification.


Haydn ended his brief Autobiographical Sketch of 1776 with the words: ‘My sole wish is to offend neither my neighbour, nor my gracious prince, nor above all our merciful God.’ Modesty – twisted by the Romantics into a cringing meekness – love of order, a strong sense of duty and a devout, yet never dogmatic, Catholic faith were instilled from early childhood. His neatly written autograph scores are typically headed ‘In nomine Domini’ and signed off with ‘Laus Deo’. As to the deep-seated sense of duty that so riled the nineteenth century, at least until the late 1780s Haydn easily reconciled service to Prince Nicolaus with an acute sense of his own creative worth. He famously told Griesinger, ‘My prince was happy with all my works … I could, as head of an orchestra, experiment, see what enhanced and what weakened an effect … I was set apart from the world, there was nobody nearby to confuse or annoy me in my course, so I couldn’t help becoming original.’


In childhood Haydn acquired a reputation as something of a prankster. On a (usually) more sophisticated plane, this love of practical jokes is evident in so much of his music (as I write these words I chuckle inwardly at the ‘clap if you dare’ false ending of Symphony No. 90). Griesinger wrote that ‘a guileless roguery, what the English call humour, was among Haydn’s outstanding characteristics’. Dies observed in his character ‘a genial, witty, teasing strain, but with it always the innocence of a child’. Yet as in his music, his humour can have a wry, acerbic edge, as manifested, inter alia, in his letters to Maria Anna von Genzinger and his London Notebooks.


While it would be absurd to ‘deconstruct’ Haydn and present him as a tragic or misunderstood figure, his personality, like his music, was less bucolically uncomplicated than the nineteenth century, and much of the twentieth, liked to imagine. That he was affable, considerate to his fellow musicians (among whom he was always popular) and a kindly father figure to his pupils, is irrefutable. Beyond this he never seems to have lacked self-belief, became a shrewd diplomat as Esterházy Kapellmeister and, in later years, mixed easily with people of all classes – though as he told a visitor late in life, he preferred to associate with people of his own status rather than aristocrats or royalty. Witnesses testify to his predominant cheerfulness. Yet as his letters to Frau von Genzinger, especially, reveal, he could be prey to loneliness and depression, both in the wilds of Eszterháza (which by 1790 he had come to loathe) and in London. With or without the consolation of Luigia Polzelli, he must often have felt isolated and embittered in his marriage to an ill-educated woman who was utterly indifferent to his music. The much-maligned Constanze Mozart was a model of enlightened understanding by comparison. Haydn’s modesty, remarked on by many contemporaries, coexisted with a justified pride in his achievements. But until late in life he remained surprisingly touchy about attacks, usually emanating from Berlin or Hamburg, on the ‘comic fooling’ of his symphonies, quartets and sonatas. It also rankled that his music never found favour with Joseph II and his entourage. Haydn’s hostility to Leopold Hofmann (whom he accused of slandering him) was surely fuelled by the fact that Hofmann, a third-rate talent, was a Habsburg court ‘insider’.


From his impecunious freelance years in Vienna around 1750, Haydn was always acutely aware of the value of money, as countless letters to publishers reveal. No one, not even Beethoven, was more adept at driving a favourable bargain, or at selling ‘exclusive’ rights to two or more publishers or patrons. The absence of copyright protection can be offered in partial mitigation here, though not when Haydn shamelessly passed off two keyboard trios by his pupil Pleyel as his own. From several contemporary comments, we can infer that Haydn would not, perhaps, have been the first to buy his round in the pub. That said, he was generous to those closest to him (some have cited a ‘peasant’s instinct’ here), supporting his youngest brother Johann Evangelist for many years, and providing for his relatives and servants, and even his ex-mistress Luigia Polzelli, in his will.


The writer Caroline Pichler, who met both Haydn and Mozart at the Viennese salons of her father, Franz Sales von Greiner (and in 1795 penned a terrible poem in praise of Haydn), recorded that they were men of absolutely no intellectual distinction outside music. Others, including Griesinger, have stressed Haydn’s lack of literary culture. Yet Haydn was au fait with contemporary trends in Enlightenment literature, aesthetics and philosophy, stimulated by his contact with writers and intellectuals in Vienna and, later, London. His avowed favourite among poets (also much admired by C. P. E. Bach and Beethoven) was Christian Fürchtegott Gellert (1715–69), whose deftly crafted verses treat moral questions and religious truths with a light, popular, sometimes witty touch. Besides musical treatises, encyclopaedias and books on astronomy (in England he was fascinated by Herschel’s telescope) and agriculture, Haydn’s library contained, inter alia, a German translation of Pope’s Essay on Man, volumes of German poetry, and a number of works he had acquired, probably as gifts, in England. These include Burney’s General History, Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (Haydn was more than once compared to the Irish master of the comic, the antic and the paradoxical), Edmund Burke’s A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments and an annotated edition of Shakespeare’s plays.


In line with the aesthetic thought of Burke and Smith, Haydn was intent that music should be a medium not just of entertainment but of moral and philosophical contemplation. He told Griesinger that he portrayed ‘moral characters’ in his music. And as the American musicologist David Schroeder and others have convincingly demonstrated, in his later music, especially, he sought not merely to entertain and move, but to take the listener on a journey of intellectual and ethical enlightenment, thus encouraging reflective, ‘philosophical’ listening. That habit was lost in the nineteenth century, which placed a premium on the confessional, the erotic and the apocalyptic.


Haydn’s questing, rigorously argumentative, ultimately optimistic art rarely admits of the operatically inspired lyrical sweetness and pathos with which Mozart captivates the most casual listener, though we might be thankful that this has at least saved Haydn from mobile ringtones and shopping malls. So much of Mozart’s music is opera by other means. Beethoven, with his ethically charged idealism, characteristically evokes a sense of forces confronted and heroically overcome. While moral enlightenment may have been Haydn’s goal in his later symphonies, his instrumental works, except for obvious pictorialisms and the unique case of The Seven Last Words, are quintessentially music about music. He is arguably the most sophisticated manipulator and subverter of musical forms in history – one aspect of his appeal to modern composers. His greatest symphonies, quartets, sonatas and piano trios are among the marvels of civilised art, endlessly unpredictable in their strategies and structure, dazzling in their sheer speed of thought, breathtaking in their expressive range. Their themes may be innocent, their treatment never. And The Seven Last Words and the fathomless, harmonically visionary slow movements of the late quartets and masses, where Haydn’s religious impulse is coloured by a Romantic sense of the sublime and the ineffable, should scotch once and for all the notion that he was incapable of evoking the most exalted spiritual states.


Perhaps this supremely companionable yet at times (especially in some of the string quartets, of all periods) curiously ascetic composer, rarely as straightforward as he seems, sometimes eccentric to the point of perversity and only ‘naive’ when it suits him, will never quite match the popular appeal of Mozart and Beethoven. Yet in our fractured and neurotic age, his humane, life-affirming vision, expressed with consummate mastery of the sonata style he did more than anyone to perfect, has a unique power to refresh and uplift the spirit. It is tempting to suggest, with composer Robin Holloway, that the full extent of his greatness is a ticking time bomb that has yet to go off. ‘When its hour comes the explosion, rather than a Big Bang, will be a still small voice that tells of the vast within the modest, the dark within the bright, and vice versa: the essence of human experience in essentially musical terms.’






















HAYDN: THE LIFE

























A biographical sketch





What sparse information we have on Haydn’s youth and early manhood derives largely from four sources: his own Autobiographical Sketch of 1776, carefully fashioned for Das gelehrte Österreich, a kind of Austrian ‘Who’s Who’; and the three relatively brief biographies of Georg August Griesinger, Albert Christoph Dies and Giuseppe Carpani, all based on conversations with Haydn during the last decade of his life. The most dependable account is by the diplomat (he became Royal Councillor to the Saxon Legation in Vienna) and journalist Griesinger, whose avowed aim was ‘to sketch Haydn as faithfully as possible as he lived and as he was’. Dies, professor of landscape painting at the Imperial Academy in Vienna, writes more vividly on Haydn’s life (especially in old age) and character, though he only knew the composer from 1805 onwards, when his memory was often shaky. Least reliable of all is the epistolary biography Le Haydine by the Italian littérateur Carpani, always more interested in a piquant anecdote than in getting his facts right. To these early sources we can add the music historian Carl Ferdinand Pohl (1819–87), author of a monumental, multi-volume Haydn biography (the third and final volume was completed by Hugo Botsiber in 1927), who drew on many documents that are now lost.


Boyhood and youth, 1732–c.1749


‘I was born on the last day of March 1733 in the market village of Rohrau, Lower Austria, near Prugg an der Leytha’ [nowadays spelt Bruck an der Leitha], wrote Haydn in his Autobiographical Sketch. Dates are never the strongest point in these early sources. Dies gets the year, 1732, right but has Haydn born prematurely on 30 March. As usual Griesinger is the most reliable, giving the date as 31 March 1732 – though many contemporary sources state 1 April, the day Haydn was baptised. Situated some forty kilometres east of Vienna on the western bank of the River Leitha that then divided Austria from Hungary, Rohrau was, and in essence remains, a tranquil one-street village set amid low-lying countryside of marshes (the Leitha would often overflow its banks), woods and vineyards. When the dying Beethoven was given a lithograph of the single-storey thatched farmhouse where Haydn was born, he allegedly exclaimed: ‘Strange, that such a great man should have come from such a poor cottage.’ The birthplace, rebuilt after being gutted by fire in 1899, survives in a rather prettified, sanitised form as a small Haydn museum.


Haydn, who with mingled touchiness and pride liked to emphasise his humble origins, would doubtless have appreciated Beethoven’s encomium. But while his family was several notches lower down the social scale than Mozart’s, the Haydns were not quite the impoverished ‘peasants’ of popular mythology. Although there were partisan attempts in the nineteenth century to claim the composer as Croatian, Hungarian or Slovakian (this corner of the sprawling Habsburg Empire had long been an ethnic melting pot), his ancestors on both sides were of South German stock. (The etymological origin of ‘Haydn’ is Heide, meaning either ‘heath’ or ‘heathen’. In his lifetime his name was variously spelt ‘Heiden’, ‘Haiden’, ‘Heydn’, ‘Hayden’ or ‘Haidn’.) Haydn’s father’s family had lived for two generations in the nearby town of Hainburg. His father Matthias (1699–1763) was a respected master wheelwright, following in the footsteps of his own father Thomas, who had narrowly escaped the marauding Turks in July 1683. Matthias’s standing in Rohrau was acknowledged in 1741 when he became the village’s elected magistrate, or Marktrichter, responsible for supervising the market, arranging the rota for fire-guard duty, ensuring that the roads and fences were in good repair, and seeing that people paid their dues promptly to the local lord of the manor.


The lord in question was Count Karl Anton von Harrach (1692–1758), who provided Matthias with plenty of work repairing and repainting coaches, and had employed Joseph’s mother, née Anna Maria Koller (1707–54), as a cook at Schloss Harrach before her marriage in 1728. Dies wrote of her concern for ‘neatness, diligence and order, qualities she sternly required of her children at a tender age’. There were twelve children in all, born between 1730 and 1745, six of whom (three sons and three daughters) survived to adulthood: an unusually high proportion in those days, and a tribute to Anna Maria’s standards of hygiene. Joseph – usually known by the Austrian diminutive ‘Sepperl’ – was the second child and the eldest son. His two younger brothers, Johann Michael (1737–1806) and Johann Evangelist (1743–1805), would likewise become professional musicians.


Haydn wrote that his father was ‘a great lover of music by nature’. Although Matthias had no formal training, he had taught himself to play the harp as a journeyman wheelwright in Frankfurt-am-Main. He also had a pleasant tenor voice, and in the evenings often accompanied himself and Anna Maria in folk songs. In Dies’s words, ‘All the children had to join in his concerts, to learn the songs and to develop their singing voices. When the father sang, the five-year-old Joseph used to accompany him, as children will, by playing with a stick on a piece of wood; his childish imagination turned this into a violin.’


Though he was hardly a Wunderkind à la Mozart, Joseph’s musical gifts manifested themselves early. In his Autobiographical Sketch he wrote that ‘as a boy of 5 I correctly sang all [my father’s] simple little pieces’. In late 1737 or early 1738 his singing talent, and his ability to keep time accurately, were spotted by Matthias’s friend and cousin-by-marriage Johann Matthias Franck, a schoolteacher and choir director in Hainburg. Franck proposed that Joseph should go and live with him and his wife, ‘in order that I might learn the rudiments of music and other juvenile necessities’. After long deliberations his parents agreed, though at that stage Anna Maria was set on her clever eldest son becoming a priest. Around his sixth birthday the boy moved into Franck’s cramped, shabby home-cum-schoolhouse in the walled fortress town on the Danube.


If various anecdotes are to be believed (in presenting a rags-to-riches life story, the aged Haydn always enjoyed dwelling on his early hardships), Franck ran his school with an iron hand, like a cross between Dickens’s Gradgrind and Mr Squeers. Nor does personal hygiene seem to have been a priority in the Franck household, as Haydn told Dies:




I could not help noticing, to my distress, that I was gradually getting very dirty, and although I took great pride in my small person [even in childhood he habitually wore a wig for cleanliness], I could still not prevent stains on my clothes, which made me very ashamed …





Yet the composer would look back on his time in Hainburg with gratitude, if not affection. In Griesinger’s words:




He received instruction in reading and writing, in the catechism, in singing, and on almost all the string and wind instruments, even the timpani: ‘I shall be indebted to this man even in the grave’, Haydn often said, ‘that he taught me so much, even though in the process I received more thrashings than food.’ 





‘When I was 7 the late Capellmeister von Reutter passed through Haimburg [sic] and quite by chance heard my weak but pleasant voice,’ recalled Haydn in his Autobiographical Sketch. ‘He immediately took me to the choir school where, apart from my studies, I learnt the art of singing, the harpsichord and the violin from very good masters.’ As Griesinger has it, Joseph was eight when Georg Reutter the younger, Kapellmeister of St Stephen’s Cathedral in Vienna, ‘auditioned’ him during a talent-scouting mission, tipped off by the local parish priest. What seems to have clinched the appointment was the boy’s rapid mastery of the trill, lured by handfuls of cherries from the priest.


Dies agrees with Haydn’s own dating of the audition, but adds that Reutter insisted he wait until his eighth birthday and in the meantime diligently practise his scales. So it was probably in the late spring or summer of 1740 that Haydn, like Schubert after him, became one of six trebles in Vienna’s élite choir school, singing, in his own words, ‘both at St Stephen’s and at court to great applause’. Life in the choir house, adjacent to the mighty cathedral (described by Charles Burney in 1772 as ‘a dark, dirty, and dismal old Gothic building, though richly ornamented’), was apparently even more spartan than at Franck’s, making the frequent concerts at homes of the nobility, where food was provided, all the more welcome. Crucially, though, the boy imbibed a vast amount of music both ancient and modern at St Stephen’s. In his daily routine he sang masses and motets by composers ranging from Palestrina and Allegri (whose celebrated Miserere was a staple), through Alessandro Scarlatti, Johann Joseph Fux and the Italian-born honorary Viennese Antonio Caldara, to living figures such as the imperial court composer Georg Christoph Wagenseil, Johann Adolf Hasse, and Kapellmeister Reutter himself. Regular services were augmented by lavish Habsburg ceremonies, such as the requiem mass for Emperor Charles VI in October 1740.


Griesinger writes that ‘apart from scanty instruction customary at that time in Latin, religion, arithmetic and writing, Haydn had in the choir school very capable instructors on several instruments, and particularly in the art of singing’. All the sources state that the boy received scant training in music theory. (Haydn always stressed that he learned primarily from listening to the works of others rather than formal study.) According to Griesinger, Reutter gave him just two lessons, though in partial mitigation he did ‘encourage him to make whatever variations he liked on the motets and Salves that he had to sing in church, and this practice soon led him to ideas of his own which Reutter corrected’. What scant spare time Joseph had seems to have been devoted to composition, though unlike the meticulously trained and supervised Mozart, his reach in those early years exceeded his grasp. Griesinger and Dies each tell a similar story (with minor variants) of the ambitious fledgling composer. As Dies has it:




Reutern [sic] surprised him once just as he had spread out a Salve regina in twelve parts on a sheet of paper more than one ell long. ‘Hey boy, what are you doing?’ Reutern looked over the long sheet, laughed heartily at the numerous repetitions of the word ‘Salve’ and still more at the ridiculous idea that he could compose in twelve parts [Griesinger has sixteen]. He added, ‘You silly lad, aren’t two parts enough for you?’





Several anecdotes testify to the boy’s sense of fun and adventure. At Whitsun 1745 the six choirboys augmented the court choir at the Habsburg summer palace of Schönbrunn, then in the final stages of reconstruction. Dies relates how




Except for the church services, he used to play with the other boys, climbing the scaffolding and making a terrible din on the staging. What happened? The boys suddenly beheld a lady. It was the Empress Maria Theresa herself, who ordered someone to get the noisy boys off the scaffolding and to threaten them with a thrashing if they were caught there again. The next day, driven by curiosity, Haydn climbed the scaffolding alone, was caught, and duly collected the promised thrashing.





Haydn would remind the amused empress of the incident when she visited Eszterháza in 1773.


By 1745 Joseph was the choir’s star treble, soon to be joined by his talented eight-year-old brother Michael. A year or two later Reutter proposed to ‘make the young Haydn’s fortune’ by turning him into a ‘permanent soprano’. The plan was foiled when Matthias Haydn swiftly appeared and, relieved to find his son still intact, forbade the operation. A much-quoted story tells how, before a ceremony at the Augustinian monastery of Klosterneuburg in November 1748, the Empress had rejected the sixteen-year-old Joseph as treble soloist, announcing to Reutter that he ‘doesn’t sing any more; he crows’. The solos went instead to brother Michael. Croaky, adolescent Joseph was now of little use to Reutter, though his inevitable dismissal from St Stephen’s seems to have been hastened when he cut off the pigtail of another choirboy. (The future author of the ‘Joke’ Quartet and the bassoon raspberry in Symphony No. 93 was already renowned for his prankish humour.) So some time between the end of 1748 and November 1749 (the precise date given by Pohl) Haydn left the choir school for the last time.


Freelance in Vienna, c.1749–1761


Pohl recounts, doubtless with more than a touch of romantic exaggeration, how the penniless seventeen-year-old Haydn spent that first damp November night on a bench in the open. Yet while his life as a freelance musician in Vienna was initially hard (he would write of these galley years that he was ‘forced to eke out a wretched existence by teaching young people’), Haydn never seems to have contemplated returning to the parental home in Rohrau. His first lodgings were in the garret of an acquaintance, Johann Michael Spangler, a tenor at the Michaelerkirche opposite the entrance to the Hofburg. Spangler’s wife’s pregnancy put an end to this arrangement after a few months, though Haydn would repay the debt many years later by engaging the daughter they were expecting, Maria Magdalena, as a soprano in the Esterházy opera troupe.


Griesinger and Dies both tell of Haydn’s pilgrimage, possibly in the spring of 1750, to the Benedictine church of Mariazell in the Styrian Alps, whose statue of the Black Virgin drew vast numbers of pilgrims. Already confident of his prowess as a composer, he took with him some ‘motets’ (perhaps including his earliest surviving composition, the Missa brevis in F) and asked the choirmaster if his choir might sing them. The request was refused, though at a service the next day Haydn made his mark by devious means, snatching a copy from one of the soloists and singing with such panache that he was rewarded with sixteen gulden. Two of Haydn’s later masses were to have associations with Mariazell.


Swapping one garret for another, Haydn moved from the Spanglers to a squalid, leaky attic room in the so-called Michaelerhaus on the Kohlmarkt, next to the Michaelerkirche. (The building still stands today.) In Dies’s account, ‘the utter loneliness of the place, the complete lack of anything to encourage a spirit unemployed, and his altogether desperate situation led him to such gloomy speculation that he was obliged to take refuge in his worm-eaten clavichord or his violin to play away his cares.’ He would compose zealously well into the night; and drawing on friends and contacts made at St Stephen’s, he initially scraped a living by giving lessons and playing the violin in orchestras and in street serenade parties, a favourite activity in Maria Theresa’s hedonistic Vienna.


In those days the higher up the social scale you were the lower down you lived. And as luck had it, the elegant ground-floor apartment of the Michaelerhaus was occupied by Pietro Metastasio, court poet and the century’s most celebrated librettist. Metastasio was tutor to the eight-year-old Marianne von Martínez, the future singer and composer who would play duets with Mozart at her salons in the 1780s. In return for free meals, Haydn was engaged by the poet to teach Marianne keyboard and singing.


About the same time his alfresco music-making led to a chance encounter with the popular Viennese comedian and impresario Joseph Felix von Kurz, known by his stage persona ‘Bernardon’. One evening, after Haydn and his accomplices had serenaded Kurz’s wife, the actor asked for the composer of the piece just performed. Haydn came forward, and was immediately commissioned, for the handsome sum of twenty-five ducats, to write numbers for Kurz’s new play with music, Der krumme Teufel (The crooked devil). The show – probably the first public performance of any of Haydn’s works – was successfully staged at the Kärntnerthor Theatre in May 1753 before being banned, allegedly because of its satirical references to an Italian theatre director, Giuseppe Afflisio. Neither libretto nor score survives, though we can glean a flavour of the story – a typical Hanswurst farce replete with topical gags – from its follow-up, Der neue krumme Teufel, set by Haydn for a Kärntnerthor production in November 1759. Again the music is lost.


During the winter of 1752–3, Metastasio introduced Haydn to the crusty old opera composer Nicola Porpora, recently arrived in Vienna from Dresden. As Griesinger put it, ‘Porpora was giving voice lessons to the mistress of the Venetian ambassador, Correr; however, because he was too grand and too fond of his ease to accompany her on the harpsichord himself, he entrusted this business to our Giuseppe.’ (In later life Haydn would routinely use the Italian form of his name.) The composer recalled ‘many taunts of Ass, Idiot, Rascal, and pokes in the ribs. But I put up with them because I profited greatly from Porpora in singing, composition and Italian.’


In his Autobiographical Sketch we read that through Porpora Haydn ‘learnt the true fundamentals of composition’. Perhaps at Porpora’s behest he honed his mastery of traditional contrapuntal techniques by working his way through the standard textbooks: Gradus ad Parnassum (1725) by the Viennese Baroque composer and theoretician J. J. Fux, and Johann Mattheson’s Der vollkommene Kapellmeister (1739). Haydn would later use Gradus ad Parnassum as the basis of his own teaching. Both Griesinger and Dies date Haydn’s excited discovery of the sonatas and theoretical writings of Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach to this period, though research by the American musicologist A. Peter Brown has revealed that little, if any, of Bach’s music was available in Vienna until the following decade. Through Porpora Haydn made contact with other eminent figures in the Viennese musical scene, including Gluck and Wagenseil, the latter an important influence on Haydn’s early style.


By about 1755, with growing access to patronage – crucial to any aspiring young musician in the imperial capital – the twenty-three-year-old Haydn’s fortunes were definitely on the up. He was now earning a tolerable living, primarily through teaching, leading the orchestra in the Leopoldstadt church of the Barmherzige Brüder (for which he earned sixty gulden a year) and playing the organ in the chapel of Count Haugwitz in the Bohemian Chancellery. He also sang tenor in the Hofkapelle in Lent, played the violin at court balls during the carnival season and began to sell manuscript copies of his keyboard divertimenti. With a growing tally of female pupils, Haydn gradually increased his monthly fee from two to five ducats. He repaid a loan of 150 gulden, and was able to leave the Michaelerhaus for more salubrious lodgings in the Seilerstätte. Shortly after the move all his clothes were stolen. From his father (Matthias remarried in 1755 after Anna Maria’s death the previous year) he received only a seventeen-kreutzer coin and pious advice to ‘fear God and love thy neighbour’. But, in Griesinger’s words, ‘Haydn soon saw his loss restored by the generosity of good friends; one had a dark suit made for him, another gave him shirts and underclothes, and Haydn recovered through a stay of two months with Baron Fürnberg that cost him nothing.’


Haydn probably came to know the music-loving government official Carl Joseph von Fürnberg when he was engaged to give music lessons to his children. The Baron owned an estate at Weinzierl, near the picturesque wine village of Weissenkirchen in der Wachau, about fifty kilometres west of Vienna. Here he often hosted summer music parties with a more or less regular group of players, including Haydn; and it was for these occasions, probably some time between 1754 and 1757, that the young composer produced his first divertimenti for string quartet, alighting ‘by accident’ (Haydn’s words) on the genre which he would raise to supreme heights. It is likely, too, that many of the early string trios were also composed for Weinzierl. According to Dies, ‘the quartets and other pieces won him the increasing favour of amateur musicians, so that he became recognised everywhere as a genius’.


In the tight-knit world of Viennese musical patronage one contact led to another; and it was on Fürnberg’s recommendation, probably (that word again) in 1757 or 1758, that Haydn landed his first full-time appointment: as Kapellmeister to a Count Morzin – either Franz Ferdinand Maximilian or his son Carl Joseph Franz – at a salary of two hundred gulden, plus free lodging and board at the officer’s table. Griesinger wrote that the composer ‘was at last able to enjoy the happiness of a carefree existence; he was quite contented. Winters were spent in Vienna, summers in Bohemia [at the count’s palace at Lukavec, near Pilsen].’ For Morzin’s small band of a dozen or so players Haydn composed his earliest symphonies, and assorted divertimenti for wind ensemble.


During the summers at Lukavec Haydn acquired a passion for hunting and fishing, though, as Griesinger reports, ‘in riding he developed no skill, because after he had fallen from a horse on the Morzin estate, he never trusted himself again to mount’. Otherwise little is known of these years except that at a service in St Stephen’s Cathedral on 26 November 1760 Haydn married Maria Anna Aloysia Apollonia Keller (1729–1800), elder daughter of the wigmaker Johann Peter Keller. On the recommendation of his brother Georg Ignaz, a violinist in the St Stephen’s Kapelle, Keller had for a time employed Haydn as music teacher. It was testimony to the composer’s thrift and growing financial security that he was able to deposit a thousand gulden as a so-called ‘matching-sum’ for his wife’s dowry.


Several years earlier Haydn had fallen in love with Maria Anna’s sister, Therese. But as often happened with the younger daughters of devout Catholic families, she was encouraged, perhaps even compelled, by her parents to enter a nunnery. So, like Mozart and Dvořák after him, Haydn married the sister of his first love. Unlike theirs, though, his marriage was a story of growing indifference, petty quarrels and infidelities on both sides.


By Haydn’s own account, his wife was ill-educated, unmusical (he told Griesinger that ‘it’s all the same to her whether her husband is a cobbler or an artist’), shrewish, irresponsible with money and religious to the point of bigotry. While her unsympathetic image has doubtless been exaggerated in the Haydn literature, other witnesses confirm her lack of culture. In his memoirs, the Swedish violinist and composer Johan Fredrik Berwald recalled visiting the Haydns as a boy in 1799:




When the conversation fell on that excellent work, The Creation, which we had heard yesterday, she said, ‘People say it’s supposed to be good, I wouldn’t know.’ We gathered from the old lady’s words that she was neither educated nor musical. They say in Vienna that Haydn’s rather unhappy and childless marriage is the reason why he composed so much.





In the early 1770s Maria Anna had an affair with the Esterházy court painter Ludwig Guttenbrunn. A few years later Haydn began a lengthy liaison with the singer Luigia Polzelli. In a defence that would hardly have stood up in court, Haydn told Griesinger: ‘My wife was unable to bear children, and I was therefore less indifferent to the charms of other women.’ Ironically, Therese would choose a secular life after her Viennese convent was dissolved in the 1780s.


Dies relates how Haydn had to conceal his marriage from Count Morzin, who expressly forbade members of his musical establishment to wed. By then, though, the spendthrift count found himself virtually bankrupt, and was soon forced to dismiss his musicians. His Kapellmeister had already come to the attention of Prince Paul Anton Esterházy, head of the dynasty whose unswerving loyalty to the Habsburg crown had helped make it second only to the royal family in wealth and influence. Griesinger tells how the prince (whom he confuses with his younger brother Nicolaus), in the process of enlarging his musical entourage and needing an assistant to his aged Kapellmeister Gregor Joseph Werner, was so delighted by a performance of Haydn’s Symphony No. 1 that he offered the composer a job on the spot. Whatever the exact truth, in March 1761 Haydn took up the post of vice-Kapellmeister at the Esterházys’ Viennese palace in the Wallnerstrasse, a stone’s throw from the Michaelerkirche. On 1 May he signed a three-year formal contract, renewable at the prince’s pleasure. His official annual salary was four hundred gulden, double what he had earned as Kapellmeister to Count Morzin, though a recently discovered document in the Esterházy archives reveals that he received an extra two hundred gulden, initially paid ‘under the counter’ so as not to offend Werner. Haydn would remain in the service of the Esterházys, either actively or nominally, until his death nearly half a century later.


Esterházy vice-Kapellmeister, 1761–1766


The Romantics would pointedly contrast Haydn’s long years of willing ‘servitude’ at the Esterházy court with the ‘emancipated’ Mozart and, especially, Beethoven. Yet for the twenty-nine-year-old Haydn in 1761, the Esterházy appointment, with its promise of imminent promotion (Werner was sixty-eight, and in weakening health), represented the triumphant fulfilment of his youthful ambition.


Members of the Austro-Hungarian nobility were forever vying with each other in status-enhancing ostentation. Prince Paul Anton’s desire to expand his musical establishment, though, was not merely cultural one-upmanship but impelled by a passionate and informed love of music. As ‘Ober-Kapellmeister’, Werner remained in charge of music for the church. Haydn’s contract – deemed debasing by later generations, but typical of the century (compare J. S. Bach’s duties in Leipzig) – stipulated that ‘in all other circumstances, where any sort of music is to be made, everything relating to the music, in general and in particular, is the responsibility of the said vice-Kapellmeister’. As a ‘house officer’ (rather than a servant) Haydn had to ensure the good behaviour of his musicians, and to ‘avoid undue familiarity in eating and drinking or otherwise in his relations with them, lest he should lose the respect due to him’. He was obliged to ‘compose such pieces of music as his Serene Highness may command’, and forbidden from writing for anyone else. Twice a day he was required to appear before Prince Paul Anton to learn what music was wanted for his Highness and his guests. He was also responsible for engaging new instrumentalists (some of whom he may have recruited from Morzin’s disbanded orchestra), supervising the music library, purchasing musical instruments, and coaching the female singers at the court.


Haydn’s first works for the expert Esterházy orchestra of around fifteen musicians were the ‘times of day’ symphonies, Nos. 6–8. A sure-fire success with the prince (who had apparently suggested to Haydn a follow-up to Vivaldi’s Four Seasons), these were also guaranteed to endear Haydn to his players. By now, though, Paul Anton was a sick man. He died, childless, on 18 March 1762, and was succeeded by his younger brother Nicolaus, destined to be Haydn’s employer for twenty-eight years. Like Paul Anton, Nicolaus had distinguished himself as a soldier in the Habsburg army, showing outstanding bravery at the head of a cavalry regiment at the Battle of Kolin (1757) during the Seven Years War. Like his older brother, too, he tended to run his court like a more or less benign military establishment, with his estates manager Peter Ludwig von Rahier as his first lieutenant. But in his fanatical passion for music (he was a fine violinist) and theatre, and his love of display, Nicolaus left Paul Anton standing. His taste for sumptuous ceremony led Goethe to coin the phrase ‘das Esterházysche Feenreich’ (the Esterházy Fairy Kingdom) and quickly earned him the nickname ‘Nicolaus the Lover of Magnificence’.


Unlike his brother, Prince Nicolaus preferred rural to urban living. Although he initially spent a few months each winter in Vienna, he transferred the court’s base to the Esterházys’ summer castle in provincial Eisenstadt, a predominantly German-speaking town in what was then Hungary, some forty-five kilometres south-east of Vienna. A vast, ungainly slab of a building, Schloss Esterházy originated as a medieval fortress and was rebuilt between 1663 and 1672 as a Baroque palace, complete with four bulky corner towers topped by onion domes, and a frescoed hall (now known as the Haydnsaal) where Haydn would premiere many of his symphonies and chamber works. Nicolaus also liked to spend as much time as possible at Süttor, his roomy hunting lodge in reclaimed malarial swampland south-east of Lake Neusiedl, where he could indulge his passion for duck-shooting. Many an eighteenth-century prince dreamt of creating his own Versailles. Nicolaus Esterházy was one of the few with the means to turn fantasy into reality. And with the Viennese architect Melchior Hefele, he was soon hatching plans to transform the unhealthily sited hunting lodge into a rococo Italianate showpiece that would rival the Habsburg palace of Schönbrunn.


For all his hauteur and pomposity, Nicolaus was to prove a generous and appreciative patron to Haydn, who until he bought his own house in 1766 lived with his wife in an apartment in the ‘Old Apothecary’, just up the hill from the Esterházys’ Eisenstadt castle. His works during these early years were mainly instrumental: symphonies, concertos for members of the orchestra, divertimenti and dances. There were also congratulatory cantatas for His Highness, the festa teatrale, Acide e Galatea, and four short comic operas, of which only a fragment of La Marchesa Nespola survives.


As a buffer between the princely administration and the musicians, the modest yet quietly self-confident composer quickly became an accomplished diplomat. In September 1765 a fraught situation developed when some impromptu bird-shooting from flautist Franz Sigl set fire to one of the prince’s houses, with near-disastrous consequences for the whole town. The irascible estates manager Rahier – never Haydn’s favourite member of the Esterházy establishment – summarily arrested and imprisoned Sigl. When the composer protested, Rahier reported him to Prince Nicolaus, who delivered a severe reprimand. Haydn’s reply to the prince, in which he also defends the disgraced tenor Carl Friberth (accused by Rahier of failing to doff his hat!), is a carefully judged balance of tact and firmness, and one of many testimonies to his concern for his musicians’ welfare. The prince and his estates manager calmed down; and though Sigl was dismissed, he was later reinstated.


Another crisis at court rapidly followed. In October 1765 Werner, by now bed-ridden and, we can infer, jealous of his young vice-Kapellmeister’s success, wrote a notorious letter to the prince accusing Haydn of lax administration. Inter alia, he complained that the instruments and music archives were not properly maintained, the orchestra was idle and the chorus a bunch of libertines (plus ça change, some will say). Haydn, naturally easy-going in his relations with the musicians, probably was too slack over discipline, though given his phenomenal workload as composer, vocal coach and performer, it is a wonder that he found any time for what must have seemed tedious administrative tasks.


Werner’s letter duly prompted a seven-point admonishment from Prince Nicolaus dealing with each complaint in turn. Then, in what seems to us an outrageous postscript, the prince enjoined Haydn to ‘apply himself to composition more diligently than hitherto, and especially to write such pieces as can be played on the gamba, of which we have seen very few up to now’. By ‘gamba’ Nicolaus meant that strange new preoccupation of his, the baryton. Duly chastened by this slight, Haydn knuckled down. (Unlike Mozart in Salzburg, he kept any smouldering resentment under wraps.) Partly, perhaps, to remind the prince of his industry as a composer, he initiated a thematic catalogue of his works, the so-called Entwurf-Katalog; and he responded dutifully to Nicolaus’s demand for baryton music by presenting him with a set of three trios on 4 January 1766 and keeping up a more or less regular production of trios over the next decade.


Kapellmeister, 1766–1775


With Werner’s long-anticipated death on 3 March 1766, Haydn was automatically promoted to the top job. Although his salary remained unchanged (it was already higher than Werner’s had been), he now added church music to his responsibilities. His most monumental work to date, the so-called Missa Cellensis, begun in 1766, was probably the result of an outside commission, like the Applausus cantata he had composed in 1768 for the monastery of Zwettl. But his next two completed masses, the ‘Grosse Orgelsolomesse’ (1768–9) and the Missa Sancti Nicolai (1772), were both composed for the Esterházy court, as were the G minor Salve regina (1771) and, possibly, the imposing Stabat mater of 1767, destined to become one of his greatest international successes. During the year of his promotion Haydn moved out of the apartment in the ‘Old Apothecary’ into a charming two-storey house of his own in Klostergasse (now Josef-Haydngasse), down the hill from Schloss Esterházy. It was twice destroyed by fire, in 1768 and 1776, and each time rebuilt at Prince Nicolaus’s expense. Like the Rohrau birthplace, the house is now a Haydn museum.


By 1766 the prince’s spectacular conjuring act in the Hungarian swamps was well advanced. From now on Nicolaus would spend most of the year at Eszterháza, as he decreed the new summer palace would be called. Then, in the autumn of 1768, he celebrated the completion of his four-hundred-seat opera house with Haydn’s new comic opera Lo speziale. He had already assembled a small, permanent opera troupe; from 1769, he engaged a theatrical company each summer to perform repertoire ranging from Shakespeare to contemporary farces. A new marionette theatre, intricately fashioned as a jewel-encrusted grotto, was inaugurated in 1773 with Philemon und Baucis, during festivities in honour of the visiting Empress Maria Theresa that also saw the premiere of Haydn’s burletta per musica, L’infedeltà delusa. As Prince Nicolaus surely knew, his fairy-tale extravaganza was the only European palace with two purpose-built opera houses: a flamboyant statement of cultural power and prestige, guaranteed to make aristocratic visitors go goggle-eyed with mingled admiration and envy.


After visiting Eszterháza in 1784, the Swiss Baron Johann Kaspar Riesbeck marvelled in his Briefe eines reisenden Franzosen über Deutschland:




The castle is enormous, and filled to bursting with luxurious objects. The garden contains everything that human fantasy can conceive to enhance or, if you will, undo the work of nature. Pavilions of all kinds stand like the dwellings of voluptuous fairies, and everything is so far removed from normal human activity that one looks upon it as if in the middle of a wonderful dream.





He also observed that the palace gardens were surrounded by a wilderness ‘where the people live like animals in underground caves or like Mongols in tents … The clearest proof that a country is unhappy is the confrontation between the greatest magnificence and the most wretched poverty, and the greater the confrontation, the unhappier the country.’ Prince Nicolaus enjoyed the exotic local colour provided by his singing, dancing serfs at Eszterháza entertainments. But reports confirm that he was one of the harshest of landlords, impervious to the reforms introduced by Maria Theresa to alleviate the lot of the peasantry.


Meanwhile his Kapellmeister continued his prolific production of instrumental music with symphonies, sonatas and string quartets (the three sets Opp. 9, 17 and 20) of increasing ambition and expressive reach. For all the zest and colour of his early symphonies, if Haydn had died in 1767 at thirty-five – the same age as Mozart – we should rate him no higher than several other Austrian symphonists, notably his gifted but unambitious younger brother Michael, contentedly ensconced at Salzburg, and Johann Baptist Vanhal. But over the next four or five years, beginning with works such as the ‘Maria Theresa’ and ‘La Passione’ symphonies (Nos. 48 and 49), he emerged as incontestably the greatest instrumental composer of his generation.


The proliferation of minor-key works, by Haydn and other composers, around 1770 has spawned the label Sturm und Drang (storm and stress), though the German literary movement of that name, kick-started by Goethe’s rampaging 1773 drama Götz von Berlichingen and his sensational epistolary novel Die Leiden des jungen Werther, lay in the future. Few of the major-key quartets and symphonies of these years could be described as stormy or stressful. Yet virtually every work, major or minor, testifies to the increased expressive and intellectual power of Haydn’s sonata thinking. He now begins to exploit the dramatic energy latent within his often laconic musical material, with a mingled freedom and logic that no other composer around 1770 could match. Haydn the master of the eccentric and surprising has also become the supreme master of long-range strategy.


According to Griesinger, Haydn suffered from a ‘raging fever’ in 1770 or early 1771, doubtless as a result of his unhealthy surroundings and/or sheer overwork. As a token of thanksgiving to the Virgin Mary, he composed the G minor Salve regina, not the Stabat mater, as the composer claimed in old age. By then the prince’s ‘summer’ season at Eszterháza would often stretch well into the autumn, to the increasing frustration of the instrumentalists and singers, who until the completion of a new music building were required to leave their wives behind in Eisenstadt. The only personnel exempt from this rule were Haydn himself (ironically, given the state of his marriage), the orchestra leader Tomasini, and the tenors Leopold Dichtler and Carl Friberth, who were married to the company’s two sopranos.


Things came to a head in the autumn of 1772, when the Eszterháza season dragged on even longer than usual, and the musicians’ distress at their separation from their families was aggravated by the prince’s threats of a pay cut or dismissal. In Griesinger’s account:




[T]he loving husbands … went to Haydn and asked for his advice. Haydn had the inspiration of writing a symphony … in which one instrument after the other is silent. This symphony was performed as soon as possible in front of the Prince, and each of the musicians was instructed, as soon as his part was finished, to blow out his candle and leave with his instrument under his arm. The Prince and his entourage instantly understood the meaning of this pantomime, and the next day came the order to leave Esterhaz [sic].





Nicolaus also abandoned his plans for reductions in expenditure. Haydn the diplomat-cum-shop steward had prevailed again, and charmingly – though the symphony as a whole is anything but charming.


During the late 1760s and 1770s Haydn’s reputation steadily advanced both within and beyond the Habsburg lands. In 1768, the year he wrote the Applausus cantata for Zwettl Abbey, he obtained special permission from the prince to direct a performance of his Stabat mater in Vienna, accompanied by his close friend, the court cellist Joseph Weigl, and the tenor Carl Friberth. Although the terms of his 1761 contract with Prince Paul Anton forbade him from composing ‘for any other person without prior knowledge and gracious consent’, Prince Nicolaus began to grant him much more leeway, fully aware that his Kapellmeister’s fame could only enhance his own éclat. In February 1774 Haydn first benefited financially from publication of his works when the Viennese firm of Kurzböck issued a set of keyboard sonatas (Nos. 21 to 26 in Hoboken’s catalogue). Later the same year, he received his most prestigious commission to date: an Italian oratorio for the biannual Lenten concerts of the Viennese Tonkünstler-Societät in aid of the widows and orphans of musicians. Premiered with huge forces on 2 April 1775, Il ritorno di Tobia was an artistic triumph and raised the handsome sum of 1,712 gulden.


Opera director: 1776–1784


As Prince Nicolaus’s obsession with the baryton waned, doubtless to Haydn’s relief (arthritic fingers may have played their part here), so his passion for all things theatrical, especially Italian opera buffa, reached insatiable levels. In 1776, the year seven new Italian singers were engaged, the prince inaugurated a regular Eszterháza theatre and opera season that could stretch to ten months or more. The singers, players and their families were by now decently accommodated in the 250-room Musicians’ Building. Haydn, too, lived here for most of the year after selling his Eisenstadt house in 1778 and using part of the proceeds to buy an annuity. Five operas were staged in 1776, all comedies except for Gluck’s by now famous Orfeo ed Euridice. In 1778, the first year for which full records have survived, there were 184 evenings devoted to plays and fifty-two to operas and marionette operas. The ratio then gradually shifted in favour of staged opera (marionette operas were rarely given after 1778), culminating in 1786 in a staggering 125 performances of seventeen different works. All the most celebrated Italian composers of the day, plus a few Austrians such as Dittersdorf, were represented, with Cimarosa, Anfossi and Paisiello heading the list.


Prince and Kapellmeister would choose much of the repertoire between them during their brief winter sojourns in Vienna, where a lucrative trade in Italian operas had developed. Haydn would then get to work organising the copying of parts, cutting, altering or recomposing arias to suit the available personnel, coaching the singers, and rehearsing and directing performances from the keyboard. Between 1776 and 1790 he supervised eighty-eight different opera productions, including six works of his own: Il mondo della luna (premiered in 1777), La vera costanza (1779), L’isola disabitata (1779), La fedeltà premiata (1781), Orlando paladino (1782) and Armida (1784). Not surprisingly, Haydn’s prodigious operatic activities left little time for composition in other genres. Between 1772 and 1785 he composed a single set of string quartets, Op. 33 of 1781, and just two liturgical works, the ‘Little Organ Mass’ of c.1777–8, and the ‘Mariazellermesse’ of 1782. Sets of keyboard sonatas appeared in 1776, 1780 and 1784, while symphonic production was spasmodic until 1782, when Haydn’s creative focus began to shift towards instrumental music for international publication.


On New Year’s Day 1779 Haydn signed a new contract allowing him to accept outside commissions and to enter into negotiations with publishers, thus formally enshrining a situation that had more or less existed for several years. Other restrictive clauses from the 1761 contract were removed, including ‘he shall take good care to conduct himself in an exemplary fashion, refraining from undue familiarity and from vulgarity in eating, drinking and conversations’; and his annual salary was raised from 600 to 782 gulden and thirty kreutzer, augmented by substantial supplies of grain, meat, wine and fuel. (A comfortable middle-class salary at this time was reckoned to be 500–550 gulden.)


Later that year, on the morning of 18 November, a devastating fire gutted the opera house after a stove exploded in the Chinese ballroom. Haydn’s autograph of La vera costanza was destroyed, along with the scores and parts of several marionette operas and the orchestral parts of many symphonies. Unfazed, the opera-mad prince immediately decreed that the season would continue in the marionette theatre, and gave orders for the reconstruction of the opera house. The new building was ready early in 1781, several months behind schedule, and inaugurated on 25 February with Haydn’s La fedeltà premiata.


The year 1779 was significant in other ways, too. In March an Italian couple, the twenty-nine-year-old singer Luigia Polzelli and her much older, consumptive violinist husband, Antonio, joined the musical establishment. Neither was overly talented. When Nicolaus dismissed both Polzellis at the end of 1780, Haydn intervened and had them reinstated. His motives, though, were not strictly professional. He and Luigia had by then become lovers, and would remain so, albeit with diminishing ardour on both sides, for the next decade.


The unhappily married composer, attractive to women despite his self-professed ugliness (attributed by Dies to ‘deeply pockmarked skin and a brownish complexion’), had doubtless had the odd more or less discreet affair before 1779. Dies reported that ‘in his younger years he is said to have been very receptive to love’. Fragmentary evidence suggests that around 1767–70 he had a liaison with a ‘Mademoiselle Catherine Csech’, a lady-in-waiting to Princess Grassalkovics in Pressburg (present-day Bratislava), to whom he left a thousand gulden in his will. But his affair with Luigia, of the dark, vivacious eyes and shapely figure (all that we know of her appearance comes from her passport description), quickly became common knowledge. Luigia apparently believed that her younger son, Antonio, born in 1783, was Haydn’s. While he never commented on the matter, the otherwise childless composer seems to have harboured a paternal affection for Antonio and his elder brother Pietro, who would die of consumption, aged just nineteen, in 1796. He taught both boys music and in 1803 engaged Antonio as a violinist in the Esterházy orchestra. Luigia’s modest vocal credentials can be gauged from the music she sang. Haydn created only one role for her, the ingénue Silvia in L’isola disabitata (December 1779). She was then confined to minor soubrette parts in revivals of other composers’ operas, for which Haydn composed several sprightly, technically undemanding ‘insertion arias’.


By the early 1780s publishers were falling over each other to acquire rights in Haydn’s latest symphonies and quartets. Illegal copying was rife, and dozens of symphonies by composers including Vanhal and Haydn’s brother Michael were issued under Haydn’s name by firms quick to exploit his commercial cachet. From now on all his instrumental music was conceived primarily for circulation beyond the Esterházy court. In 1780 he sold six keyboard sonatas (No. 20 and Nos. 35–9) to the Viennese firm of Artaria, initiating a long and mutually profitable relationship. The following year, using the British ambassador in Vienna as go-between, he sold symphonies for the first time to William Forster in London, destined to become his most faithful British publisher. Negotiations with publishers in Paris, Leipzig and other cities quickly followed. In an age before strict copyright laws, Haydn, like Beethoven after him, was not above selling ‘exclusive’ rights to two or more publishers simultaneously. There were occasional protests, but the usual reaction was to turn a blind eye.


Relieved of his obligation to offer everything he wrote to the prince, Haydn would also sell multiple subscription copies of works to patrons, as exemplified by the Op. 33 quartets of 1781. With his by now shrewdly developed commercial sense (and some musical justification), he famously announced that the quartets were composed ‘in a completely new and special way’. He would use similarly persuasive sales talk when offering his three ‘beautiful, elegant and by no means over-long symphonies’ of 1782, Nos. 76–8, to the Parisian publisher Boyer. Haydn had composed these for a projected visit to England, where his popularity had been further boosted by the sensational success in 1781 of Symphony No. 53, the enigmatically titled ‘L’Impériale’. The Morning Herald even reported that ‘the Shakespeare of musical composition is hourly expected’. But Prince Nicolaus evidently withheld his permission, if indeed Haydn ever asked it. According to Dies, the composer was so touched by Nicolaus’s generosity after he had twice paid for the rebuilding of his Eisenstadt house that ‘he swore to the prince to serve him till death should end the life of one or the other, and never leave him even if he were offered millions’.


International fame: 1784–1790


Haydn composed his last stage work for Eszterháza, the opera seria, Armida, in the winter of 1783–4. For the next seven years he led something of a double life as provincial Kapellmeister and European celebrity. At court he continued to adapt, rehearse and direct a vast tally of (mainly comic) operas. For the international market he composed a steady stream of keyboard trios (a newly popular domestic genre, especially in England) and symphonies (Nos. 79–92), while the sets published as Op. 50 (1787), Opp. 54/55 (1788) and Op. 64 (1790) both satisfied and further stimulated the demand among players and publishers for string quartets. In 1784 or early 1785 Haydn received a particularly lucrative commission to compose symphonies for the Parisian Concert de la Loge Olympique. The upshot was the ‘Paris’ set, Nos. 82–7, symphonies both worldly and profound, with catchy, popular-style melodies and a new grandeur of effect calculated to please a broad public.


More unlikely commissions arrived from further afield. Just when Haydn must have thought he had finished for good with oddball instruments, along came a request from King Ferdinand IV of Naples for concertos and notturni for the lira organizzata, a sort of hurdy-gurdy with attitude. Around the same time, either in 1785 or 1786, he received an equally eccentric commission from a canon of Cádiz: for a series of orchestral reflections on The Seven Last Words of Christ to be performed in a black-draped church during Holy Week. Haydn later stressed the enormous challenge of writing seven Adagios (eight, including the Introduzione) ‘without tiring the listeners’. He succeeded, triumphantly.


After the flute-playing Earl of Abingdon had failed to net Haydn for the 1782–3 London season, The Gazetteer & New Daily Advertiser of 17 January 1785 proposed a more radical strategy: 




Haydn, the simplest as well as the greatest of men, is resigned to his condition, and in devoting his life to the rites and ceremonies of the Roman Catholic Church … is content to live immured in a place little better than a dungeon, subject to the domineering spirit of a petty Lord, and the clamorous temper of a scolding wife. Would it not be an achievement equal to a pilgrimage, for some aspiring youths to rescue him from his fortune and transplant him to Great Britain, the country for whom his music seems to be made?





A few months later the Morning Herald (16 September 1785) gloomily predicted that Haydn would ‘never honor the land of heresy with his presence. This great genius is so great a bigot to the ceremonies of religion, that all his leisure moments are continuously engaged in the celebration of masses and the contemplation of purgatory.’ News of Haydn’s affair with La Polzelli had evidently not filtered through to London.


‘The universality of Haydn’s genius cannot be more strongly proved than by the vast demand for his works all over Europe,’ proclaimed the European Magazine and London Review of October 1784. Yet amid the general adulation there were dissenting voices. In his Autobiographical Sketch Haydn had defended himself at length against certain anonymous ‘Berliners’, who accused him of bizarre effects and ‘comic fooling’ (though he had plenty of admirers in North Germany). Complaints of ‘caprice’ and ‘triviality’ crop up elsewhere, too. Nor was Haydn ever truly in favour at the Habsburg court. Maria Theresa had been virtually unaware of his music until she heard L’infedeltà delusa at Eszterháza in 1773, while the reforming zeal of her son Joseph II coexisted with decidedly conservative musical tastes. He was ambivalent towards Mozart’s music, which he seems to have found dense and ‘difficult’ (in this he was not alone); and his opinion of Haydn tended to echo that of the more hostile Berliners. In a conversation reported by Carl Ditters von Dittersdorf, Haydn’s old friend from Viennese street-serenading days, the Emperor asked ‘Don’t you think he sometimes trifles [tändelt] far too much?’, to which Dittersdorf deftly countered, ‘He has the gift of trifling, without, however, debasing the art.’ Joseph remained unimpressed.


It was either in 1783 or 1784 that Haydn first met Mozart, perhaps at one of Mozart’s subscription concerts, or at a musical-literary salon in the home of the former Court War Secretary Franz Sales von Greiner, where both composers were frequent guests, or at one of two performances of Il ritorno di Tobia during Lent 1784, where all five soloists had sung or would sing in Mozart opera premieres. Although Haydn’s duties at Eszterháza limited their encounters to a few weeks each winter or early spring, they formed one of the most celebrated of all musical friendships.


Like Mozart and many other Viennese artists and intellectuals in sympathy with Enlightenment ideals, Haydn became a Freemason, though after his initiation in the lodge ‘Zur wahren Eintracht’ (True Harmony) on 11 February 1785 (Mozart had joined its sister lodge, ‘Zur Wohltätigkeit’, the previous December) he attended no further meetings; and except, obliquely, in The Creation and the final trio and chorus of The Seasons, Freemasonry barely impinged on his music. Information about meetings between the two composers is sketchy. If the Irish tenor Michael Kelly, the first Basilio and Curzio in Figaro, is to be believed, in 1784 they played quartets together at the Viennese home of the composer Stephen Storace, brother of Nancy, Mozart’s first Susanna. ‘The players were tolerable,’ remarked Kelly coyly in his unreliable ghosted Reminiscences of 1826. ‘Not one of them excelled on the instrument he played, but there was a little science among them, which I dare say will be acknowledged when I name them: The First Violin … Haydn; Second Violin … Baron Dittersdorf; Violoncello … Vanhall [sic]; Tenor … Mozart.’


More securely documented are the occasions when Mozart unfurled the string quartets he would dedicate to ‘my dear friend Haydn’. All six quartets were played on 15 January 1785. After the last three (K458, K464 and K465) were repeated on 12 February, Leopold Mozart famously reported to his daughter Nannerl: ‘Herr Haydn said to me: “I tell you before God and as an honest man, that your son is the greatest composer known to me either in person or by name. He has taste and, what is more, the most profound knowledge of composition.”’


We know, too, that Haydn attended rehearsals of Così fan tutte and at least one performance of Le nozze di Figaro in the winter of 1789–90. Their meetings seem to have been at their most frequent towards the end of 1790, when Haydn decamped to Vienna after Prince Nicolaus’s death. Many years later the composer and musical chronicler Abbé Maximilian Stadler recalled playing Mozart’s string quintets with Mozart and Haydn. When Johann Peter Salomon engaged Haydn for London, it was apparently agreed that Mozart would join him for the 1792 season. Both Griesinger and Dies report on the meal between the three men just before Haydn’s departure for London. According to Dies, when Mozart expressed his concern that his friend knew little of the world and spoke too few languages, Haydn replied with ingenuous confidence – and some truth – that ‘my language is understood throughout the whole world’. In a passage that gave the green light to future romantically inclined biographers, Dies continued:




[A]t the moment of parting [Mozart] said, ‘We are probably saying our last adieu in this life.’ Tears welled in both men’s eyes. Haydn was deeply moved, for he applied Mozart’s words to himself. It never occurred to him that the threads of Mozart’s life would be cut by the inexorable Parcae the very next year.





Never one to go overboard about fellow musicians, Mozart admired Haydn above all other living composers. There are various stories of him praising his friend’s music and defending it in the face of hostile criticism. Haydn’s influence, exhaustively debated in the literature, is patent in Mozart’s string quartets (including the teenaged works of 1772–3) and in pieces like the ‘little’ G minor Symphony, K183 (modelled on Haydn’s No. 39 in the same key), and the two late string quintets, K593 and K614. The latter, popular in tone yet faintly ascetic, is arguably the most Haydnesque of all Mozart’s mature works. Haydn’s spirit is also manifest in finales like those of the E flat Symphony, No. 39, and the piano concertos K451 and K459.


Pace biographers such as Karl Geiringer and Rosemary Hughes, both drawing on Pohl, it is much harder to detect any reciprocal influences. (Hughes goes so far as to suggest that recognition of Mozart’s superiority initially disturbed Haydn’s ‘artistic balance’.) Even Haydn’s increasing use of chromaticism from the early 1780s onwards, often attributed to Mozart’s example, has parallels in the music of other Austrian composers. There are half-echoes of the ‘Jupiter’ Symphony in the Adagio cantabile of Haydn’s Symphony No. 98, perhaps written in tribute to his deceased friend, and overt reminiscences of Symphony No. 40, the Requiem and Die Zauberflöte in The Seasons. One or two numbers in The Creation also evoke Die Zauberflöte. The famous ‘dissonant’ slow introduction to Mozart’s String Quartet K465 is distantly felt in the Allegretto of Haydn’s G major Quartet Op. 54 No. 1, and seems to have been the starting point for ‘Chaos’ in The Creation. But neither of these movements sounds remotely Mozartian.


Haydn did, though, return his friend’s compliment and revere Mozart as the greatest living composer, himself included. He, more than anyone else, was in a position to penetrate the full extent of the younger man’s genius. He may even have been a little overawed by Mozart, especially as an opera composer. In an unauthenticated letter of 1787 replying to a request for a new comic opera, he wrote: ‘I should be risking a good deal, for scarcely any man can brook comparison with the great Mozart.’ He went on: ‘If only I could impress on the soul of every music lover … how inimitable are Mozart’s works, how musically intelligent, how extraordinarily sensitive … why, then nations would vie with each other to possess such a jewel within their borders.’ In London, in the presence of Charles Burney, Haydn remarked: ‘I have often been flattered by my friends that I have some genius; but he was much my superior.’ When he learnt of Mozart’s death, he wrote to their mutual friend Michael Puchberg, ‘For some time I was quite beside myself at [Mozart’s] death and could not believe that Providence would transport so irreplaceable a man to the other world.’


In sharp contrast to Mozart’s effusive, touching, sometimes bawdy letters, Haydn’s correspondence makes pretty sober reading on the whole. Most surviving letters from the 1780s are to publishers and patrons, though we might smile at his occasional attempts to wriggle out of awkward situations and put a favourable gloss on his double-dealing. His most self-revealing letters by far are those he wrote to Maria Anna von Genzinger. Haydn seems to have first visited the Viennese home of the society doctor (and Prince Nicolaus’s physician) Peter Leopold von Genzinger and his wife during the spring of 1789. In June Frau von Genzinger – cultured, warm-hearted and a talented pianist to whom Haydn gave occasional lessons – sent the composer her own keyboard arrangement of a ‘beautiful Andante’ from one of his symphonies or quartets (we do not know which); and over the following months their friendship burgeoned into something deeper, at least on Haydn’s part. Although the relationship almost certainly remained platonic, Maria Anna became Haydn’s confidante, as Luigia Polzelli could never be, and the recipient of his most intimate, spontaneous and, on occasion, poignant letters.


Haydn wrote for her his E flat Sonata, Hoboken No. 49, with its tender and impassioned Adagio; and he took an affectionate interest in the musical education of her children, especially the eldest, sixteen-year-old Josepha (‘Pepperl’, or ‘Pepi’), to whom (in a letter of 14 March 1790) he offered tips on the interpretation of his new cantata Arianna a Naxos. In that same letter, Haydn told Maria Anna of Prince Nicolaus’s ‘melancholy state’ after the death of his wife on 23 February, further heightened ‘when he heard my favourite Adagio in D’ – probably the slow movement of either Symphony No. 88 or No. 92.


By now Haydn was feeling ever more acutely the contrast between his sojourns in the capital and his isolated existence in the Hungarian puszta. As a guest in the homes of the enlightened Viennese aristocracy and haute bourgeoisie he had tasted a society where differences of rank counted for little. Fourteen years earlier, in his Autobiographical Sketch, he had pledged his loyalty to the Esterházy family ‘in whose service I wish to live and die’. Now, in his late fifties, he had simply outgrown the life of a Kapellmeister in a hierarchical princely establishment. He poured out his disillusionment, not without a certain wry humour, in a much-quoted letter to Frau von Genzinger of 9 February 1790:




Well, here I sit in my wilderness – forsaken like a poor waif – almost without human company – sad – full of memories of past glorious days … and who knows when these days will return again. Those wonderful parties? – where the whole circle is one heart, one soul – all the beautiful musical evenings … for three days I did not know if I was Kapellmeister or Kapell-servant. Nothing could console me, my whole house was in disorder, my fortepiano, which I usually love, was perverse and disobedient … and then, just when I was happily dreaming that I was listening to Le nozze di Figaro, the ghastly north wind woke me up and almost blew my nightcap off my head.





He goes on to compare the fine food on offer chez Genzinger with the character-forming diet at Eszterháza: ‘Instead of that delicious slice of beef, a slab of 50-year-old cow; instead of ragout with little dumplings, an old sheep with carrots; instead of a Bohemian pheasant, a leathery joint.’


Haydn’s frustration in his ‘wilderness’ is evident in other letters from the spring and summer of 1790. ‘If only I could be with Your Grace for a quarter of an hour,’ he wrote on 30 May, ‘to pour out all my troubles to you, and hear your comforting words. I have to endure many irritations from the court here, yet must accept them in silence.’ A month later he lamented to Frau von Genzinger that ‘it is sad always to be a slave, but Providence wills it so’.


Providence willed it otherwise sooner than Haydn could have hoped. The disconsolate Prince Nicolaus died in Vienna, after a short illness, on 28 September 1790. His son Prince Anton immediately dismissed the musical and theatrical personnel except for the wind-band (Harmonie), required for hunts and other ceremonies. Kapellmeister and orchestral leader Tomasini remained on the payroll, albeit on reduced salaries (Haydn also had his pension of a thousand gulden a year), and were free to seek work elsewhere. The composer hastily left for Vienna, where he lodged with an acquaintance, Johann Nepomuk Hamberger. Here he completed the set of six string quartets published as Op. 64. He was not short of invitations from, inter alia, King Ferdinand in Naples and Prince Grassalkovics, who tried to lure him with the post of Kapellmeister at his court in Pressburg.


Meanwhile the violinist-impresario Johann Peter Salomon was scouring the continent for singers for his forthcoming London season. Hearing of Prince Nicolaus’s death, he travelled post-haste from Cologne to Vienna and announced himself to Haydn with the now-famous words, as reported by Dies, ‘I am Salomon from London and have come to fetch you. Tomorrow we will conclude an accord.’ The following day, 8 December, Haydn signed a contract on highly favourable terms. He would receive £300 for six symphonies (equal to approximately £25,000 in 2009), and the same sum for an opera for Sir John Gallini’s newly rebuilt King’s Theatre. In the event the opera, L’anima del filosofo, never saw the stage after Gallini failed to secure a theatre licence. He was also promised £200 for twenty smaller works, £200 for the rights to their publication, and £200 for a benefit concert. On 15 December, after the ‘merry meal’ (Griesinger) with Salomon and Mozart, the fifty-eight-year-old Haydn, who had never journeyed more than 120 kilometres from Vienna, embarked on the greatest adventure of his life.


London, 1791–1795


Haydn and Salomon travelled from Vienna via Munich and Salomon’s home town of Bonn, where the composer met the promising young Ludwig van Beethoven, then a viola player and organist in the elector’s service. They reached Calais on New Year’s Eve, and the following day embarked for Dover. As Haydn wrote to Anna Maria von Genzinger:




I stayed on deck during the whole crossing, so as to gaze my fill of that mighty monster, the ocean. As long as it was calm, I wasn’t afraid at all, but towards the end, when the wind grew stronger and I saw monstrous high waves surging towards us, I became a little frightened, and slightly ill, too.





On 2 January 1791 he arrived in London, by far the most populous and cosmopolitan city in Europe: a clamorous, voracious metropolis of around a million inhabitants (five times the size of Vienna), seething with commerce, spectacle and crime. Like all foreign visitors, Haydn was overwhelmed by ‘this endlessly huge city … whose beauties and marvels have quite astounded me’. In time he would also be repelled by the squalor of the urban proletariat. After spending his first two nights in London with the publisher John Bland and his wife, he took rooms at 18 Great Pultney Street, the house where Salomon lived. He was also given a studio in Broadwood’s piano shop, where he composed L’anima del filosofo and Symphonies Nos. 95 and 96 – though he would later move to the (then) sylvan tranquillity of Lisson Grove, on the city’s northern fringes.


From the outset Haydn was lionised by London’s musical and social elite. Prominent among the former was the music historian Charles Burney (father of the novelist and diarist Fanny), who had long been intent on luring Haydn to England. Through Burney he came to know the amateur composer and Moravian minister Christian Ignatius Latrobe, who wrote that ‘[Haydn] appeared to me to be a religious character, & not only attentive to the forms & usages of his own Church, but under the influence of a devotional spirit’. The Daily Advertiser reported that in the ballroom in St James’s Palace Haydn was publicly recognised by all the royal family without being introduced – a far cry from the rigid etiquette at the Esterházy court. ‘The Prince of Wales first observed him, and upon bowing to him, the Eyes of all the Company were upon Mr Haydn, every one paying him Respect.’ As the composer told Frau von Genzinger in that same letter of 8 January, ‘Everyone wants to know me. I had to dine out six times up to now, and if I wanted I could have an invitation every day; but first I must consider my health, and second my work. Except for the nobility, I admit no callers till 2 in the afternoon.’


With his abiding sense of curiosity, Haydn was fascinated by English customs and mores. During his London visits he kept notebooks (four in all) in which he jotted down anything that intrigued him, from the inhabitants’ reckless consumption of alcohol (an observation repeatedly echoed over the following century, not least by Dostoevsky, who in 1862 wrote of London that ‘everyone is in a hurry to drink himself into insensibility’) to the cost of living, the weather (‘the fog was so thick that you could have spread it on bread’, he noted in December 1791) and the oddities of the legal system: ‘If anyone steals £2 he is hanged; but if I trust anyone with £2000 and he runs off with it, he is acquitted.’ Perhaps repeating an after-dinner bon mot, he observed: ‘In France the girls are virtuous and the wives are whores; in Holland the girls are whores and the wives virtuous; but in England they remain whores all their lives.’ On occasion English history could leave him bemused: ‘On 5th Nov the boys celebrate the days on which the Guys set the town on fire.’


London’s concert life in the 1790s was far more extensive and democratic than Vienna’s. Nobles and commoners alike could attend an opera or subscription concert virtually every evening, while societies of amateurs and professionals like the Nobleman’s and Gentlemen’s Catch Club and the Anacreontic Society would perform regularly in the city’s taverns. Salomon’s Friday concert series in the Hanover Square Rooms (seating around five hundred in comfort) opened on 11 March with the usual motley array of symphonies, concertos and vocal items. The main attraction for the audience (‘numerous and very elegant’) was a new symphony by Haydn, conducted by the composer. As Nos. 95 and 96 were not yet ready (they were first performed in April or May), the symphony played was almost certainly No. 92, new to London audiences, though not to Parisians. ‘A new grand overture by HAYDN was received with the highest applause, and universally deemed a composition as pleasing as scientific,’ enthused the Diary or Woodfall’s Register of 12 March. The symphony quickly became a favourite, and was chosen for the occasion of Haydn’s receiving an honorary doctorate at Oxford in July. Of the degree ceremony he later told Dies, ‘I felt very silly in my gown … But I have a lot – I might say everything – to thank this doctor’s degree in England; because of it I became acquainted with the first men in the land and gained entrance to the greatest houses.’


Interspersed with Salomon’s concerts were other musical activities, including private concerts at court, the promised benefit concert on 16 May and a concert on 30 May at which Haydn conducted his Seven Last Words and two symphonies. That same week he was profoundly stirred by monster performances of Israel in Egypt, Messiah, Zadok the Priest and excerpts from other choral works in Westminster Abbey. Carpani recounted that he ‘confessed … that when he heard the music of Hendl [sic] in London he was struck as if he had been put back to the beginning of his studies … He pondered every note and drew from those most learned scores the essence of true musical grandeur.’ The first seeds were sown for The Creation.


In the summer of 1791 Prince Anton Esterházy, in need of a new opera seria for an official ceremony, demanded to know when his nominal Kapellmeister intended to return to Vienna. Haydn feared the worst, writing to Frau von Genzinger, ‘Now, unfortunately, I expect to be dismissed, and hope God will give me the strength to make up for this loss.’ As it turned out, the rift was soon healed. The composer recuperated from the feverish pace of London life at the country estate, near Hertford, of the banker Nathaniel Brassey and his family. Living ‘as if in a monastery’, as he told Frau von Genzinger, he spent most of his time composing (probably Symphony No. 93 and parts of Nos. 94 and 98) and taking solitary walks in the woods with his English grammar.


On his return to London, he was invited by his principal royal patron, the Prince of Wales (the future George IV), to visit his newly married brother and sister-in-law, the Duke and Duchess of York, at their country estate Oatlands, near Weybridge in Surrey. Haydn observed in his London Notebook: ‘The little castle, 18 miles from London, lies on a slope and commands the most glorious views. Among its many beauties is a most remarkable grotto which cost £25,000 sterling and which was 11 years in the building.’ (Haydn was always fascinated by the precise cost of things.) In the same entry he noted: ‘The Prince of Wales wants my portrait.’ The upshot was the famous painting by John Hoppner – Haydn as urbane, dignified man of the world – housed today in the Royal Collection.


Defying competition from the Professional Concert directed by Haydn’s former pupil Ignaz Pleyel – a friendly musical rivalry whipped up by the press into a gladiatorial contest – Salomon’s 1792 concert series eclipsed even the previous year’s triumphs. Four new symphonies, Nos. 93, 94, 97 and 98, were rapturously received, with No. 94 causing the greatest furore of the entire season. Yet his hectic existence threatened to take its toll on his health and spirits, as his letters to Luigia Polzelli and Maria Anna von Genzinger reveal. On 17 January he wrote to Frau von Genzinger:




[I]f only Your Grace could see how tormented I am here in London, having to attend all sorts of private concerts … and by the enormous amount of work heaped on my shoulders … I have never in my life written as much in one year as I have here during the past one, but now I am completely exhausted, and it will do me good to be able to rest a little when I return home.





What Haydn did not reveal was his relationship with one of his piano pupils, Rebecca Schroeter (née Scott), the forty-year-old widow of the composer Johann Schroeter. Haydn’s letters to her have not survived. But we can guess the nature of their mutual feelings from her increasingly passionate letters to him, and from his explanation to Dies after the artist came upon copies of her letters in his London Notebook:




Haydn smiled and said, ‘Letters from an English widow in London, who loved me; but though she was already sixty [she was in fact only forty-four when Haydn left London for the last time!], she was still a beautiful and charming woman, and I would have very easily married her if I had been single then.’





Although there are no letters from his second London visit (probably, as Robbins Landon has suggested, because he installed himself near her house in James Street, Buckingham Gate), we can guess that they revived their affair. Haydn dedicated to Rebecca three of his finest piano trios, including the ‘Gypsy Rondo’, No. 25, and the F sharp minor, No. 26, the latter perhaps a melancholy farewell to his English lover. They would remain in touch after Haydn’s return to Vienna.


In April 1792 he wrote to Prince Anton informing him that Salomon’s concerts would finish at the end of June, after which he would return home immediately. He travelled to Vienna via Bad Godesberg, near Bonn, where he renewed his acquaintance with Beethoven. It was agreed that the twenty-one-year-old composer would come to Vienna later in the year to study harmony and counterpoint with Haydn.


The eighteen months (July 1792 to January 1794) Haydn spent in Vienna and Eisenstadt form a relatively tranquil interlude between the two high-pressure London sojourns. His duties for Prince Anton were minimal. He lodged again in Hamberger’s house and caught up with old friends. Here he composed dance music for a charity ball in the Redoutensaal and began work on a set of string quartets (published in groups of three as Op. 71 and Op. 74) for the 1793 London season. He also introduced his newest symphonies to the Viennese, though unlike in England the concerts barely registered in the newspapers. In the event Haydn would delay his projected return to England by a year, citing as an excuse the painful removal of a polyp on his nose. The real reason was probably Prince Anton’s reluctance to let his Kapellmeister disappear again so quickly (according to Dies, the prince deemed that ‘Haydn had acquired enough fame for himself’). Perhaps, too, the composer was unwilling to make what he saw as a potentially hazardous continental journey after the execution of Louis XVI in January 1793.


By then Beethoven had arrived on schedule from Bonn to commence his course of study. The mythology suggests that the two men, nearly two generations apart, were a disastrous fit: Haydn a lax teacher, too busy with his own compositions to take trouble over the young man’s exercises, the hot-headed Beethoven increasingly frustrated and truculent.


The master was certainly unsystematic in his written correction of Beethoven’s counterpoint exercises, based, like Haydn’s own studies with Porpora, on Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum. But there is no reason to suppose that he did not discuss salient technical points, together with wider compositional questions. As Maynard Solomon put it in his biography of Beethoven:




[To] study with Haydn was to learn not merely textbook rules of counterpoint and part writing, but the principles of formal organization, the nature of sonata writing, the handling of tonal forces … thematic development, harmonic structure – in short, the whole range of high-Classic musical ideas and techniques.





According to his pupil Ferdinand Ries, Beethoven maintained that he never learnt anything from Haydn. Ries also reported that Haydn’s music ‘rarely got away without a few digs’ from Beethoven – though it is worth remembering that he was writing in the 1830s, when Haydn’s stock was on the wane. Yet even if we did not know that Beethoven copied out several Haydn works for close study, his incalculable debt to his erstwhile teacher is writ large in his music, especially the symphonies (No. 4 pays overt homage to Haydn) and chamber music.


Haydn, for his part, admired many of Beethoven’s earlier works, though not surprisingly he seems to have found his music after 1800 increasingly baffling. Although, like everyone else, he could find the ‘Grossmogul’ (his half-affectionate, half-exasperated nickname for Beethoven) alarmingly headstrong, master and pupil were on friendly terms throughout 1793. Haydn even took Beethoven with him to Eisenstadt during that summer. In December 1795, after his return from London, he invited Beethoven to play a piano concerto (either No. 1 or No. 2) at a benefit concert in the Redoutensaal that included three of his ‘London’ symphonies – a sure mark of the esteem in which he held his former pupil. They also gave concerts together on other occasions. In 1796 Haydn was the dedicatee of Beethoven’s Op. 2 piano sonatas. But although there was no overt antagonism, from about 1798 their relationship became more distant and uneasy as Beethoven consolidated his independence from his former teacher. One or two anecdotes even suggest that the ambitious and competitive younger composer may have been a little jealous of the success of The Creation.


We have no account of Haydn’s reactions to the death of Maria Anna von Genzinger, aged only forty-two, on 20 January 1793, though his grief at the loss of his closest confidante may have found expression in the violent and tragic coda of the F minor keyboard variations. Meanwhile he continued to correspond with the manipulative Luigia Polzelli, occasionally acceding to her requests for money (though increasingly, and disingenuously, pleading shortage of funds), and telling her that his wife was ‘ill most of the time, and always in the same foul temper, but I don’t really care any more’. Luigia even got Haydn to promise to marry her if he were to become free, though it is doubtful whether he ever seriously entertained the idea. He would remember his ex-mistress in his will. But by the time his wife died in 1800, he had no intention of marrying Luigia or anyone else.


After entrusting Beethoven’s tuition to the famous pedagogue Johann Georg Albrechtsberger, Haydn finally departed for London on 19 January 1794 in a carriage lent by Baron Gottfried van Swieten, director of the Imperial Library and the musical patron who would compile the librettos of The Creation and The Seasons. He took with him his assistant and copyist Johann Elssler; and in his trunk were trios, the Opp. 71 and 74 quartets, the F minor keyboard variations, the completed score of Symphony No. 99 and parts of two other symphonies, Nos. 100 and 101. Travelling via Passau (where he may have heard a choral arrangement of his Seven Last Words) and Wiesbaden, they arrived in London on 4 February.


Haydn settled into his lodgings in Bury Street, St James’s, and immediately plunged into the round of weekly concerts in the Hanover Square Rooms, now held on Mondays rather than Fridays, with an orchestra that, unlike in 1791–2, included clarinets. As the Oracle reported, ‘The Professional is dropt, – in consequence Salomon’s will be entirely unopposed until after Easter.’ After Haydn, Salomon’s star attractions were the violinist-composer Giovanni Battista Viotti and the basso profundo Ludwig Fischer, who in 1782 had created the role of Osmin in Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail. Haydn’s new Symphony No. 99 was premiered at the opening concert on 10 February; and press reaction was, if anything, even more euphoric than in earlier seasons. ‘The incomparable HAYDN produced an Overture of which it is impossible to speak in common terms,’ wrote the Morning Chronicle. ‘It is one of the grandest efforts of art that we ever witnessed. It abounds with ideas, as new in music as they are grand and impressive.’ The ‘Clock’, No. 101 (premiered on 3 March), provoked a comparable orgy of superlatives, while the ‘hellish roar of war’ in the Allegretto of the ‘Grand Military Overture’, No. 100 (31 March) – a direct response to the spirit of the times – ensured that it was quite simply the sensation of the season, as the ‘Surprise’ had been in 1792.


After a benefit concert for Salomon on 28 May, Haydn spent the English summer recuperating, travelling and composing: a new symphony (No. 102) for the following season, keyboard trios – always eagerly sought by publishers – and sonatas for the professional pianist Therese Jansen. A year later Haydn would be a witness at her marriage to the picture-dealer Gaetano Bartolozzi, son of the famous engraver Francesco. He also composed songs to poems by his friend Anne Hunter, recent widow of the famous Scottish surgeon Dr John Hunter, who in 1792 had offered to remove Haydn’s nasal polyp. Dies tells of the doctor’s brawny assistants vainly trying to force the composer into a chair for the operation.
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