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In Lincoln Cathedral one Christmas, I heard my first Messiah. I was nine years old. It swept me away, and at that moment I knew not only that my life would be suffused with music, but that Handel, and Messiah, would represent recurring themes in it.


In adulthood, I have duly spent more than forty years as a professional musician, working in opera companies and with orchestras and concert organizations, and Handel has indeed occupied a sizeable portion of my activity and my repertoire. I have conducted his operas and oratorios all over the world, including, as it happens, over one hundred performances of Messiah. A considerable part of the job of performing these great works is the assembly and preparation of singers, and, especially if the presenting organization offers repeated opportunities to develop a company, in the creation of teams to operate to the best of individual and combined abilities. To a much lesser extent (for there are whole departments these days devoted entirely to this task), I have been involved too in the courting of financial support, and the building of audiences. There is a whole part of being a performer which has nothing at all to do with actual performance.


In the eighteenth century, Handel encountered exactly the same obligations. Working at the heart of London musical activity for several astonishing decades, he not only composed masterpiece after masterpiece, but he carefully selected individual singers and musicians to deliver them, and moulded these disparate talents into companies that would, with modifications and evolutions, serve him repeatedly for several projects and over several seasons. To a large extent he was self-taught. In his early years, before his arrival in London, he had been presented with preselected casts of singers. He had assessed them and prepared them, but he had learned from them too about their capabilities, their limitations and their temperaments, and their weaknesses had been as educational as had their strengths. Just as, in those formative years, he had absorbed every musical influence and learned to define excellence, so he had developed a truly impressive ability to understand the human voice.


By the time of Handel’s arrival in London, still only in his mid-twenties, he was already a real connoisseur of singers, and knew how to bring out the best in them. Like Mozart, who claimed that an aria should fit a singer ‘like a well-cut suit of clothes’, Handel’s musical tailoring, once he had heard and assessed a voice, was exemplary. Whether dealing with an established star or a young beginner of raw promise, he was ever alert to colour, texture, range and contour. With a star, the relationship could be tetchy or even exasperatingly explosive: he famously threatened to throw the highly gifted but tiresome Italian soprano Francesca Cuzzoni out of a window if she disobeyed him, and there were many complaining stories about his dictatorial way of maintaining the highest possible standards. Handel nevertheless wrote to the strengths of his stars and achieved exquisite results with them. Then as now, it was not actually necessary to like an artist in order to make great music together. But his relationships with singers at the start of their careers, whose artistry he truly enabled, developed and triumphantly displayed, no doubt gave him infinitely more satisfaction. He trained their technique and guided them in expressive style and interpretation, and he encouraged them to inhabit their roles rather than simply recite them. In effect, he taught his singers to act, and similarly he could teach actors to sing. Susanna Cibber, for example, was an actress who, especially in collaboration with the great David Garrick, had considerable success on the London stage, but who, finding herself in Dublin when Handel was there giving the first ever performances of Messiah, was coached by him to deliver a legendary and affecting performance of ‘He was despised’. In all cases, it was a reciprocal process: the singer’s art inspired Handel to write in the way he did, and his music allowed that artistry to grow and prosper. But if, as does happen, a singer was in vocal distress or even crisis, Handel was especially sympathetic to this predicament too. Despite his reputation for severity, he was, without fail, sensitive to the vulnerable, and when a singer was in trouble, he would coax, rewrite, adapt and help.


From his earliest years, Handel’s own gifts had always attracted the attention and support of wealthy patrons willing to back him and his enterprises, and throughout his career he continued to cultivate and tend his royal and patrician subscribers, inspiring their loyalty and generosity. His own duty and obedience to his monarch runs as a strong thread through the long narrative of his London years, and, with certain members of the royal family, these were enhanced too by genuine friendship and therefore a personal commitment. A vibrant, extremely visible and well-connected member of London society, and one moreover who had a great flair for the making and handling of money, Handel understood (in a way that Mozart for example lamentably never did) the whole business side of artistic enterprise, and was able comfortably to interact with those who held the purse strings.


There were, to be sure, many rough passages and setbacks during the course of Handel’s lengthy and prolific career, but none would fell him for long. His resilience would steer him towards his next centre of activity, and his entrepreneurial skills would again and again create environments in which his projects could be realized. A man of fathomless invention, exquisite artistry, workaholic energy and an insatiable appetite – for artistic and social delight, but indeed for good food and wine too – he essentially travelled alone through life. Unlike Mozart, who wore his heart perpetually on his sleeve and wrote literally hundreds of letters which vividly, even startlingly, reveal his state of mind, Handel was intensely private, rarely confiding his true feelings in his own, much more restrained, letters. Insights beyond the public facade therefore have to be gleaned, at one stage removed, from the anecdotes of others, raising questions then of authenticity and reliability. So however much Handel was always surrounded by people, and some of his many colleagues and patrons did become his friends, there was a real sense in him of a solitary mission, of private goals. That he achieved so many of his goals and with such immortal consequences is a tribute not only to his incomparable compositional skills, but to every aspect of his musical professionalism.


For me this has been, as well as a detailed investigation into Handel’s activities and the context in which they happened, something of a personal process, for so much of what I do now is so similar to what he did then. Observing the manner in which he dealt with each situation as it arose – effectively, seeing with his eyes, and hearing with his ears – is still enormously instructive. Across the generations, Handel the professional musician and craftsman continues to educate and inspire.






   


Author’s Note
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1. NAMES: Many of the people appearing in this book anglicized their names when they settled in London. For clarity, I refer to its main subject as ‘George Frideric Handel’ throughout. (Even after his British naturalization, his name continued to be spelled in a number of ways.) For others, including the Hanoverian royal family, I have retained their German names until the point at which they themselves either were compelled or chose to change them.


2. CALENDAR: During Handel’s lifetime, the English calendar changed. Until 1752 the year began on 25th March (Lady Day), according to the Julian calendar. In 1751, Parliament passed An Act for Regulating the Commencement of the Year; and for Correcting the Calendar now in Use. On 1st January 1752, England switched to the Gregorian calendar, with the result that 1751 was a short year. (To add to the confusion, Scotland had changed to the Gregorian calendar back in 1600.) For ease of modern comprehension, all dates in their Julian old style have been corrected into Gregorian new style.
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The turbulence of seventeenth-century England was to have widespread repercussions in the eighteenth century, and not least on the cultural life of its capital city. The activities of a young German musician settling in London in the first decades of the new century would be partly directed, shaped and even constrained by political sensibilities, and it is greatly to the credit of George Frideric Handel that he could ride any political tension and upheaval, and turn it to his advantage.


In the seventeenth century, England beheaded one king and deposed another: the unpopular Charles I was executed in 1649, and James II dispatched in 1688. Charles I’s elder son came to the throne as Charles II with the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, and was succeeded in 1685 by his brother, James II. But James’s Protestant subjects were alarmed, for he had married his second wife, Mary of Modena, and was now a Catholic; and although his daughters, Mary and Anne, continued to be raised as Protestants, a new son, born into the Catholic religion in 1688, was destined to succeed him. Mary and Anne too were dismayed by the birth of their half-brother. They swore allegiance to their Protestant religion and to each other, and later in 1688, in what became known as the Glorious Revolution, Mary and her Dutch husband, William of Orange, invaded England and deposed her father. They assumed the throne together as William and Mary, while James and his baby son fled to France. Mary died of smallpox in 1694, leaving her husband to reign alone as William III.


As William and Mary were childless, the heir to the English throne was now Anne, who was married to Prince George of Denmark. Their son, William, Duke of Gloucester, seemed to ensure the continuation of the Protestant line, but young William died in 1700, aged only eleven. Since there were no further heirs either to William III or to Princess Anne, the next in line had to be the deposed James II or his son. So, in 1701, Parliament passed the Act of Settlement, decreeing that, unless Anne or William (were he to remarry) had further issue, the line would transfer to the nearest Protestant descendant of James I: his granddaughter, Sophia, Electress of Hanover, and her children and grandchildren. (At a stroke, over fifty Catholics with superior hereditary claims were bypassed.)


[image: image]


The city of Hanover was the centre of one of Germany’s most prosperous and peaceful states, Brunswick-Lüneburg. It had been admitted in 1699 as the ninth electorate of the Holy Roman Empire, and its ruler, who had absolute power (he oversaw every important decision, whether relating to home or foreign affairs, budgets, criminal proceedings, military or ministerial appointments), had been granted the title Elector. The court of Georg Ludwig, son of the Dowager Electress Sophia, revolved around the glorious Leineschloss, on the Rhine, in the centre of the city, and the country palace of Herrenhausen, some three miles away, where the Electress Sophia had created magnificent baroque gardens. Here the arts thrived, while men of learning and accomplishment (including the mathematician and philosopher Gottfried Leibnitz) frequented its halls. But there was tension and dissent too within these civilized surroundings. The electoral family, with its convenient ties to other powerhouses in Europe, was of chequered dysfunctionality. Disagreement between the generations (a recurring theme in the Hanoverian gene pool) was rife, and there were incivilities and even cruelties in their behaviour towards one another. And, in the first decade of the new century, the succession of the house of Hanover to the throne of England consumed their thoughts above everything else.


Princess Anne duly became Queen of England on the death of William III in 1702. But the continual threat posed by the descendants and supporters of the exiled James II, together with Anne’s own paroxysms of retrospective guilt for having had a part in her father’s deposition, seemed suddenly to put the whole Hanoverian succession in jeopardy. The Elector felt an alarming insecurity about the position to which he was destined, and so too did his newly married son, Prince Georg Augustus, and his bride, Princess Caroline.


It was in such anxious turmoil that the young German composer George Frideric Handel, fresh from triumphs in Italy, found himself in the summer of 1710. While this intelligent, alert and dazzlingly gifted musician will instantly have grasped the complexities of the ties between Hanover and London (a city he had it in mind to visit anyway), it is unlikely that he could have had any notion that his new connection to the electoral court would have the most profound consequences. Within a few years, the house of Hanover had indeed assumed the English throne (Queen Anne died, and Elector Georg Ludwig became George I), and Handel, too, had moved experimentally to London. They stayed, and he stayed. The sympathetic liaison between them, and especially with the young Prince and Princess (later George II and Queen Caroline), approximately his own age and extremely enthusiastic for the arts, lasted for the rest of their lives. The history of music in London, and far beyond, was changed forever.
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EARLY YEARS


‘An infant rais’d by thy command’


[Saul]


The charismatic twenty-five-year-old who strode into Princess Caroline’s drawing room in the spring of 1710 had been born into a medical family in late February 1685. George Frideric Handel (Georg Friederich Händl) was the son of Georg Händl, a barber-surgeon based in Halle, physician to the courts of Weissenfels and Brandenburg. With his first wife, Anna Oettinger, widow of a fellow surgeon, Georg had produced six children, most of whom either became doctors or married them; after Anna died in 1682, he married Dorotea Tausch, daughter of a neighbouring pastor. Dorotea produced four more children, of whom only two survived into adulthood: Dorotea Sophia and George Frideric. Young George Frideric was baptized in Halle’s Liebfrauenkirche on 24th February, a few weeks before the birth in Eisenach of his great contemporary, Johann Sebastian Bach.


Many of the stories of Handel’s childhood that have travelled across the centuries stem from his first biographer, John Mainwaring. Mainwaring’s Memoirs of the Life of the Late George Frederic Handel were published in 1760, just a year after the death of the subject. They were partly based on Mainwaring’s own acquaintance with Handel, but partly also on conversations with J. C. Smith, the young German-born but (like Handel) English-naturalized musician who became Handel’s assistant in his latter years. While these memoirs are always riveting and deeply touching, they must to an extent be read with a raised eyebrow, especially with regard to Handel’s early years. Generational hearsay dissolves fable into fact, and historians have learned to question the unreliability of Mainwaring’s memory. We cannot know, for example, if Handel’s father’s disapproval of the boy’s passion for music was really as stern as Mainwaring implied: ‘From his very childhood Handel had discovered such a strong propensity to Music, that his father, who always intended him for the study of the Civil Law, had reason to be alarmed. Perceiving that this inclination still increased, he took every method to oppose it. He strictly forbad him to meddle with any musical instrument; nothing of that kind was suffered to remain in the house, nor was he ever permitted to go to any other, where such kind of furniture was in use.’1


Nor should the faintly preposterous story of young George having ‘a little clavichord privately convey’d to a room at the top of the house’,2 upon which he practised through the night while the household slept, be taken too literally; he was not yet seven years old when this is supposed to have happened. What does ring true, for it was a pattern repeated throughout Handel’s life, is Mainwaring’s account of princely support. In 1691, Dr Händl travelled to Weissenfels to visit his son Karl, in valet service to the Duke of Saxe-Weissenfels. Young George was initially forbidden to go too, but through sheer determination (and not a little athleticism), he ran for some distance after the doctor’s departed coach and persuaded his father to allow him after all to visit his half-brother. In Weissenfels the boy discovered many keyboard instruments on which he might practise (‘and his father was too much engaged to watch him so closely as he had done at home’3). One morning he was playing the organ in the church, and the Duke, on hearing from his valet that it was his brother, a mere child, who showed such skill, ‘demanded to see him’.4 With ducal charm and the greatest diplomacy, he then reasoned with Dr Händl, and persuaded him to let the gifted boy study music seriously. Furthermore the Duke then ‘fill’d his [the boy’s] pockets with money, and told him, with a smile, that if he minded his studies, no encouragements would be wanting’.5


So Handel came under the tutelage of the organist of the Marienkirche in Halle, Friedrich Wilhelm Zachow. A fine all-round musician who composed and performed with equal success, Zachow was clearly a formidable teacher too. His duties at the Marienkirche included directing an impressive cohort of musicians in extended concerts every third Sunday; it was indeed fortuitous that, from an early age, the young Handel experienced at close quarters such high-level music-making, and moreover observed the methods and practices that went into it. He remained close to Zachow even after he left Halle, visiting him whenever he returned to see his own family, until Zachow’s death in 1712. And the admiration must have been mutual, for Handel was a prodigious child. As Zachow guided his progress through the fundamental composing skills of harmony, counterpoint and score analysis, other areas of his education were not neglected. At the Stadtgymnasium young George would have studied languages (classical and modern), poetry and literature, mathematics, geography, ethics. The breadth of his progress in these non-musical subjects can be measured in a poem that he wrote at the age of twelve, upon the death of his father, in February 1697. Seven four-lined stanzas of iambic pentameters reveal not just the sadness of a child’s bereavement, but a dignity and certainly a competence too. And, as he signed his name at the end, he added determinedly, ‘der freien Künste ergebener’ (‘dedicated to the liberal arts’).6


In 1702, as he turned seventeen, Handel enrolled at the University of Halle. At almost exactly the same time he was appointed organist at the Domkirche, receiving a small salary – fifty thalers per annum – and free accommodation, so he was now relatively independent. Soon his activities at the Domkirche began to attract attention. Among those who heard of his musical prowess and came to visit him was Georg Philipp Telemann, just four years older than Handel. Telemann was a reluctant law student in nearby Leipzig, but had his sights on the opera house where he would shortly become Musical Director. These two young men became firm friends. They were united by musical distinction and also by a certain rebellious determination. (Telemann was infuriating Johann Kuhnau, Bach’s predecessor at the Thomaskirche in Leipzig, by setting up rival concerts.) They continued to correspond, exchanging gifts and musical ideas, for the rest of their lives.


The next significant step for Handel was his move away from Halle. Inspired perhaps by Telemann’s operatic leanings, he too was drawn towards cities with opera houses. Mainwaring tells us that Handel (‘impatient for another situation’7) had visited Berlin in 1698, although this journey almost certainly happened after 1702, for in 1698 Handel would have been only thirteen – hardly an age for job hunting. Two genial opera composers, Giovanni Maria Bononcini and Attilio Ariosti, showed him kindness and encouragement (‘Many and great were the compliments and civilities which he received’8). Handel soaked up their influence, and decided to shift his own focus. In 1703, he went to Hamburg, ‘on his own bottom’9 (at his own expense), as Mainwaring approvingly reported. By now the eighteen-year-old Handel was able not only to fend for himself by teaching and playing in churches, but also to send money back to his widowed mother, in Halle.


Hamburg was a sound choice of city. It boasted a magnificent opera house, the Theater am Gänsemarkt, then the largest theatre in northern Europe and under the expert direction of Reinhard Keiser. The extremely versatile Handel was initially taken on as a violinist, but, as he was an even better keyboard player, and clearly a very quick learner, he soon assumed the responsibilities of continuo playing and even musical direction. At the time, opera was not, in the modern sense, conducted: it was controlled and led by the main harpsichordist, situated at the centre of the orchestra and immediately supported by other continuo instruments (cellos, lutes) – the true engine-room of the performance. Keiser clearly recognized Handel’s huge potential, and gave him ever greater opportunities as he trained him and promoted him through the ranks. He even encouraged him to try his hand at composing operas – all this before he was out of his teens. Handel’s apprenticeship in Hamburg, under the watchful gaze of a distinguished boss, was crucial to his development. He had been in the right place at the right time.


Another friendship from these years, with fellow composer and similar all-round musician Johann Mattheson, lasted for the rest of Handel’s life. They played the organ together, took trips together, including one to Lübeck to investigate the possibility of succeeding Buxtehude as organist there, and performed in the pit for each others’ operas. Their friendship was certainly vibrant. On one occasion Mattheson’s Cleopatra was being performed at the Gänsemarkt Theater; the composer himself was to sing the role of Antonius, and Handel would direct the performances from the harpsichord. But Mattheson proposed that, after the stage death of his character, he should hasten to the pit and replace Handel at the helm. Handel would have none of it. Tempers flared, and the two young men rushed outside to fight a duel. Ever after, Mattheson claimed that only a large button on Handel’s coat saved him from the accuracy of his sword, and that his friend’s genius was thus spared for posterity. Within days these two hotheads were reconciled and their friendship was stronger than ever. But this early account of Handel’s short fuse is a precursor of similar (if less life-threatening) outbursts later in his career.


By 1706 Handel’s feet were itching again, and once more his ability to attract the attention of powerful nobility proved helpful. During his time in Hamburg, he had met the visiting Prince Gian Gastone de’ Medici, son of the Grand Duke of Tuscany, who extended an invitation to come to Florence. It is not certain if he offered financial help, but, in any case, the independent and financially astute Handel was again ‘resolved to go . . .  on his own bottom’.10 The invitation alone was enough to lure him to Italy, the country which had invented opera, oratorio and the cantata, and was still the European leader in all instrumental music (concerto and sonata) too. Handel was to be there for the next four heady years, spending time in all its important musical centres (Florence, Rome, Naples, Venice), avidly absorbing its language and culture and more than holding his own among the most illustrious practitioners in the business – composers and performers alike.


Throughout Handel’s Italian years he was supported by powerful patrons: the Medici family in Florence; Cardinals Ottoboni, Pamphili and Colonna and the Marchese Francesco Maria Ruspoli in Rome; and by the prominent Grimani family in Venice. Through these patrons and their establishments, Handel made contact with influential musicians, including Corelli, Alessandro and Domenico Scarlatti, Stradella, Vivaldi and Albinoni; and, far from being daunted by these luminaries, the twenty-one-year-old was energized by them. He lifted his own game, and thrived.


In Rome there was a papal ban on theatrical activity. But, with typical Italian flair, composers had circumnavigated the Vatican’s decree by adapting the sacred forms of oratorio and cantata into immensely dramatic works. Using biblical texts, and sometimes classical literature and epic poetry too, they succeeded in satisfying their theatrical leanings while presenting entertainment under the guise of edification. These were paths that Handel could pursue with relish. He wrote over a hundred cantatas, many psalms and motets (including the miraculous Dixit Dominus), and his first oratorio, La Resurrezione, in Rome. He was drawn into competition with both Alessandro and Domenico Scarlatti, and was generally considered to have been the victor. His greatest success however was not in Rome, but in Venice, where his opera Agrippina was premiered in 1709. Venetian audiences considered themselves to be the ultimate arbiters of operatic fashion, and they could not praise Handel or his opera enough. As Agrippina was repeated again and again, they cried out, ‘Viva il caro sassone!’ (‘Long live the beloved Saxon!’ – although, in fact, Handel was not from Saxony at all). Altogether, there were twenty-seven performances – an astonishing figure for a single season.


Handel gleefully rode this wave of triumph, relishing the quality of his performers throughout Italy, learning especially about Italian singers, and continuing to construct his network of colleagues and supporters. He connected with the librettists Antonio Salvi, Paolo Antonio Rolli and Nicola Haym, with the violinists Prospero and Pietro Castrucci, and with the singers Margherita Durastanti and Giuseppe Maria Boschi, all of whom would reappear in Handel’s London life within a few years. With Durastanti, who sang for him in both Rome and Venice, he spent a considerable amount of social time too, and maybe his private passion was aroused. Another singer, Vittoria Tarquini, also turned his head. Although she had a husband – the French violinist Jean-Baptiste Farinel – she was separated from him, and, with a vibrant reputation as a gambler and a flirt, she was known to be the mistress of, among others, Gian Gastone de’ Medici himself (she ‘had for some time been much in the good graces of his Serene Highness’,11 as Mainwaring delicately put it). Now her name began to be linked too with that of young Handel, fifteen years her junior, and gossip of their liaison travelled across Europe.


It was inVenice, around the excitement of Agrippina, that Handel met Prince Ernst August of Hanover, brother of the Elector Georg Ludwig, together with the Hanoverian ambassador to Venice, Baron Kielmannsegg. He was also introduced to another ambassador, the British envoy, Charles Montagu, Duke of Manchester. Both Baron Kielmannsegg and the Duke of Manchester courted Handel and his evident talents, and invited him respectively to Hanover and to London. Handel accepted both invitations, heading first to Hanover, but with the intention of trying his luck in England too. But his Italian years had been a real turning point, and can even be seen as a microcosm of the manner in which Handel operated later. With the help of enthusiastic patrons who provided opportunity as well as financial support, he made excellent contacts with influential practitioners. Honing his craft and developing the strictest of disciplines through phenomenal workaholic energies, he produced a monumental portfolio of compositions which not only served their immediate Italian purposes, but whose material he could redeploy for years afterwards. In Italy, just as Mozart was to do half a century later, Handel had grown up as a musician.
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Travelling from Italy via Innsbruck, where he turned down an offer of employment from the Governor of the Tyrol, Handel arrived in Hanover in the late spring of 1710. There Agostino Steffani, who combined the careers of musician, churchman and diplomat, had just returned to the court where he had been Kapellmeister in the 1690s. For the last decade Steffani had moved more in diplomatic affairs, and now he also held an important ecclesiastical position, that of Apostolic Vicar, in northern Germany. He had decided to come back to Hanover and use it as a base from which to exercise his widespread ministerial duties. So it was not just one diplomat, Baron Kielmannsegg, who took Handel under his wing on his arrival in Hanover; Steffani too welcomed him with enthusiasm. It was he who introduced Handel especially to the Dowager Electress and Prince Georg Augustus. While Handel was certainly also presented to the Elector himself, Steffani judged – or Handel remembered – that equally important players in this Hanover–London connection, and in Handel’s relevance to it, were the Elector’s mother and son.


As had been confirmed in the 1701 Act of Settlement, the Electress Sophia was heir to the English throne after Queen Anne. Sophia was thirty-five years older than Anne, and would have been aware that she herself would probably never become Queen of England; her son, Georg Ludwig, would in fact be the one to assume the English throne. She had sent him to England as a young man, but unlike his mother, who spoke fluent English and was proud of her British ancestry, he had not warmed to the country or its people. In 1682 Georg Ludwig had married, disastrously, his sixteen-year-old cousin, Princess Sophia Dorotea of Celle. She bore him two children, Georg Augustus (born 1683) and Sophia (born 1688), but Georg Ludwig also took mistresses, including Melusine von der Schulenberg, who would bear him three children. Sophia Dorotea then took her own lover, a Count von Königsmarck, in 1692. Despite his own infidelities, Georg Ludwig was furious, claiming that his wife had brought disgrace upon the electoral family. Two years later the Count was seized on his way to Sophia Dorotea’s apartments in the Leineschloss, and never seen again, presumably murdered. The marriage between Georg Ludwig and Sophia Dorotea was dissolved. She was banished to Ahlden Castle and effectively imprisoned there, forbidden to remarry, forbidden even to see her children (now eleven and five), and ostracized too by her own father.


That eleven-year-old boy, Georg Augustus, never did see his mother again, and never forgave his father for it. In 1705 he married Caroline, daughter of the Margrave of Brandenburg. Caroline, at twenty-two just a few months older than Georg Augustus, had had an equally traumatic childhood, since both her parents and then her two step-parents had all died before she was thirteen. She had been brought up by her guardians, the Elector and Electress of Brandenburg, later King and Queen of Prussia, and since Georg Augustus’s father and Caroline’s guardian, Charlotte, Queen of Prussia, were brother and sister, it is probable that Georg Augustus and Caroline had known each other through their teenage years. Unlike most Hanoverian unions, theirs was to be a highly successful marriage lasting thirty-two years. To be sure, there were some startling incompatibilities (in the broadest terms, she was intellectual and artistic, he more inclined to the military), but overriding these there was the great strength of genuine respect and affection. By the time Handel met them all in the spring of 1710, Caroline had already produced two of their eight children: their eldest son, Frederick (soon to be a thorn in his father’s side, just as Georg Augustus was to the Elector), and their eldest daughter, Anne. This complicated family was to become central and constant in Handel’s life.


Handel instantly made a dazzling impression in Hanover. The Dowager Electress Sophia referred to him in the most glowing terms, partly for his striking physique and intriguing Italian liaisons (‘He is a good-looking man and the gossip is that he was the lover of Victoria’ – this will have especially intrigued her, as Vittoria Tarquini’s estranged violinist husband had once been Konzertmeister in Hanover), but mainly as ‘a Saxon who surpasses everyone who has ever been heard in harpsichord-playing and composition’.12 She noted that ‘the Electoral prince and princess take a great deal of pleasure’13 in his playing. Elector Georg Ludwig offered Handel the post of Kapellmeister, with a salary of 1,000 thaler. (Just eight years earlier, Handel’s annual salary as organist at Halle’s Domkirche had been fifty thaler.) But despite this large inducement, Handel was not yet ready to settle down, for, as Mainwaring put it, he ‘loved liberty too well’.14 He still had his invitation to London from the Duke of Manchester; the Elector Palatine in Düsseldorf, too, had expressed an interest in meeting the musician who was causing such a stir; and there were many other cities with thriving musical activity – Vienna, Dresden, Prague, Paris maybe – where Handel might try his luck. But the Hanoverians were determined to keep him. With the diplomat Kielmannsegg (and perhaps Steffani, too, in the background) doing the negotiations, it was decided to offer Handel an immediate leave of absence ‘for a twelve-month or more, if he chose it’.15 Not surprisingly, Handel accepted these extremely generous terms.


With high hopes and a full purse, he left Hanover in the early autumn of 1710. First, he travelled east, to Halle, to visit his mother – who, according to Mainwaring, was ‘in extreme old age’16 (she was fifty-nine) – and also his former teacher, Zachow. From there, he went back to Düsseldorf, where the Elector Palatine was disappointed to learn that Handel was no longer available, but gave him a set of silver dessert plates anyway. Handel continued his journey through Holland and crossed the North Sea, arriving in London a month before Christmas. As he sailed up the Thames, past the Tower of London, a spectacular building would have filled his eager gaze. St Paul’s Cathedral had recently been completed at last, after thirty-five years of meticulous construction. If Sir Christopher Wren’s magnificent achievement was a symbol of new beginning for the city, London was a new beginning for Handel.







   


2


[image: image]


LONDON, 1710


‘Populous cities please me then’


[L’Allegro]


St Paul’s Cathedral was not the only symbol of architectural regeneration in 1710; London was to be transformed in the first half of the eighteenth century. From a series of communities along the banks of the Thames, each within easy reach of open fields, it became an urban sprawl stretching into Middlesex and Surrey, with a new bridge, new roads and paving, new street lighting. Its great bisecting thoroughfare, the River Thames, connected its three clear divisions. As any eighteenth-century map of London shows, St Paul’s was the central point. Near it lay the business district of Cheapside and the Royal Exchange, the Guildhall, the Customs House, the Lord Mayor’s Mansion House (to be rebuilt in the 1730s) and the halls of many livery companies. Here emerged the new middle class, making its fortunes in insurance, trading and merchant banking. But its guilds and charitable institutions paid attention too to what lay beyond. London’s East End (Wapping, Shadwell, Stepney) consisted of huddled communities in appalling living conditions and a polluted environment, finding work on the smog-choked quays and wharves of the river, or in the manufacturing, textile, distilling and brewing industries. Then to the west of St Paul’s were great boulevards (Fleet Street, the Strand, Pall Mall) leading to the palaces of St James’s and Kensington, where the court resided, and to the parliamentary buildings at Westminster. This fashionable West End was to be developed most spectacularly during Handel’s lifetime, and he himself would become embedded in it.


During the early decades of the previous century, the Duke of Bedford had hired Inigo Jones to transform his property, the old Convent Garden, which had formerly supplied vegetables to Westminster Abbey, into an elegant piazza with fashionable residences. The trend that this started was interrupted by the Commonwealth, and later by the parallel disasters of London’s Great Fire and then the plague, in 1666. But gradually similar schemes were instigated: Red Lion Square, Golden Square, Soho Square, Leicester Square. And, just after Handel’s arrival, two events released funds which would engender a veritable spate of elegant development. First, anticipating the rapid growth of London’s conurbation, in 1711 Parliament passed the Commission for Building Fifty New Churches, to be funded by the coal tax. Although the target of fifty was never achieved, the many churches that proliferated in the early decades of the eighteenth century were designed by the greatest contemporary architects, including Nicholas Hawksmoor (Christ Church, Spitalfields, St George’s, Bloomsbury – with its bizarre steeple surmounted by a statue of George I), James Gibbs (St Martin-in-the-Fields), Thomas Archer (St John’s, Smith Square – known as ‘Queen Anne’s Footstool’ because, it is said, the monarch herself pointed out its resemblance to her own upturned furniture), and John James (St George’s, Hanover Square – where Handel himself would eventually worship). The second rush of money, released by the end of Marlborough’s campaigns against the French, in 1713, was used to create the great squares laid out adjacent to those churches.


Hanover Square, next to St George’s Church, was one of the first to be developed, in 1717, followed by St James’s, Grosvenor, Cavendish and Berkeley Squares. Each area was laid out as a complete unit: elegant terraces of houses in the square itself, secondary streets with less expensive houses radiating away from it. (Off Hanover Square, Brook Street was finished in 1719; in due course, Handel would lease one of its new houses.) Beyond these secondary streets were further sets of backstreets, where servants and traders lived; each area included too a market place, and a graveyard attached to its church. Again, London’s most gifted architects were deployed. They incorporated all manner of styles – Dutch, Italian, French, Palladian. (Many architects and landowners had been on a grand tour.) Such was the rapid and impressive transformation of the city that Daniel Defoe wrote in his A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain (1724–6), ‘New squares, and new streets rising up every day to such a prodigy of buildings, that nothing in the world does, or ever did, equal it.’1
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During his weeks in Hanover, Handel probably heard much about the lonely forty-five-year-old woman who reluctantly sat on the English throne. As the second daughter of the second son of Charles I, Queen Anne cannot in her childhood have had any thought that one day the mighty responsibility of ultimate office would be hers. But a whole series of traumatic events seemed to have thrust her into it. When her sister Mary died at the age of thirty-two, Anne had given cautious allegiance to the now sole regent, Mary’s widower, William III, better known as William of Orange, for she was perforce his heir. Her happy marriage to Prince George of Denmark had produced no fewer than seventeen children, but all of them had died, most in infancy, and her heir, Prince William, who had suffered from encephalitis since birth, died heartbreakingly at eleven. The subsequent succession crisis had picked over the debris of her ignominious childbearing history in its public parliamentary way, and her distant cousins in Germany, with whom she felt no connection at all, had been lined up to take over from her. The death of her father James II in his French exile in 1702 had refuelled her well of guilt for having betrayed him, especially as, within a year, her brother-in-law William III died too (suddenly and unexpectedly, as a result of a fall from his horse, which stumbled on a molehill at Hampton Court), and she was indeed now upon her father’s throne. Her subjects had little affection for her. She was shy, short-sighted and stout, and felt patronized and humiliated. Even her coronation (23rd April 1703) – which should have been the best day of her life – was ruined by agonizing gout: she had to be carried into Westminster Abbey, where she endured a ceremony lasting five and a half hours. She was, on that coronation day, still only thirty-seven years old.


One of the maids of honour to Anne’s stepmother, Maria of Modena, was Sarah Jennings. Five years older than Anne, she became the trusted companion of the young princess, advising her on dress, demeanour and official responsibility, and she remained her favourite for twenty-seven years. Their friendship was intensely passionate and for Anne probably the most important relationship of her life, despite her successful marriage. Sarah married the soldier John Churchill, and, during the Glorious Revolution, it was the Churchills who persuaded Anne to escape from Whitehall down the back stairs, to the relative safety of Nottingham and, later, Oxford. After Churchill’s distinguished military victories (he never lost a battle), the new monarchs, William and Mary, made him the 1st Duke of Marlborough. But they were still endangered by Jacobites, the followers of the exiled James II and his son (another James), and three years later Marlborough was dismissed on grounds of infidelity and suspicion of Jacobite sympathies. His wife Sarah was also removed from the royal household, and the resulting froideur between the royal sisters was never to thaw. Anne, more loyal to her long-term friend than to Mary (‘I would rather live in a cottage with you than reign empress of the world without you’,2 she wrote to Sarah), took herself into exile too. Anne and her husband, together with the Churchills, moved into Syon House in Brentford, and it was only in 1695 that William III eventually restored them all to court.


When Anne became Queen in 1703, she appointed her husband Prince George as head of the navy, Marlborough as Captain General in charge of the army, and – still in thrall to her strong-willed and manipulative companion – Sarah to the three highest posts in her household: Mistress of the Robes, Groom of the Stole and Keeper of the Privy Purse. The circle was very tight.
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Anne’s diffidence as a monarch, and the chaos of the previous half-century since the Restoration, saw a new era of parliamentary government, and the beginning of a rudimentary two-party system. The Whigs and Tories (both names derived, as it happens, from Scottish terms of abuse: whiggamore, meaning ‘cattle driver’, and torai, ‘robber’) had been gradually establishing themselves as opposing sides. While these were not political parties as we would recognize today, they were loose associations of men holding the same sets of views and principles, but not necessarily observing loyalty to any particular leader. In the broadest terms, the Tories represented the rights of the monarchy, the constitution, the Church of England and the gentry, as established by law and custom. The Whigs, on the other hand, were interested in the greater rights of Parliament, the mercantile classes and various nonconformist factions (religious or otherwise). Both William III and then Queen Anne tried to balance both parties in Parliament, though they themselves were mainly Tory sympathizers.


In 1700 the Hapsburg King of Spain died, after naming as his heir Philip of Anjou, grandson of Louis XIV of France. A year later England joined sides with the Netherlands and the Holy Roman Empire to oppose this French claim to the throne, and was thus drawn into the War of the Spanish Succession. So too was Hanover, as part of the Holy Roman Empire. When in 1704 Marlborough won his greatest victory, the Battle of Blenheim, in Bavaria, Prince Georg Augustus was fighting beside him, while his own father, Georg Ludwig, was commanding the Empire’s army along the Rhine. Despite Marlborough’s distinctions, the relationship between him and Anne began to decline as the Queen grew in confidence as a monarch, and she gradually distanced herself from Sarah’s fierce and daily influence too. When Anne’s husband Prince George died in 1708, the Whigs seized on her grief and consequent weakness as a decision-maker as an opportunity to disregard her wishes and form their own government. But the war continued to be expensive and unpopular, and Robert Harley succeeded in motivating the electorate back towards the Tories. In 1710, just before Handel arrived in London, a general election returned a Tory majority, and Harley, leading the new ministry, began to seek a peace which might pull England out of the war altogether. Handel, coming from Hanover, must have been intrigued to register the ebb and flow of British support for this costly and casualty-ridden conflict.
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Throughout these troubled years of the first decade of the eighteenth century, as Londoners adapted to a new monarch, a new government, new wars, and the constant jockeying for position in both court and Parliament that is ever the stuff of chatter in alehouses and in print, there was still time for recreation and culture. Much of it took place in the open air. There were crowd-pulling activities at the stocks, at Bedlam, where its inmates were on display for taunting, and, most gruesome, at the gallows. Fascination for the bizarre and freakish extended to parades of exotic animals, and all manner of weird stalls at Bartholomew Fair (in August) or May Fair (in May). There was sport in the streets and common grounds – bowls, football and a ball game (now played by children, but then by adults) called Prisoner’s Base, supposedly derived from the days of border warfare. And on a more formalized and class-crossing level there were the gardens in St James’s Park and Hyde Park, where all could come to relax and stroll in elegant surroundings, and where the court and aristocracy could be seen taking the air. Then, moving indoors, there were plays and concerts. Music thrived beyond the confines of court and church, and the eighteenth century saw a gradual increase in purpose-built halls for performance, the first among these being that in York Buildings, owned by the musical Clayton family. Another, more unusual, venue was the room above the Clerkenwell coal store owned by Thomas Britton, described as being very long and narrow, and with a very low ceiling. But despite these literal shortcomings, Britton’s concerts were well supported, and soon after his arrival in London, Handel himself is said to have played the harpsichord for them.


But above all, and most prestigiously, it was at the theatre that Londoners took their recreation. At the beginning of the eighteenth century there were two main theatres in the capital, in Drury Lane and in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and in 1705 a third was added, in the Haymarket. Although this street was the depot for the distribution of hay to the vast equine population, and therefore one of the filthiest in London, its central position made it a promising site. The originally named Queen’s Theatre (later the King’s Theatre, and, nowadays, since the accession of Queen Victoria in 1837, Her Majesty’s Theatre) was designed in 1704 by the soldier and playwright Sir John Vanbrugh, who was just beginning his new career as an architect (he would shortly embark on the Marlboroughs’ great palace at Woodstock, named after the Duke’s victory at Blenheim). His new theatre was largely financed by subscriptions from Whig aristocrats. Its interior was magnificent, but its acoustic was disastrous, rendering spoken text virtually inaudible. The solution to this problem was to abandon spoken drama altogether, and turn instead to the mounting of opera.


London had long had a complex relationship with opera. Born as ‘dramma in musica’ in Italy at the turn of the seventeenth century, opera had discovered a seamless combination of drama and music through the invention of a reciting style (‘stile recitativo’, or ‘recitative’), where unmeasured but fluent music enhanced the natural inflections of speech rhythm. Once this device was adopted as a carrier of dramatic narrative between more formalized songs (arias), choruses and dances, and presented amidst visual splendour, opera had spread rapidly throughout Italy and then to France, where it had been earnestly adapted to the French language. Germany, too, had experimented with opera in the vernacular, but had also become a purveyor of Italian opera per se. (Handel’s very early training in Italian opera had, after all, been with Keiser in Hamburg.) But this enthusiasm for Italianate, through-composed musical drama was slow to find favour on the other side of the English Channel. England had its own rich theatrical traditions. Quite apart from the glories of Shakespeare and his fellow Elizabethan dramatists, Charles I – with the imaginative help of Inigo Jones – had developed the courtly entertainment of the masque, which involved music, dancing and lavish visual effects with ingenious machinery and lighting. Although Cromwell’s Puritans had banned all theatre during the interregnum, the masque had returned during the reign of Charles II. The Restoration dramatists had tried hard to incorporate music into their dramas after the operatic manner, but had succeeded merely in creating a hybrid form in which music and drama were not so much combined as juxtaposed. The main drama was punctuated by long sections of musical entertainment, often with no relevance at all to the plot, resulting in a two-tier entertainment of frustrating incontinuity. The most distinguished examples of this ungainly art form came, inevitably, from Purcell, whose King Arthur (1691) and Fairy Queen (1692) contained ravishing music and ingenious construction. (His true operatic masterpiece, Dido and Aeneas, perfect in form, content, characterization and word-setting, was performed at a girls’ school in the 1680s, rather than for a court or public theatre, and was therefore a miraculous, one-off irrelevance.) But inevitably audiences were mystified by the semi-operas. Early in the eighteenth century, the English lawyer and musical enthusiast Roger North wrote of the ‘fatall objection to all these ambigue enterteinements: they break unity, and distract the audience. Some come for the play and hate the musick, others come onely for the musick, and the drama is a penance for them, and scarce any are well reconciled to both . . .  At last these were forc’t to yield and give place to their betters the compleat operas.’3


The plunge into the deep waters of ‘compleat’ operas in the English language was taken by an interesting group of multinational enthusiasts. Many English patricians, who had experienced opera in Europe on their grand tours, encouraged the practitioners in their employ to go abroad too, to acquire new skills and perspectives. Thus, Thomas Clayton (of York Buildings), a violinist in the King’s Band during the reign of William III, went to Italy to study composition in 1704. Back home a year later, he joined forces with an Italian of German patronage, Nicola Francesco Haym, an all-rounder who was a highly proficient cellist, a writer and librettist, and also a passionate numismatist. Clayton duly wrote an opera in English, but ‘after the Italian Manner: All Sung’, Arsinoe, Queen of Cyprus, which was performed at the Drury Lane theatre in 1705 (the Haymarket theatre was not yet ready). Haym played principal cello.


Arsinoe did well enough to encourage more of the same, and in the following year Haym adapted and translated the Italian text of Bononcini’s Camilla, which had just had a huge success in Naples. It too was popular in Drury Lane, and in 1707 Clayton teamed up with Joseph Addison, writer and politician (Lord Godolphin had recently commissioned his poem ‘The Campaign’, celebrating Marlborough’s Blenheim victory). Together they produced Clayton’s second opera, Rosamund. This however was a disaster: it lasted for only three performances (Camilla, in the previous season, had enjoyed over sixty), and Addison was put off opera forever. But as Vanbrugh’s theatre opened, and more foreign performers were drawn to London, opera did seem to be catching on. And yet the very multi-nationality of the performers was often as confusing to the audience as the previous century’s ‘ambigue enterteinements’ had been, for, after some half-hearted attempts to master English, many foreigners preferred to sing in their own languages. As Roger North reported, ‘Some Scenes were sung in English and others in Italian or Dutch . . .  which made a crowd of Absurdities as was not to be borne’.4 Gradually, the Italian incomers won the day, and by the time of Handel’s arrival in London, in 1710, opera was once more the exclusive preserve of its native country. It was performed in Italian throughout, with explanatory word-books in two languages offered to the audience – the eighteenth-century precursors of operatic surtitles.


Vanbrugh had lost money on his first operatic ventures in the Haymarket, so in 1708 he hired Owen Swiney to run his theatre. But Swiney did not last long. In 1710, he was ousted by the twenty-five-year-old Aaron Hill, playwright, critic, poet and adventurer, who had been managing the Drury Lane theatre. And it was Hill, in the Haymarket, who was now determined to make opera work properly in his dazzlingly beautiful theatre. Realizing that the visual component of a production was just as important as the music, he resolved to raise the quality all round:




The Deficiencies I found, or thought I found, in such ITALIAN OPERA’S as have hitherto been introduc’d among us, were, First, That they had been compos’d for Tastes andVoices, different from those who were to sing and hear them on the English Stage: And Secondly, That wanting the Machines and Decorations, which bestow so great a Beauty on their Appearance, they have been heard and seen to very considerable Disadvantage.5





Seeing beyond Roger North’s defeatism, therefore, Hill drafted a libretto which would ‘form some Drama that, by different Incidents and Passions, might afford the Musick scope to vary and display its Excellence, and fill the Eye with more delightful Prospects, so at once to give two senses equal Pleasure.’6


The opera that Hill devised, in those first weeks in his new job, was called Rinaldo. He approached the Italian, Giacomo Rossi, and asked him to write the libretto. As Hill cast his eye around for the right composer to supply the ‘Excellence’ he sought from the music, Handel stepped off his boat from Europe, preceded by his reputation. With truly impressive instinct and decisiveness, Hill hired him.
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THE FINAL STUART YEARS


‘Cease, ruler of the day, to rise’


[Hercules]


It was a smart move to employ a newly arrived foreigner to compose what was in fact London’s first specially written opera in Italian. As Aaron Hill had so adroitly perceived, by 1710 the macaronic fumblings of the local composers had led the whole art form up a hopeless cul-de-sac. Opera needed a new blast of energy, originality and, most especially, quality, and Handel’s appearance must have seemed a godsend. Although he was only twenty-five, his reputation was already stellar. The Italian poet Giacomo Rossi, who immediately became his collaborator on Rinaldo, described him as ‘the Orfeo of our century’.1 Within weeks of Handel being signed up by Hill for the Haymarket, he was being presented to Queen Anne.


Handel could not have hoped for a more auspicious introduction, and he immediately got down to work on Rinaldo with his customary propulsive energy. His colleagues – if necessary, staying up all night to keep abreast of his pace – were swept along in the wake of his creative flow. Rossi could not disguise his amazement: ‘to my great wonder I saw an entire Opera put to music by that surprising genius, with the greatest degree of perfection, in just two weeks’.2


The type of Italian opera that Handel had initially encountered in Hamburg, had developed in Italy and was now to present in London, was that which in due course would become known as opera seria (serious opera), to distinguish it from opera buffa (comic opera) – though in the early eighteenth century neither appellation was yet coined. The librettos of these operas were generally adapted from classical sources, and the plots were heroic, but included the important ingredient of love interest. Structurally, they were built on successions of arias in what was becoming the eighteenth-century stalwart, the da capo form: there would be three sections to each aria, the second one offering a contrast to the first, and the third being a repetition of the first, but, emotionally transformed as it has been by the impact and content of the middle section, now musically transformed too by vocal embellishment and ornamentation. The development of this da capo aria was fundamentally connected to the rise of the solo singer, both prima donna women (up to now, a relative rarity on the musical stage), and especially castrato men, who had been castrated at puberty if they had shown exceptional musical talent as boy singers, and had therefore retained their high voices. They became enormously popular, the best of them achieving what would today be considered pop-star status. But this parallel development of singer and da capo aria, while strongly propelling opera seria through the entire eighteenth century, was ironically also something of a stultifying force, for as ornamental repetition became ever more important, and aria structure literally turned back on itself, so too was a brake imposed on the unfolding of dramatic narrative. It was in those continuo-accompanied recitatives linking the arias that the story lurched forward; but the best composers of opera seria (Handel included) became skilled at investing these too with dramatic tension and musical affect, in scenes often of great power. Handel in particular had a flawless theatrical instinct, and, recognizing that contrast is the essence of drama, was ingenious at using his voices and the different instruments in his accompanying orchestras to maintain aural engagement. And nowhere did he demonstrate this instinct more powerfully than in the opera that was to be his London debut, Rinaldo.


Aaron Hill’s chosen subject of Rinaldo was taken from Tasso’s Gerusalemme liberata, and initially worked by him into a scenario, laying out the plot and the characters. This was then handed, more or less simultaneously, to Rossi for versification and to Handel for composition. Pursuing his own conviction of the necessity for stage spectacle as well as musical distinction, Hill made sure that there was ample opportunity in Rinaldo for both magic and military effects, and he made the opera more palatable to opera audiences by adding new threads of fictional love interest. But the old story of Rinaldo and the siege of Jerusalem was picked and then embellished by Hill with an expedient ear, too, to its political resonances: for noble Christian crusaders, read Marlborough and his mighty victories; for their Saracen opponents, read French Catholics. In dedicating his libretto to his monarch, Hill offered Queen Anne a delicate dose of wishful thinking, as she helplessly surveyed the toll being taken on her country’s coffers by the War of the Spanish Succession.


With Handel snapping at his heels, Rossi worked day and night to turn Hill’s scenario into a versified text. The relationship here between librettist and composer cannot have been altogether easy. With such a short amount of time available, Handel knew he could not compose a complete opera from scratch, but that he could pull one together using a great deal of material from his existing Italian operas and cantatas. Rossi’s task was to fit new lyrics to old tunes, with by no means a free hand. Handel however had a very clear view: his priority was to demonstrate the breadth of his armoury. Although Rinaldo has only ten newly composed numbers, the assembly of these with thirty of his best earlier pieces produces a score which, on purely musical terms, is constantly breathtaking.


Handel was able to be expansive, even extravagant, in his choices because Hill had presented him with impressive forces. He had a roster of singers at the Haymarket which was as formidable as any in Europe, and, as it happened, Handel already knew some of them. The jewel in the crown was the Italian castrato Nicolini. Now thirty-eight (rather elderly for a singer, at that time), Nicolini had stayed in London after his debut performances in Camilla in 1708, and was evidently at the top of his game. Exotic as he was as a singer, and a castrato was still something of a rare bird for London audiences, it was for his dramatic skills that he was admired. The eighteenth-century English music historian Dr Charles Burney later recalled him as being ‘a great singer, and still greater actor’.3 In hiring him for the 1710–11 season, which now included the title role in Rinaldo, Hill paid him the princely sum of £860, more than a quarter of his entire singer budget. But the benefits were mutual: Hill and Handel got the most popular and talented artist to lead their cast, and Nicolini got not just a generous wage, but the best role he ever had.


The second-highest-paid singer (for the good, but lesser fee of £537) was another castrato,Valentino Urbani, known asValentini. After him, Hill had hired (for £700 between them) the husband-and-wife team of the baritone Giuseppe Maria Boschi and the mezzo-soprano Francesca Vanini-Boschi. Both had been with Handel in Venice for his triumphant Agrippina, in 1709. And one of the two female sopranos Hill hired for the season would also have been known to Handel. Elisabeth Pilotti-Schiavonetti came from Hanover, along with her cellist husband, Giovanni Schiavonetti. Her vivid theatrical presence, as well as her vocal expertise, made her perfect for the wild sorceress, Armida, in Rinaldo, a role with which she became completely identified. (Her rival, Isabelle Girardeau, was given the altogether more bland role of the innocent Almirena, and a much lower fee – £300 as opposed to Pilotti-Schiavonetti’s £500.) So an existing working relationship with at least three of his cast was a helpful starting point for Handel as he began to compile arias, old and new, for Rinaldo.


Instrumentally too there seemed no limit. Aaron Hill was determined to fulfil his own instruction ‘to give two senses equal Pleasure’; as he took pains with the stage machinery for the creation of his magic and military effects, so he encouraged Handel, no expense spared, to be equally imaginative and inventive. (Handel thrived on this sort of freedom.) The scoring for Rinaldo was based on the normal forces of strings, oboes, bassoons and continuo; but, in the course of the opera, Handel included, sparingly, and always for special effect, four trumpets and timpani, and a small group of recorders. The variety and contrast of all these colours and textures also brought into play that most vital ingredient of Handel’s compositional skills: his instinct for theatrical pace. Hemmed in as he was by the conventions of opera seria, he nevertheless found ample opportunity to create and release tension, to deliver all manner of musical pyrotechnics, and then to arrest any sense of time or motion with heartbreaking languid lyricism. His creative energies and ambitions were enabled by the encouragement of his employer and the familiarity of his colleagues.


Handel followed Hill’s elaborate stage directions and in all cases provided complementary musical effect. The curtain opens onto the Christian camp outside the besieged city of Jerusalem, and within minutes comes Hill’s first coup de théâtre: the King, Argante, bursts onto the scene, as the English version of the libretto tells us, ‘drawn through the Gate in a Triumphal Chariot, the Horses white and led in by arm’d Blackamoors, He comes forward attended by a great number of Horse and Foot Guards’. Handel matches Hill’s spectacle and gives his singer (Boschi) one of his best ever entrance arias, ‘Sibillar gli angui d’Aletto’, complete with trumpets and timpani in bellicose fanfares. Hill’s second stage effect is to have the Amazon sorceress, Armida, sung in that first production by the charismatic singer Pilotti-Schiavonetti, appear ‘in the Air, in a Chariot drawn by two huge Dragons, out of whose Mouths issue Fire and Smoke’. Handel enhances this visual impact with a ferocious summons of the Furies, ‘Furie terribili’, characterized by rushing strings and biting rhythms. As Armida outlines her strategy of devious enchantment (this section of recitative is given a sudden brief crown of string accompaniment to denote the magic), her second aria, ‘Molto voglio, molto spero’, is in complete musical contrast: a duet between her voice and a solo oboe. This is followed by Hill’s scene-change to a ‘delightful Grove in which the Birds are heard to sing, and seen flying up and down in the Trees’, where Almirena (Girardeau) and Rinaldo (Nicolini) have a tender love scene. Ever the professional craftsman, Handel not only supplies a long instrumental introduction to the next aria in order to accommodate the scene-change, but scores Almirena’s celebration of birds and nature, ‘Augelletti’, for the completely new colour of three recorders with strings. The sopranino recorder has elaborate virtuosic variations, and Handel was to repeat this successful idea many times in the course of his career when imitating birdsong. ‘Augelletti’ was one of the new numbers that he composed especially for Rinaldo, as he realized that nothing in his portfolio so far met either the musical or the scenographic demands of this particular moment.


No sooner is the audience lulled into these pastoral and amorous delights than there is yet another stage effect, as Armida bursts in to seize Almirena: ‘a black Cloud descends, all fill’d with dreadful Monsters spitting Fire and Smoke on every side. The Cloud covers Almirena and Armida, and carries ’em up swiftly into the Air, leaving in their Place, two frightful Furies, who having grinn’d and mock’d Rinaldo, sink down, and disappear’. From here to the end of the act, the visual explosions cease, but Handel supplies spectacular aural diversities in the ensuing arias. Rinaldo’s ‘Cara sposa’ is a bewildered slow lament (no trickery here, just glorious melody and accompaniment) for the disappearance of his sweetheart, with its contrasted middle section of rage towards her captors. He closes the act with a dazzling invocation of winds and tempests (‘Venti turbini’, aided by a solo violin and a solo bassoon) to help Rinaldo avenge his fury, and, equally important, to give Nicolini his great opportunity for applause.


The second act, the shortest of the three, begins beside ‘a Calm and Sunshiny Sea’, with mermaids ‘dancing up and down in the Water’ and a ‘lovely Woman’ (actually a decoy Siren) sitting in a boat. The other-worldliness of the Sirens is conveyed by Handel giving their literally arresting and alluring number ‘Il vostro maggio’ disconcerting phrase-lengths (five or seven bars) over harmonic stasis. Sure enough, Rinaldo is taken by the ‘lovely Woman’ in the boat. The scene changes to the garden of Armida’s enchanted palace, where the captured Almirena is resisting the advances of Argante. As Handel set their dialogue in recitative, he added the instruction ‘piange’ (‘she weeps’) at the end of Almirena’s first line, thus setting up her great aria, ‘Lascia ch’io pianga’ (‘Let me weep’), another slow and utterly affecting account of misery and loneliness. There is no showy ornamentation here at all, but the simplest of vocal lines, fragmented to represent literally the weeping of Almirena’s text, and the orchestra shadows her with resolving dissonances and sympathetic support. This aria is a fine example of Handel knowing precisely how to use the constraints of the da capo form, for the suspension of dramatic impetus at such a moment of despair, into which Almirena is locked through hesitations and repetitions, is completely valid.


Handel gives sorceress and hero an angry duet, ‘Fermati!/No, crudel’, with fractured writing for the strings and a turbulent bass line: this is no polite exchange. Armida uses her supernatural powers – and more stage trickery – to transform herself into the seductive form of Almirena, to the utter confusion of Rinaldo. When he finally realizes it is all deception, he leaves Armida alone for her celebrated soliloquy, ‘Ah! crudel’, in which Handel added the plangent colours of solo oboe and bassoon. And the act ends in a scene which brilliantly propels the drama forward and even adds comedy. Argante, too, is confused by Armida’s disguise, and makes advances to her. When he realizes his mistake he crossly tells her that he does not need her magic help any longer. Armida is beside herself with rage, ingeniously expressed by Handel in the aria ‘Vò far guerra’, where he adds yet another musical novelty – a monumental obbligato part for virtuoso harpsichord, which, of course, he would play himself. This dramatic close to the act, unprecedented in Italian opera in London or anywhere else, was a demonstration to his new audience of the breadth and depth of his own sensational musical gifts, and again guaranteed the greatest applause for both his prima donna and himself.


For the opening of the third act, Hill devised another impressive visual picture: ‘A dreadful Prospect of a Mountain, horribly steep, and rising from the Front of the Stage, to the utmost Height of the most backward Part of the Theatre; Rocks, and Caves, and Waterfalls, are seen upon the Ascent, and on the Top appear the blazing Battlements of the Enchanted Palace, Guarded by a great Number of Spirits, of various Forms and Aspects’. In his next coup de théâtre, this mountain splits apart (a dramatic sinfonia by Handel accompanies this big scenic moment). Sensibly, all the fast-moving action which follows is set in recitative, neither Hill nor Handel having the slightest desire to suspend the narrative at this point. But musical devices are brought in again to propel the drama towards its final outcome. The duet ‘Al trionfo del nostro furore’ ratchets up the pace by bringing in solo oboe and bassoon, in a vigorous number of anticipated victory and love. And Almirena sings one of the most puzzling, and therefore memorable, arias in the opera, the oddly metered (between 3/8 and 2/4) ‘Bel piacer’, taken from Agrippina. It is almost as if Handel is checking that his audience is still alert at this stage of the opera, teasing them with rhythmic eccentricity. The final climactic scene ties together all the military, political and amorous threads. With electrifying effect (if people were not alert before this moment, they certainly would be now), Handel brings in four trumpets and timpani (‘tutti gli stromenti militari’) for the ‘March of the Christian Crusaders’ – significantly, much more impressive than an earlier, rather tame march of the parading Saracens. In the same vein, Rinaldo rallies his troops with the thrilling ‘Or la tromba’, where Handel continues the massive military accompaniment, and, after the ensuing Battaglia, still characterized by the magnificent trumpets, it is all but over.


Whatever shortcomings there are in Rossi’s libretto, Aaron Hill cannot but have rejoiced at Handel’s ceaselessly inventive musical realization of his elaborate scenario. All the stage effects had been accommodated, enhanced and embellished by the music; each of the three acts began strongly and ended spectacularly; and the general energy of the narrative drove dynamically through to the climax, despite the necessity to pause for statutory arias for all participants. Even the music for the secondary characters – for instance, Rinaldo’s fellow Christian supporter, Eustazio, sung by Valentino Urbani – is excellent, with arias of quality and variety that transcend their insipid texts. Handel had seized his opportunity with vigorous glee, and poured all he had into it.


[image: image]


During the frantic run-up to Rinaldo’s opening, Handel had to fulfil another obligation and perform for Queen Anne on her birthday. His cantata ‘Echeggiate, festeggiate’ was played on 6th February 1711 before the monarch herself, and for the occasion Handel took with him his colleagues from the opera. It was a truly spectacular affair:




. . .  being the Queen’s Birth-day, the same was observed with great Solemnity: the Court was extream numerous and magnificent; the Officers of state, Foreign Ministers, Nobility, and Gentry, and particularly the Ladies, vying with each other, who should almost grace the Festival. Between One and Two in the Afternoon, was perform’d a fine Consort, being a Dialogue in Italian, in Her Majesty’s Praise, set to excellent Musick by the famous Mr. Hendel, a Retainer to the Court of Hanover, in the Quality of Director of his Electoral Highhness’s Chapple, and sung by Cavaliero Nicolini Grimaldi, and the other Celebrated Voices of the Italian Opera: with which Her Majesty was extreamly well pleas’d.4





This performance of the birthday music was the first of Handel’s own London appearances as a practitioner, coming as it did three weeks before the opening of his opera. It was an auspicious debut, and by the end of that day, the fact that Her Majesty ‘was extreamly well pleas’d’ with Handel’s music would have been noted and shared by the most influential people in the capital.


The first press announcement of Rinaldo appeared in the Daily Courant on 13th February 1711, gloriously misprinting its title as ‘Binaldo’ and, in further indication of current linguistic confusions in the opera world, naming its composer as ‘Giorgio Frederico Hendel’.5 The opera opened at the Queen’s Theatre in the Haymarket on 24th February, and there were altogether fifteen performances in a run which closed on 2nd June. It was to be revived annually for the next three years, and again in 1717; and two decades later, in 1731, Handel would make a complete revision of it and present it to London all over again. In total, Rinaldo had more performances in his lifetime than any other of Handel’s operas. He certainly got returns from those two weeks’ frantic labour.


For immediate purposes, audience comprehension was assisted by the bilingual word-books. The entire text, together with the stage directions, was printed in parallel translation, and the light in the auditorium was evidently sufficient to give those with genuine curiosity and enthusiasm the opportunity to follow the story closely. And London’s theatregoers were enraptured by Rinaldo, not just for its visual audacity, but for the unprecedented quality of the musical performance. Handel’s own artistry at the harpsichord, given prominence especially in ‘Vò far guerra’, did not go unnoticed, as Mainwaring subsequently remembered: ‘His Playing was thought as extraordinary as his Music’.6


But needless to say there were detractors, and they certainly had their platform from which to voice their antipathy. The Spectator, a brand-new publication in 1711, was edited by its founders Joseph Addison and Richard Steele, friends from their clever schooldays at Charterhouse. Like its predecessor, the recently closed Tatler, it appeared six days a week for the price of a penny per issue, and consisted of a single essay, plus a selection of (real or fictional) letters. Addison, still smarting from his own failure as an opera librettist, was the first to leap into print with an ungenerous response to Rinaldo’s success. In the edition dated 6th March 1711, he mocked Hill’s extravagant designs by referring to ‘Nicolini exposed to a Tempest in Robes of Ermin, and sailing in an open Boat upon a Sea of Paste-Board’, and hurled disdain at Rossi by deliberately misquoting his diffident preface. Addison’s main target was the use of live birds for Almirena’s aria, ‘Augelletti’, in her ‘delightful Grove’, which he mercilessly worked into a sneering anecdote:




As I was walking in the Streets about a Fortnight ago, I saw an ordinary Fellow carrying a Cage full of little Birds upon his Shoulder; and, as I was wondering with my self what Use he could put them to, he was met very luckily by an Acquaintance, who had the same Curiosity. Upon his asking him what he had upon his Shoulder, he told him, that he had been buying Sparrows for the Opera. Sparrows for the Opera, says his Friend, licking his Lips, what? are they to be roasted? No, no, says the other, they are to enter towards the end of the first Act, and to fly about the Stage.


This strange Dialogue awakened my Curiosity so far, that I immediately bought [the word-book of] the Opera, by which means I perceived that the Sparrows were to act the part of Singing Birds in a delightful Grove: though upon a nearer Enquiry I found . . .  though they flew in Sight, the Musick proceeded from a Consort of Flageletts and Birdcalls which was planted behind the Scenes.


. . . 


But to return to the Sparrows; there have been so many Flights of them let loose in this Opera, that it is feared the House will never get rid of them; and that in other Plays they may make their Entrance in very wrong and improper Scenes . . .  besides the Inconveniences which the Heads of the Audience may sometimes suffer from them.7





No sooner had Addison’s opprobrium appeared in print than Steele joined in. His remarks in the Spectator of 16th March indicate that not all the stage effects had gone entirely to plan on the opening night. There were after all no real horses, for example, on stage for Argante’s first-act entrance (‘The King of Jerusalem is obliged to come from the City on foot, instead of being drawn in a triumphant Chariot by white Horses, as my Opera-Book had promised me’), and some of the scene changes had been quite crudely delivered and executed (‘we were presented with a Prospect of the Ocean in the midst of a delightful Grove’, and so on). Buried beneath the bitter hilarity of their criticism, however, is the real source of Addison’s and Steele’s disquiet: Rinaldo was sung in Italian. Steele confessed to preferring the rival entertainment at Covent Garden, Whittington and his Cat, ‘because it is in our own Language’,8 while Addison, in summarizing the recent craze for bilingual opera in London before 1710, concluded, ‘at length the Audience grew tir’d of understanding Half the Opera, and therefore to ease themselves entirely of the Fatigue of Thinking have so order’d it at Present that the whole Opera is perform’d in an unknown Tongue.’9


This sardonic ribaldry was chauvinistic, but its basic premise – that opera in a foreign language was incomprehensible to most of the audience – was not inappropriate, and the argument would continue for years – indeed, for centuries.


During the course of Rinaldo’s initial run, the music began to appear in print. The English publisher John Walsh, based just off the Strand, had recently detected a need for the distribution of the sort of music amateur musicians heard at parties or in the theatre, and he was circulating all manner of pieces to be played at every level of society, from young ladies in their drawing rooms to fiddlers in the street. In April 1711 he brought out ‘All the Songs set to Musick in the last new Opera call’d, Rinaldo’. The arias were reduced to the vocal line and a bass line (so the delights of Handel’s orchestration were not apparent), and some of them were transposed to keys within the easier reach of amateur enthusiasts. This was the first music that Handel published under his own name, and the first in a long series of collaborations with Walsh, whose family firm continued to be his publisher for the rest of his life. So popular were these volumes, Walsh had to reissue them twice before the end of Rinaldo’s run, and these reprints had Handel’s identity elaborated to ‘Signor Hendel Maestro di Capella di Sua Altezza Elettorale d’Hannover’, in clear acknowledgement of his salaried obligations to the court which all Londoners knew was to be their own future. And, sure enough, once Rinaldo was over, as Mainwaring put it, ‘it was time for him to think of returning to Hanover’.10


But Rinaldo had opened doors, and Handel was now accepted in drawing rooms all over the capital. Friendships with people of all ages were established in these first London months, from the highest echelons of the aristocracy to the ten-year-old Mary Granville, who in adult life would become one of Handel’s closest friends and supporters; during that first winter, he played to her in the drawing room of her uncle’s house. (Afterwards, her uncle, Sir John Stanley, a commissioner of customs, asked her if she thought she could ever play as well as Handel himself. She recalled, years later, that her reply was forthright: ‘If I did not think I should, I would burn my instrument!’11)


Before he left England, Handel went to take his leave of the Queen. She had not attended any performance of Rinaldo, for all its dedication to her and its having taken place in the theatre that bore her name. But she was clearly aware of the opera’s success and the impact the young composer had already had on London society, and, like her distant cousins in Hanover, she was not immune to his charm. Mindful perhaps of that very connection, as Mainwaring reported, ‘her Majesty was pleased to . . .  intimate her desire of seeing him again. Not a little flattered with such marks of approbation from so illustrious a personage, he promised to return, the moment he could obtain permission from the Prince, in whose service he was retained.’12


[image: image]


Handel’s return journey to Hanover was not exactly direct. He travelled via Düsseldorf, where he spent a few days being entertained by the Elector Palatine Johann Wilhelm. His host, nervous perhaps that wrath was being incurred on his behalf in Hanover, wrote a careful letter for Handel to deliver to the Elector Georg Ludwig, and another to his mother, the Dowager Electress Sophia:




The bearer of this note, Herr Händel, Kapellmeister to your most beloved son, His Highness, Elector of Brunswick, will kindly communicate to you that I have kept him here with me for a few days, in order to show him several instruments and to learn his opinion of them. Now I place in Your Highness perfect confidence, as would a friend and a son, and herewith earnestly entreat you, at the same time, that you may deign to show me an acceptable favour, to my highest and everlasting obligation: straightway by your noble intercession, supreme above any other, persuade your son to this end, that he shall not interpret amiss the delay of the above-mentioned Händel, occurring against his will, and that consequently this man may yet again be established and retained in the grace and protection of his Prince Elector.13





Between Düsseldorf and Hanover, Handel spent time too in Halle, with his family, who were coping with the recent tragic death of his two-year-old niece, daughter of his pregnant sister, Dorotea Sophia. But once back in Hanover, he energetically renewed his obligations to the Elector, and his friendship with his son and daughter-in-law. In addition to composing a ‘variety . . .  of things for voices and instruments’,14 as Mainwaring rather unhelpfully reported, he also wrote twelve chamber duets, to words by Ortensio Mauro, for Princess Caroline herself. It was, Mainwaring confirmed, ‘a species of composition of which the Princess and court were particularly fond’.15


Handel was based in Hanover for just a year. He had easy access to Halle, so he could continue to visit his mother and family, as he certainly did for the happier event of the christening of Dorotea Sophia’s new daughter, in November 1711. The baby was named Johanna Friederike, after Handel, who as her godfather would remain closely committed to her for the rest of his long life. Handel could also maintain contact with his old teacher Zachow, up until his death at the age of forty-eight in the summer of 1712. But for all his German roots and obligations, Handel’s thoughts were never far from England. He corresponded with Andreas Roner, a fellow German musician who had settled in London, asking for English texts from the violinist and poet John Hughes, and declaring firmly that he had been working hard at learning English (‘j’ai fait, depuis que je suis parti de vous, quelque progres dans cette lange’16
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