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      Epigraph

    


    

      ‘I am an out-and-out Englishman’


      (W.A. Mozart, the real one,
in a letter to his father,
19 October 1782)


    


  

    

      1. Masonic Funeral Music

    


    I had hardly turned out of my apartment house in Henrietta Street and begun in the direction of the Strand when I was struck by something unusual: almost all the people I passed were in their soberest dress, and had on their faces expressions of more than the usual dyspeptic English melancholy. Mr Gibbs the Attorney was bustling past and, seeing my bewilderment, he stopped.


    ‘It’s the King,’ he explained.


    ‘Worse, Mr Gibbs?’


    ‘Dead, Mr Mozart.’


    And he hurried on to take some doubtless necessary legal cognizance of the new reign. I turned and regained my apartment, where I ransacked my cupboards for black and dun-coloured articles of apparel – no easy matter, for even at my age I am generally considered something of a dandy. My proceedings were regarded with mystification by Ann, my little servant maid, who I sometimes think is hardly better than an idiot.


    ‘It’s the King. He’s dead,’ I explained.


    I think she thought I said ‘Mr King’ – manager of the Grand Theatre, with whom I have had many dealings, mostly unsatisfactory to me – for she merely said ‘Well I never’, and went on with her work with no particular empressement. I went out again, more suitably draped to face a nation in mourning.


    The first acquaintance I met who wanted to talk was Lord Egremere, a one-time patron in whose debt I shall always be. We gave the handshake and he launched into the inevitable subject.


    ‘Sad news,’ he said.


    ‘Sad indeed, My Lord,’ I replied with suitable gravity. However Lord Egremere is a Whig, and I could be a little more honest with him than I could with a lord of Tory sympathies. ‘And yet—’ how to put the thought that must have been in everybody’s mind?—‘and yet for the royal sufferer, perhaps a happy release?’


    ‘Perhaps you’re right. Certainly he deserved rest at last. I believe there was never any diminution in the … symptoms. So now we have a new reign, eh?’


    ‘A new reign, and yet not a new reign, you might say, Mr Lord.’


    He nodded sagely.


    ‘Agreed, agreed. Prinny does seem to have been around for an age. Perhaps the excitements of Waterloo and Paris make it seem so. But still, a new reign! A Coronation! Maybe some festivities for a war-weary nation.’


    That idea was new to me.


    ‘I had not thought of a Coronation,’ I admitted. ‘It’s so long since there has been one.’


    ‘Before you came among us, eh, Mr Mozart?’


    ‘I should hardly have remembered even if I had been here,’ I pointed out (I am perhaps becoming a little bit touchy about my age, and the length of time I have been in this benighted country). ‘Being only four or five at the time. You don’t think the new King will forswear a Coronation, as being inappropriate to the spirit of the age?’


    Lord Egremere threw back his head and laughed.


    ‘You little know Prinny if you can imagine that! An opportunity to dress up? Pomp, circumstance, with him the centre of it all? He’ll revel in it. Anyway, why should he forswear it? Revolution defeated, the old Sovereigns restored – no, Prinny will have his show, whatever people feel. And perhaps he’ll be right: it will do the nation a power of good if it’s well done, and Prinny should ensure that it is … Could be something in it for you, Mr Mozart.’


    ‘For me, My Lord? Hardly, as a Catholic. I’m sure if there is any commission for music going it will be given to an Anglican and an Englishman.’


    He shook his head.


    ‘Oh, I wasn’t thinking of music for the Coronation. I was thinking of something for the theatre. Our music theatre has been in a deplorable state for many years now.’


    ‘It would be impossible to disagree with that, My Lord.’


    ‘Revive its glories. Write something wonderful for Prinny’s jollifications. A fine stately piece. No – more to the point, a fine comedy. Something to cheer the nation’s spirits after the long war.’


    The idea appealed to me at once.


    ‘I do have something already in mind, My Lord …’


    ‘Splendid! Well, set to! Give us something to cheer us all up. I’m sure it will go like anything.’


    And with a wave he went on his way. The Lord Egremere is long on ideas, short on specifics. How the opera is to be revived without a theatre, without a fine company, without the best Italian voices, he did not deign to suggest.


    It must have been the purest coincidence, but it was not ten minutes later that I was conversing with Mr Brownlett the banker in St James’s, and after the preliminaries, which by now were becoming second nature, and the handshake, which was too, he said:


    ‘What we need for the new reign is a new opera.’


    I cleared my throat modestly.


    ‘Lord Egremere has just said the same.’


    ‘You’re the man for it. Something to express the nation’s joy – after a suitable period of mourning, of course.’


    ‘Of course.’


    ‘What was that piece you wrote – full of catchy tunes and magic and popular stuff like that?’


    ‘I think you mean The Enchanted Violin.’


    That’s what we want. Something light.’


    Something light! Only my most sublime music, my deepest thought, my finest exploration of the human condition! Clothed in the form of a burlesque such as John and Susan might enjoy on their evening off, but nevertheless music to take with me to the Judgment Seat. And Brownlett remembers it as ‘something light’! I would not for all the world have the ears of a banker.


    He registered at least my speechlessness.


    ‘Too early to think of it now, of course. Naturally, with the poor old King only a few hours dead. You’ll feel it particularly, won’t you? He was such a benefactor of yours.’


    A benefactor! A benefactor! I saluted his departing back and went on my way. Those damned fifty guineas! Those fatal fifty guineas! What they have to answer for! I have spent my life cursing those fifty guineas.


    My revered father (may God have granted rest at last to his spirit) brought me to these islands in 1764. I was then – though I say it myself, who am the only one qualified to say it – the most musically talented 7-year-old musician the world had ever known. I, with Nannerl (I salute you in beautiful Salzburg, dear and fortunate sister!) played for the beau monde, played for the gentry, played for royalty. In particular I played for the young King George and his incessantly pregnant and incurably ugly queen, Charlotte. Over and over I played for them, expending for them the abundance of my juvenile fancy and proficiency. My rewards? Over and over, a purse of fifteen guineas. Good, my dear but perhaps over-deferential father would say: not wonderful, but good. Nannerl and I would look at each other, each of us somehow knowing that it was not good but stingy. But as I say my poor father was always inclined to take too roseate a view of the great and powerful.


    Then, when I had been in London for some months, I played for their majesties again at Windsor Castle, played with unparalleled brilliance and feeling, a concert fit for Saint Cecilia herself. Fool that I was! Infant dolt! We were rewarded with a purse of fifty guineas.


    I myself believe it was the result of a mishearing: the King’s. English was notoriously guttural and unclear. His Majesty’s love of music was really nothing more than a fixation on Handel, his patronage of me in later years consisting of constant requests to re-orchestrate his oratorios for larger forces. One can have enough even of masterpieces. I have had enough, over the years, of the Messiah.


    But that was it. The die was cast. On the strength of those fifty guineas, my father decided to stay on with my mother and the two of us in London. So I have grown old, rheumaticky and asthmatic in the foggy damp of England, who might have been well and happy in the beneficent climates of Salzburg or Vienna. I have spent a good part of my life writing trivial theatre music for footmen and shop-girls, condescended to by Court and Church alike – I, who would have been courted by my Emperor, wooed by Archbishops, the intimate of intellectuals and the aristocracy.


    O, accursed, fatal fifty guineas!


    I went on my way grumbling, as I have grumbled to myself a thousand – nay, a million – times before. When I finally reached the Haymarket and the Queen’s Theatre I found Mr Popper pacing the length of his office at the back of the theatre, as usual a mixture of pomposity and naïvety. In honour of the day we indulged in the handshake (something I normally avoid with Mr Popper, who should not have been admitted to any Lodge, nor indeed any less elevated association of gentlemen).


    ‘Ah, Mr Mozart – no doubt you’ve heard? Of course. Terrible news, terrible. A national tragedy.’


    I speculated yet again how anyone could describe as a national tragedy the death of a man who had been off his head these past nine years, and who spent his more lucid moments playing the organ at Windsor Castle (very badly, I am reliably informed, and Handel, I am morally sure). As before I held my peace, and merely bowed my agreement.


    ‘The theatre, of course, will have to be shut. As a token of the musical world’s participation in the national grief.’ He didn’t look at me directly, but shot me a sideways glance from his piggy little eyes. ‘I propose to remain closed for – three days!’


    I cleared my throat.


    ‘That will hardly be long enough, my dear sir. The funeral will take longer than that to organise. We can hardly reopen before the funeral, while the other theatres remain closed.’


    He fumed, as I knew he would.


    ‘Why should it take any time to arrange a funeral? The event is hardly unexpected – or only so insofar as we had all forgotten about him. Who is there to mourn him? His children who hated him, his countrymen who ridiculed him? I’d have thought they’d have buried him “hugger-mugger” … Oh, very well, then: we remain closed until after the funeral.’


    It was meant as a dismissal, but I remained.


    ‘Your apt quotation from Hamlet—’


    ‘Eh?’


    ‘—reminds us that we should turn our thoughts to the new reign, and the new monarch.’


    I had struck an immediate chord. There came into his eye a look of calculation. I had seen it so often I had at last learned to capitalise on it.


    ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘We can’t reopen until after the funeral because it would look disrespectful to the new King. Though in the circumstances it’s hard to think of him as a new King.’


    ‘I said the same to Lord Egremere. The Prince has been reigning so long in all but name. Still, there will – after a decent period – be celebrations … A Coronation.’


    Mr Popper slapped his thigh.


    ‘God dammit, you’re right, Mr Mozart. And what you’re saying is that we must be part of those celebrations.’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘Put on something a bit special. A capital idea! Revive the Italian opera after all these years. What should it be, then? A production of Il Matrimonio Segreto?’


    I closed my eyes in distress.


    ‘The first Coronation for sixty years could only be celebrated, surely, by a new work.’


    ‘A new work! A new Italian opera. My, but that would be setting our sights high. I like the idea immensely – immeasurably – but who would we get to write the music?’ I coughed, this time so meaningfully that I managed to pierce his pompous self-preoccupation without further prompting. ‘You, Mr Mozart? You have ambitions to write further Italian operas? Yet how long is it since you wrote a full scale comic piece? It was a comic piece you had in mind?’


    ‘Oh yes. A Coronation could only be celebrated in the theatre joyously.’


    ‘Precisely. That would bring the customers in. You say you have a subject in mind?’


    ‘Yes, I do, though I am having a little trouble with the title: Le Moglie Allegre di Windsor? …’


    He raised his eyebrows in an attempt at satire.


    ‘It hardly slips easily off your tongue, Mr Mozart – let alone the tongue of an Englishman.’


    ‘Le Donne Allegre?’


    ‘Better, much better. The simpler the better, I always say. But that is a detail …’


    I saw from his eyes that he was sliding off into a reverie, so I slid off into one of my own. How long, he had asked, since I had written a comic opera in Italian? How long indeed? Since the disappearance from these shores of my good friend (if far from good friend) da Ponte, chased abroad and to the unpromising cities of America by creditors. How often did I lecture my friend on the proper method of managing indebtedness! How often did I explain ways – subtle, ingenious, gentlemanly ways – of getting into debt in such a manner that one could get out with impunity and without paying! To no avail. And yet, how grateful must I be to God for his years in England, and the glorious pieces that we made together: Le Nozze di Figaro; Don Giovanni; Così Fan Tutte (this last quite unappreciated by the beef-witted British).


    My librettist for the new piece is a sad come-down. He is an estimable man – one of liberal sentiments, a Venetian fleeing persecution by what he misguidedly calls the city’s Austrian oppressors. But being persecuted is no sure sign of being talented. He can no more read Shakespeare than I can read Confucius, and he has no notion of compression, of reducing the numbers of characters and incidents – of, in short, producing an opera, and an Italian opera in especial. But we proceed, we jog on. But, oh Lorenzo! If but you could return, without a plague of bailiffs descending!


    I emerged from my reverie to find that Popper was still in his, but was now beginning to share it – muttering, his eyes still fixed on a horizon well beyond the Haymarket.


    ‘A Coronation opera season! A Season of Italian Opera to Celebrate the Coronation of King George IV … A Glorious Opera Season to Honour our Glorious Sovereign … No, the people would never stand for “Glorious”, though he could have a bout of popularity if he played his cards right … Mme Ardizzi and Mme Pizzicoli Honour These Shores to Celebrate the Coronation of King George IV …’


    His eyes might be fixed on a distant horizon, but the light of madness glinted in them. How well do I know that madness, how often have I seen it in theatre managers. The lure of an Italian opera season. Entice Mme X from Paris with the promise of mounting the opera that shows her powers to their greatest advantage. Invite Mme Y from Naples, dangling before her a production of the opera that shows her powers to the greatest advantage. Lure Mme Z out of retirement at Kew and a comfortable existence as the mistress of a Royal Duke with the promise …


    What is the upshot? One by one they arrive, with a caravan of luggage and a retinue of husbands, lovers and hangers-on. Each expresses surprise, bewilderment, shock, contempt, to find that other prime donne than themselves have also been engaged. Manager temporises on the subject of the new staging of the various favourite operas. Each lady presses, each lady’s lovers press, her husband, even, presses. Rows, ructions, substitute singers, cancelled performances, outraged reports in The Times and the Morning Post, and in the end: bankruptcy. Oh, I’ve seen it all so often before!


    ‘I think that’s a wonderful idea,’ I said.


    ‘But would they come, eh? Would they come?’


    ‘For a Coronation Season – with the eyes of all Europe and all its sovereigns on Great Britain? Of course they would come.’


    ‘Dear God, I think you’re right.’


    ‘If the ladies you’ve named won’t come, I hear great things of Mme Hubermann-Cortino in Vienna.’


    ‘What is her speciality?’


    ‘I believe it’s Iphigénie en Tauride.’


    ‘Hmmm – Gluck, ain’t it? Gluck’s never popular, not here, not anywhere. Not as you were once popular, Mr Mozart.’


    I bowed complacently, hoping he wasn’t confusing me with someone else.


    ‘I remember as a boy,’ he went on, ‘how they were all singing that Turkish thing—’


    ‘The Ladies of the Harem.’


    ‘How did it go, now? “Long live Bacchus, may he prosper, Bacchus was a worthy man”.’


    A 64-year-old does not like the works of his nonage quoted back at him as if they were his masterpiece. Mr Popper’s voice and tuning were in any case intolerable, and I cut in quickly:


    ‘That was truly a wonderful success. I shall aim for something similar with my new piece.’


    ‘Will you? With the Donne Whatsit? Do please, dear Mr Mozart.’ He had not been so polite to me since the year of Trafalgar. ‘And will there be parts for Mme Ardizzi and Mme Pizzicoli?’


    ‘For them and several other ladies. And of course a wonderful role for a bass.’


    ‘For a bass?’


    ‘England is the country of bass singers. We must try to find one we can teach Italian to.’


    ‘It begins to sound wonderful, like the turning of a new page. We shall need patrons, of course, and backers.’


    ‘Have you thought of Lord Egremere? He is always most generous to musicians and musical enterprise.’


    Mr Popper shook his head.


    ‘Not with the present rural poverty and discontent in the South. And why would a Whig celebrate the Coronation of the new King? He ditched them and they despise him.’


    ‘Then what about the Marquess of Hertford—’


    ‘Husband of the King’s—’


    ‘—great friend. Yes. He has an ear.’


    ‘Not always an open-handed gentleman,’ said Mr Popper dubiously.


    ‘Not always,’ I agreed, remembering that I was moderately indebted to him. ‘But someone who likes the feeling of being a patron – likes the respect accorded a benefactor. And he certainly appreciates good music. He subscribed to my last set of symphonies.’


    ‘Hmm. Well, I shall use the period of closure to write letters. To the ladies and their managers, of course, but also to rich and aristocratic potential patrons.’


    ‘Write them, my dear sir, but best not send them just yet – not those to the backers.’


    ‘Why not? Oh yes: too soon, of course. The aristocracy will feel bound to be grief-stricken at the death of a King. You too, Mr Mozart. You must feel it more than most of us. He was a great benefactor of yours, wasn’t he?’


    Oh, those accursed fifty guineas! They seem to have entered folk history. But I did not contradict him. I withdrew, leaving my poison to do its work. Knowing what I do about the destructive power of a determination to present Italian opera, I suppose I should have felt guilty.


    In fact I felt more elated than I had done in years.


  

    

      2. A Little Night Music

    


    So for the first few months of the new reign, while everybody was wondering what Prinny would do about this and that (and finding that as a rule he would do remarkably little), letters were flying to and from Italy, Vienna and Paris, as Mr Popper attempted to put together an opera company worthy of the name. I meanwhile went on in my usual way, writing music for William and Susan, Alice and Frederick, or perhaps The Maid of Moscow or The Wizard of Wolverhampton – whatever little piece I was occupied with for the Queen’s Theatre. These I called my left-hand pieces: the airs were a sort of musical diarrhoea which flowed out without effort or involvement on my part. I never read the whole book, out of concern for my sanity, but merely got the sense of each of the airs and simple concerted pieces (not always easy, admittedly, granted the quality of the poets employed by Mr Popper) and let appropriate music flow out. The income from such burlesques, which I augmented by directing them regularly to keep the players and singers in trim, kept me in beefsteak and wine and the occasional pretty new waistcoat. With my right hand and the best part of my time I was composing real music: the symphony for the Royal Philharmonic Society which the good Mr Novello claimed was my 105th, and of course Le Moglie Allegre di Windsor or whatever I finally decided to call it.


    Mention of waistcoats prompts me to note that mourning for the late King was put off with remarkable dispatch. A general feeling that he had in effect been dead before he died led to all ranks of polite society resuming their normal dress before February was out. It was said that even at Court mourning was hardly more than token and there no doubt Prinny (a notably unfilial son) led the way. Things might have been different if the old Queen had been alive, but she had died of dyspepsia two years before.


    It was of the Court that many people were thinking in those early months of 1820, for there was a general feeling that, now Prinny, as we still called him, was King there ought to be feasting, laughter, celebrations – in short that more money ought to flow from the direction of the Court into the outstretched hands of his (for the moment, and somewhat conditionally) loyal subjects. This was a feeling I emphatically shared. Thus it was with a lift of the heart that, one day in early summer, I took from the hand of my little maid a missive which had been delivered to the door by someone ‘terrible grand’, in her words. I saw at once that the coat of arms on the cover was the royal one. When I had cautiously torn it open I found that it was an invitation to play a concert of my own compositions before King and Court at the Pavilion at Brighton on the fifth of June. The invitation courteously invited me to stay the night.


    So, the wheel had come full circle: as a child I had played for the new King George III, and as an old man I was to play for the new King George IV. Many men would have felt saddened by this but I must confess that the invitation gave me no sense of staleness or over-familiarity: playing before the Sovereign brought undoubted rewards in the shape of reputation, increased fees, and also in tradesmen’s willingness to extend credit. Dear, necessary credit! It was of course absurd that this should be so, since an appearance at Court cost infinitely more in the purchase of suitable clothes, the redeeming from hock of jewellery etc etc, than it brought in in the way of emoluments. But such was the case, and I was not one to fail to take advantage of it. Eccomi là!


    The fifth of June saw me in a carriage with superb coachmen, put at my disposal by the royal mews. It was already clear (I hoped) that things were to be done in the new reign in a quite different style than had been the case when poor old Farmer George was in full possession of his wits. It is true that when I arrived at the Pavilion (which, it occurred to me, would provide a splendid setting for my old piece The Ladies of the Harem) I was shown to a room in the outer and upper reaches of that tinsel extravaganza. It was explained that the clement summer and the new reign had resulted in exceptional numbers of the aristocracy joining the Court. Who was I, a mere artist, to jostle for a good room with the nobility? I must confess that hot water in abundance was brought, and I was asked to talk with an officer of the Court at five o’clock in the North Drawing Room. I went down with some anticipation, but also with the confidence of long (if not recent) experience of performing before royalty for a pittance.


    ‘Ah, Mr Mozart!’ said a grand, portly and gaudy personage when I was ushered in. He was not the Lord Chamberlain. That was Lord Hertford, with whom I was acquainted through certain pecuniary transactions already mentioned, and through the Benefice Lodge, of which he and I were both members. But Lord Hertford, I later learned, was busy with the King on vital and urgent business, and I had to make do with the Vice Chamberlain. He clapped me familiarly on the shoulder. ‘So glad you could accede to His Majesty’s very special request for a concert of your works.’


    I bowed and muttered the usual stuff.


    ‘Only too honoured by the request, My Lord.’


    ‘Your acquaintance with the new King goes back many years, I believe?’


    Oh yes, many years we went back, the child prodigy and the prodigal child! I remembered an ante-chamber to the concert room at St James’s Palace, where the young prince, six years my junior, had thrown himself on me, punching and shouting ‘Why should I have to listen to a common German piano-strummer?’ and another when he had tried to ruin my hands by hitting them with all his strength with a ruler. Since he had probably been soundly whipped at the time I decided to let bygones be bygones.


    ‘It does indeed. To the time when we were both children.’


    ‘His Majesty has always been most musical. The present impoverished condition of opera in London is most distressing to him, as I’m sure it is to you … Ah, er, Mr Mozart, the King has a little favour to ask of you …’


    ‘Yes, My Lord?’ (Heart sinking. More play for no more pay.)


    ‘Your concert, as you know, is to be this evening. I had you shown to the North Drawing Room because of the pianoforte.’ He waved a plump, lordly hand in the direction of a Broadwood grand. ‘For if you should wish to – to practice. But His Majesty also wondered, as a way of – of limbering up, as it were—’ he made me sound like a prize-fighter, punching a bag before a contest—‘if you would be willing to – to play during dinner. Pleasant music, as an aid to digestion. An excellent instrument has been placed in the Banqueting Room.’


    He faded into silence. So that was it – I was to be reduced to a mere salon pianist, providing music in the background, music to guzzle and slurp and gossip and giggle to. I loathe the fashion of having music going on behind, while attention is really on something else. I call it mush-ick, because it reduces music to a pleasant mush in the back of the mind. I swallowed hard, and thought of royal patronage for the opera season at the Queen’s, perhaps a royal visit to Le Donne Giocose.


    ‘I would of course be happy to comply with His Majesty’s wishes, My Lord,’ I said.


    He breathed a sigh of relief, said he would send a footman to me at half-past five, when the Court were seated at table, and waved his hand again in the direction of the Broadwood. I needed no second bidding, for I was the prey of emotions which I was in the habit of working out of my system at the keyboard. I sat down and played the most aggressive thing I could think of – the first movement of a sonata by my good (but loud) friend, Herr Beethoven. That was what I would like to do to them!


    It was about twenty minutes later, when I had modulated to more peaceful feelings and was playing the andante of a sonata of my own – very delicate, peaceful music – that I suddenly became conscious that I was not alone in the room. I cast a look behind me and saw it was a woman listening. She gestured me to continue, but a minute or two later came over and leant over me at the keyboard. I recognised her now: a no-longer-young woman of full figure and somewhat equine features, very grandly dressed but trying (the effort showed) to unbend, to bring herself down to my level. It was someone I had seen before, but never spoken to: Lady Hertford, wife of one of the potential sponsors of the opera season and the … good friend of His Majesty King George IV.


    ‘So beautiful. One of your own, I believe, Mr Mozart?’


    ‘Indeed it is, My Lady. Composed last year.’


    ‘You will be playing it tonight?’


    ‘I had thought to, My Lady.’


    ‘So much more suitable than the energetic Mr Beethoven, whom you were playing before.’ She was now leaning forward, making me very conscious of her décolleté gown, and what it was largely failing to conceal. ‘And I believe you have consented to play during dinner?’


    ‘His Majesty was so kind as to ask me …’


    ‘I’m sure you will judge admirably what would be most suitable. One would hardly want Mr Beethoven with one of the fish courses. People get uneasy if the music is too loud, and the good German is such a hammerer, is he not? As if the Day of Judgment were always just around the corner. I feel that anything grand or stately is hardly suitable for a meal. On the other hand a little pianissimo is always sure to please.’


    She seemed to say it meaningfully, and a dreadful conviction gripped me. She was trying to seduce me! This horse-faced matron was giving me an invitation – me, who have remained chaste since my dear Connie died (except for Mrs Sackville in Frith Street for my absolute physical needs). She was even contrasting – was that it? – the stately and tedious lovemaking of her weighty royal protector with the gentle love-making she might hope for from me! I, a poor musician, was being propositioned by this enormously wealthy lady with a grand mansion near Leeds (a dirty, disagreeable town, my son Charles Thomas tells me, but very musical). And she was old enough to be my elder sister. Every reply I could think of seemed to contain a double meaning.


    ‘I will remember Your Ladyship’s advice,’ I finally said. A gong sounded. She nodded and glided from the room.


    I will pass quickly over events of the next few hours. I was summoned by a footman, who murmured that there would be dinner for me later (leftovers, no doubt, but I consoled myself with the thought that leftovers from a royal table would be very much better than anything I was accustomed to dine on in the normal way). As the brilliant assembly (to adopt the phraseology of the newspapers) progressed towards the Banqueting Hall from the Corridor the footman and I waited down the far end. As the last members of the Court took their places at table we too progressed forward and waited by the doorway. My eye went involuntarily up to the ceiling, to the magnificent chandelier with Chinese dragons, surmounted by sinister-looking exotic foliage which would not be out of place in my opera The Enchanted Violin. At last the lords and ladies were settled, grace was said, and the footmen began scurrying around with salvers and wine bottles. At a signal from the footman I slipped into the Hall, sat myself at another magnificent instrument situated towards the kitchens, and began playing a string of innocuous pieces by Dibdin, Shield, Salieri, Paisiello – each one fading into the next, the musical equivalent of a trickle of urine. Such meretricious rubbish enabled my mind to be occupied in meditation and observation.


    At table a grand (and mostly corpulent) collection of people guzzled their way through an endless series of courses, served from the most magnificent silver and gold dinner service it has ever been this poor man’s good fortune to see. I found such gluttony depressing (I have ever been proud of my slim figure). At one stage His Majesty caught my eye and inclined his head most gracefully in my direction. It is not surprising that he is called the First Gentleman of Europe (though not in Europe). For all the apparent fellowship and hearty eating I could not rid myself of a feeling that there was some uneasiness at table. There were short silences, and now and again people looked towards the door. The King himself looked towards the door. But there were no untoward interruptions. As dinner – finally – ended I was led away to a small annex, where I was served a meal in solitary splendour. I ate frugally – merely soup, sturgeon, a loin of veal and a few strawberries with a glass of wine.


    At half-past eight the audience was seated in the Music Room, a high, crimson and gold room that was calculated to reduce to insignificance any music except the greatest. I was pleased that I was playing only my own. But even I felt rather small as I walked in, sat down and began my concert. I played two sonatas, and a set of Scottish dances which have proved most popular with lady piano-learners, and which I myself still find it amusing to play now and then. The audience was for the most part attentive, though there were inevitably a few talkers at the back of the room – the sort of people for whom more than half an hour of music is too much. His Majesty was quiet during the playing and generous in leading the applause – he behaved admirably. Indeed, he always does behave well on the level of manners, though not always so on the level of morals. It was only on one occasion during the concert that the King’s concentration faltered and then, once again, he looked nervously towards the door.


    When the concert was over, with two trivial but pleasant encore pieces warmly applauded as such pieces always are, I made my bows and retired once more to the North Drawing Room, beside the Music Room. I was immediately approached by a footman with a message from the King: he hoped I would join the Court for the informal supper that would now be taking place. Supper! After that gargantuan guzzling marathon of gluttony! However the invitation was, for an artist, so great an improvement on the practice of the old King’s Court (where one sometimes felt one was treated on a level with chimney-sweeps and knife-grinders) that I accepted with pleasure – a pleasure slightly diluted by a fear that I might be forced to fend off a more determined assay on my virtue by the redoubtable Lady Hertford.
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