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Preface to the New Edition

Since 1985, when the first edition of this book appeared, Handel has been dramatically reclaimed, both by public awareness and through scholarly enquiry, like a submerged continent rising from under the tides of age-long neglect and ignorance. The opening of hitherto restricted archives, the recovery of lost documents, a closer attention to his creative processes and working methods, the establishment of a more precise chronology for his musical oeuvre, a firmer grasp of its context within European Baroque musical culture and of its impact on later composers, the study of his voluminous borrowings and ongoing identification of their sources, all these have enlarged our appreciation of his unique artistic achievement. More has been discovered, meanwhile, about Handel’s personal life, about his family background, education and travels, about his circle of English friends, his relations with the Hanoverian royal family, his professional career and his finances. The foundation of the Handel Institute and the opening of the Handel House Museum in London have deepened the perspective still further.

The one area which, for the time being and for the foreseeable future, remains stubbornly off limits to us is that of the composer’s sentimental attachments. Tiny scraps of evidence hint at the existence of a private life but so far they are nothing more than scraps. I remain unconvinced by the notion that Handel’s lifelong bachelor status must indicate either homosexuality or celibacy. Theorizing of this kind nevertheless reveals just how much, during the past twenty years, we have come to need Handel, eager for him to fit a multiplicity of stereotypes, models and constructs often less appropriate to his own era than to ours. At no time in the three and a half centuries since his death has his music held such a universal appeal, filling theatres and concert halls across the world.

It seemed a propitious moment to produce a revised version of my 1985 biography, updating and correcting it wherever possible and taking the chance to reappraise certain works in the light of new research surrounding them or of my changing experience as a critical listener. I have modified (slightly) what one of my original reviewers called the ‘chromatic’ aspect of the book’s style and softened the combative approach I adopted at a time when Handel was still a victim of what might be called the iceberg principle, with only a small proportion of his works accessible above the waterline dividing the wider musical public from academic specialists. I hope that most of the pleasure and excitement I tried to communicate in the original text is still palpable. Rewriting this book has been more enjoyable for the experience of sitting down once again with ‘the great and good Mr Handel’.
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1

The Liberal Arts

On 2 May 1696, the Oberpräsident Eberhard von Danckelmann, treasurer to the Margrave of Brandenburg, was sent a request for the payment of an outstanding bill; the letter ran as follows:

Most worthy sir, You have received from Herr Dr Wiesener a most humble request for payment of 100 thalers from the privy purse for the cure of Andreas Rudeluff, the knife swallower. Since I, as surgeon, have done my best in this two-year cure, and have brought out the swallowed knife from his stomach and body, with God’s help and a careful hand, and thereby cured him completely, and have most humbly given His Highness the knife in its original form in a case, in your presence, I would therefore most humbly request His Highness to grant me the favour, as much as seems fit, to recompense me for my painstaking operation, in your position as highly esteemed patron. I shall thank you most humbly, and shall ask God, from the depths of my heart, to give you health and long life. I remain Your Excellency’s most obedient servant, Georg Händel, medical practitioner.

The subject of the doctor’s operation was a sixteen-year-old peasant boy from the village of Maschwitz, near the city of Halle in Upper Saxony. One day, while playing with his friends, he had swallowed a horn-handled knife, and his parents had taken him, after ineffectual doses of warm beer and cotton wool, to Wiesener and Händel, who then began their prolonged but ultimately successful treatment. The boy, who must have been remarkably tough, was slowly cured by the use of magnetic plasters, which drew the instrument out of the oesophagus into the throat. Finally, with the release of much ‘überaus stinckende Materie’ the knife was pulled out and young Andreas, we are told, rejoiced and praised God. A rather touching close to the whole episode is provided by the fact that he was impressed enough by his doctors to become a surgeon himself, and lived till a ripe old age.

Georg Händel was one of the most renowned doctors in the Germany of his time. His parents, the blacksmith Valtin (or Valentin) Händel and Anna Beichling, had moved to Halle from Breslau in Silesia (now the Polish city of Wrocław) during the early stages of the Thirty Years War, in search of a religious climate more favourable to their devout Protestantism. Valtin’s business prospered and he became a member of Halle’s town council. Georg, his third son, born in 1622, was apprenticed to a surgeon, gaining his first medical experience as a Feldscher, or military sawbones, in one of the Saxon regiments then on campaign. Study at Hamburg and Lübeck under the famous physician Andreas Konigen was followed by a spell as a ship’s barber on a merchant vessel trading to Portugal.

Valtin Händel died in 1636 during one of the frequent plague epidemics following in the wake of the various armies, Catholic or Protestant, as the war continued its dreary and inconclusive course. Halle was by now under the control of Swedish forces led by King Gustavus Adolphus. Returning from his travels in 1642, young Georg Händel set up as a surgeon, earning local fame for mending the broken arm of Elector August I of Saxony, one of the foremost Protestant champions. The delighted Elector recommended him to the three princes of Anhalt and the neighbouring Count Stollberg. Soon he was appointed physician at the courts of Brandenburg and Weissenfels, and became official doctor to the village of Giebichenstein on the outskirts of Halle. In the city itself, at the Zum gelben Hirsch (The Yellow Hart) next to his house in the Kleine Klausstrasse, he was granted a licence to sell local and foreign wines.

A prosperous and gifted young doctor could have had no trouble in looking for a wife. Händel, following the custom of the day, chose within his own profession and married – ‘through priestly copulation’, according to the quaint expression used by the preacher of his funeral sermon – Frau Anna Oettinger, widow of the surgeon to whom he had been apprenticed. Medicine remained a family business: of Georg and Anna Händel’s six children, two of the daughters married doctors and the two sons who survived childhood followed their father’s calling. It would have surprised nobody in Halle that, on Anna’s death in 1682, the elderly surgeon should forthwith have contemplated a second marriage. Disparity in age was unimportant in seventeenth-century wedlock, and in any case we have little record of the feelings of thirty-one-year-old Dorothea Taust as she prepared for priestly coupling with a man of sixty and became stepmother to a grown-up family.

The Tausts, like the Händels, had been refugees from the Habsburg empire ‘for love of the pure evangelical truth’, and Dorothea’s father was now the pastor of Giebichenstein and Crollwitz, villages just outside Halle. His daughter was pious, cultivated and intelligent. ‘She always took pains to ensure that as she grew older she also grew in goodness,’ the preacher of her funeral sermon later noted, ‘therefore when her father became aware that his child had been gifted with an alert mind and a good memory, far superior to many of her sex, he not only allowed her access to a private teacher, but also, as far as the duties of his office allowed, he helped her to study’. Dorothea was the object of a good many proposals before the doctor’s, but had rejected them all through an intense loyalty to her parents, which kept her at the parsonage even when a fever epidemic carried off a brother and sister. Doubtless it was during this period that Georg Händel met her. Some persuasion and a little private prayer seem to have brought her round to the idea of marrying him and on St George’s Day 1683, Pastor Taust conducted the ceremony himself, in the church of St Bartolomaeus at Giebichenstein.

Four children were born to the Händels (it was later calculated that the old man could lay claim to thirty grandchildren and great-grandchildren). Of the two daughters Johanna Christiana died in 1709 when barely twenty and the elder, Dorothea Sophia, later married a local lawyer, Dietrich Michaelsen. A son born a year after the Giebichenstein wedding only lived for an hour. In 1685 Dorothea Händel gave birth to her second son, Georg Friedrich.

The exact date of his birth is unknown, but since the register of the Liebfrauenkirche in Halle records his baptism on Tuesday, 24 February, it is thought that he must have been born on the previous day. He was christened Georg after his father and maternal grandfather and Friedrich, probably in honour of his father’s princely patron of Brandenburg. The godparents were his Aunt Anna, Philipp Fehrsdorff, one of the Elector of Saxony’s stewards, and Zacharias Kleinhampel, a medical colleague of Dr Händel’s. The birth probably took place in his parents’ house on the corner of the Kleine Klausstrasse and Kleine Ulrichstrasse, a tall, roomy building with early medieval foundations and one of those lofty attic storeys so typical of its period.

This attic, indeed, provides the scene for the first anecdote in a Handelian chronicle. John Mainwaring, the composer’s earliest biographer, tells us that ‘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’. The doctor ‘strictly forbad him to meddle with any musical instrument’, but young Georg Friedrich contrived to ‘get a little clavichord privately conveyed to a room at the top of the house’. Clavichords, however modestly proportioned, are not easily smuggled anywhere, and since a more or less identical circumstance is related of Handel’s younger contemporary, Thomas Augustine Arne (in his case it was apparently a spinet) the story, pointing out that the young musician’s clandestine keyboard practice ‘made such farther advances as were no slight prognostics of his future greatness’, has a slightly suspect flavour. Mainwaring seems, however, to have based the early sections of his book (published in 1760) on Handel’s personal recollections, so doubtless the episode is an authentic one. It certainly reveals a stubbornness and persistence in the boy, which became marked character traits of the grown man.

Doctor Händel was in any case noted for his good nature. ‘In common life’, noted the writer of a contemporary tribute to him, ‘he was friendly with everyone and modestly mild and good to the needy and to paupers.’ In all probability Georg Friedrich’s was a secure and happy childhood, as part of a prosperous, upwardly mobile family in a community that was far from being provincial or backward-looking. Set on a range of low hills descending to the River Saale, a tributary of the Elbe, in the rolling cornlands of the Saxon plain, Halle was girdled by ramparts and reached by paved causeways to avoid the frequent floods. Like other towns in central Germany (nearby Magdeburg offering the most gruesome example) it had borne the brunt of two sieges in the Thirty Years War. At the Peace of Westphalia, which ended the conflict in 1648, the city, till then belonging to the Bishops of Magdeburg, was to pass to Saxon control until the reigning elector’s death, when it was to be handed over to the neighbouring duchy of Brandenburg.

The transfer of authority was a mixed blessing for Halle. When the Saxon court, now headed by Duke Johann Adolf, moved from the old Moritzburg castle on the hilltop to a newly built palace at Weissenfels, twenty miles to the south, nothing existed to take its place as a cultural focus in the city. The religious tolerance encouraged by its new overlord, the Prussian Elector Frederick William, ushered in a new prosperity however. He re-established the Jews in the city and welcomed the manifold technical skills of the Huguenots, expelled from France at the revocation of the Edict of Nantes. Huguenot expertise made Halle a centre for wig-making, glass-blowing and carpet-making. It was already well known for the production of woollen and silk stockings, exported to England, Poland and Russia, and for a type of dark beer known as ‘Puff’.

As a focus of musical and literary activity it had become noted during the Renaissance and early Baroque periods. A troupe of English players visiting the town in 1611 had given performances of The Merchant of Venice and eleven years later Don Quixote received here its first German translation by Joachim Caesar. Musical life was always buoyant: there was a band of city waits and a tradition of fine organ building, embodied at its best in the great organ of the Domkirche, built at the end of the sixteenth century by Esaias and David Beck, and considered worthy of mention by Michael Praetorius in his ‘Syntagma Musicum’ (1619) where the specification is listed in detail. Among the city’s outstanding composers had been the prolific Samuel Scheidt, notable for his loyalty to his birthplace, despite the plagues and warfare of the 1630s. Later during the seventeenth century the Nuremberg-born composer Johann Philipp Krieger had arrived at the Moritzburg to write operas for the ducal court.

Halle was not all sophistication and prosperity. Travellers noted with displeasure its curiously gloomy air, created by the dingy-looking house fronts along the narrow, tortuous streets. Little of importance, however, marked the life of the city and its surrounding villages during Handel’s early years. There was a plague of field mice in 1686 (it had been caterpillars five years previously), a miraculous hail formed of pine resin in 1690 ‘so great that it might be gathered up by handfuls’, and a deformed child was born to a woman whose husband was suspected of having committed sodomy with her. The severe weather conditions prevailing throughout Europe during the last decade of the century brought an especially hard winter in 1692 and from time to time the unpredictable Saale overflowed its banks and flooded the fields between the raised roadways.

No record exists of Handel’s schooling, though it is obvious that he was well taught. Protestant Germany provided some of the finest education in contemporary Europe and Halle boasted two outstanding academies. One of these had been founded as a private establishment by August Hermann Francke, a member of the Lutheran group known as the Pietists, the influence of whose humane, broadly sympathetic view of erring mankind can be found throughout Handel’s work, colouring the mood of the late oratorios such as Susanna and Theodora, and traceable even in Messiah. The other was the public Stadtgymnasium, which Handel probably attended.

The curriculum at the Gymnasium was more ambitious than any of the study programmes offered by similar schools in other countries during the late seventeenth century. While pupils in England or France concentrated almost exclusively on classical languages and mathematics, a Halle schoolboy of the 1690s could expect to learn, besides these subjects, geography, letter-writing, logic, ethics, oratory, the composition of German poetry and ‘elegant style’. Music lessons were given each day, and the boys occasionally performed serenades and musical plays.

An education of this quality helps to explain Handel’s sophisticated response to the literary qualities of his libretti, both in selecting his texts and in their musical setting. He was undeniably gifted with a well-defined literary taste and an extraordinary knack of tongues. Friends in later life, treasuring his powers as a raconteur, found that they needed to know at least four or five languages in order to appreciate his stories. More than any other Baroque composer, he developed an acute sensitivity to the echo and association of words and images, and in studying his music we can begin also to gauge the powers of an amazingly complex memory. One of his chief London amusements was visiting picture auctions (he was the owner of two so-called Rembrandts) and his work is suffused with an intense visual awareness.

If such traits as these were developed in the schoolroom, the young Handel is likely to have found out for himself the pleasures of the countryside which, as contemporary maps and prospects make clear, came right up to the foot of Halle’s city walls. Like many other eighteenth-century musicians he responded passionately to nature, seizing avidly on opportunities for portraying the sights and sounds of country life. His rural muse is not that of the townsman viewing the peasantry with a patronizing smile or indulging pastoral nostalgia, but the product of a true feeling for the natural world.

His parents’ choice of a career for him is likely to have been dictated by considerations of a secure profession. Two of his half-brothers were doctors and his maternal uncles were clergymen, so it is not surprising that his father apparently designed Georg Friederich to be bred to the law. Several of his musical contemporaries and friends, such as Georg Philipp Telemann and Johann Mattheson, were law students, and some, such as Johann Kuhnau, Bach’s predecessor as cantor of the Leipzig Thomaskirche, managed successfully to combine the two professions.

Any preconceptions of this kind on Dr Händel’s part were to be altered by the outcome of a significant journey to the ducal court at Weissenfels, made when the boy was about ten years old. Mainwaring, whose circumstantial detail in this case makes the story credible, tells us that Georg Friedrich, who wanted to see his half-brother Karl, the Duke’s valet, was refused a place in the coach as the doctor ‘thought one of his age a very improper companion when he was going to the court of a Prince, and to attend the duties of his profession’. With typical tenacity young Handel waited until his father’s carriage left the house in the Kleine Klausstrasse, then followed it on foot. The vehicle was travelling slowly enough for the boy to catch up with it a little way from the town. The old man, impressed, gave in and the two set off together.

Weissenfels lies a few miles east of Halle and is now a thriving industrial centre. For sixty years, from 1680 until the mid-eighteenth century, it provided a capital for the duchy originally created by the Elector of Saxony for his second son August in 1656. Under August’s son Johann Adolf I the court was a rich and cultivated establishment, dignified in later years by such figures as the palace chaplain Erdmann Neumeister, celebrated as a religious poet whose works provided Bach with cantata texts, and Johann Philipp Krieger, who had brought his skills with him from Halle when the Prussians took over.

The Duke apparently heard Handel playing the organ in the palace chapel and ‘something there was in the manner of playing which drew his attention so strongly’ that he asked who was at the instrument. Karl Händel replied that it was his little half-brother. We can rule out Mainwaring’s tale that the Duke lectured the old doctor on what a crime it was ‘against the public and posterity, to rob the world of such a rising Genius’ but his influence as a music-loving patron was surely active in persuading Georg Friedrich’s father to let him follow where his inclination led. He may, of course, have envisaged training the lad as a house musician. At any rate the boy was able to return to Halle with a gift of money from Duke Johann Adolf and a sense that princely encouragement was behind him.

He was even more fortunate in that his home town contained one of the finest musical teachers of the day. Friedrich Wilhelm Zachow was born in Leipzig in 1663, appropriately in the Stadtpfeiffergasslein (Town Piper Lane), where his father lived as a violinist. He had succeeded the talented Samuel Ebart as organist of the Halle Marienkirche in the year before Handel’s birth, probably owing to the influence of his grandfather, head of the city waits. He was a noted composer and performer; among the many testimonies to his skill, the most charming is Martin Fuhrmann’s comment in Die an der Kirche Gottes gebaute Satans-Capelle: ‘In my time, when in 1692 I was studying in Halle, Zachow was flourishing, whom I heard on Sundays with a true hunger and thirst. If I had to travel there, and there were no bridge over the Saale, and I could not reach the city, then truly I would swim across the river like Leander for his Hero, even to hear famous pupils of his such as Herr Kirchhoff.’

Gottfried Kirchhoff, Zachow’s successor at the Marienkirche, was one of several eminent students, and Fuhrmann’s praise clearly suggests the enduring effect on them of excellent teaching by an original musical mind. This is borne out by Zachow’s surviving compositions, all of them, bar a trio sonata and a handful of keyboard pieces, religious works designed for Lutheran church services. From him Handel learned not only a great deal about the line and shape of an aria, about strong, adventurous bass lines and solid choral writing, but also about those delicacies of instrumental colouring, which he later perfected in his own style. Zachow, like his famous pupil, seldom falls easily into a traditional mould. The musical language of his cantatas, with their formal anticipations of Bach, is a strikingly personal blend of German with Italian. A commonplace book belonging to Handel while under Zachow’s tutelage, which has since, alas, disappeared, is known to have contained examples culled from works by Kerll, Froberger and Krieger whose compositional styles bore a markedly international stamp.

What sort of lessons were actually offered? Zachow seems to have begun by giving Handel a solid grounding in harmony, and then exposing him to various contemporary styles by providing scores for analysis and discussion from his own extensive library. In addition the boy learned to work fugue subjects and copy out music, as well as taking his master’s place now and then as organist and composer. Whether he ‘actually did compose a service every week for three years successively’ is doubtful. At any rate not one of these 156 services survives, and no single work can positively be ascribed to this period apart from a number of keyboard pieces. The early setting for soprano and strings of Psalm 112, Laudate Pueri, traditionally dated to the Halle years, may well have been written soon after Handel’s arrival in Italy and reveals little of future promise. The vocal lines feature inelegant, overlong melismatic passages and awkward word setting and the piece ends with a fifty-three-bar Amen. Some typical Handelian features are there, however, in the opening string figures and the germ of a melody which later became ‘O had I Jubal’s lyre’ in Joshua some forty years later.

Handel’s progress as student and composer was to be halted in 1697 by the death, on 17 February, of his father at the age of seventy-five. Late in the previous year Dr Händel had developed a fever and slowly sank under it, despite consultation with medical colleagues. The respected figure was given a dignified funeral, with an oration delivered in the family house by the distinguished pastor Johann Christian Olearius. Following contemporary custom, it was published alongside a clutch of mourning elegies, including a turgid sixty-eight-line effusion by Andreas Roth, ‘Pfarrer zu Grosskugel’, a distinctly cheerful poem in tetrameters by a certain J. G., and, from the dead man’s father-in-law Pastor Taust, an affecting dialogue between the ‘selig Verstorbenen’ and the miserable mourners. ‘Ah sorrow, ah misery, how shall we begin?’ they cry, to which the parting soul rejoins, ‘Be still, children, do not weep, I live in a thousand joys,’ rounding off with an abrupt ‘Nun, gute Nacht’.

Of more immediate interest are the verses by the twelve-year-old Handel himself. Though these may well have been retouched by a kindly adult, there is no good reason for doubting Handel’s authorship. This was an age of forward children – limited life expectancy could scarcely make it otherwise – and the idea of the composer as poet is no odder here than it is in the era of Wagner and Berlioz. We may note that the boy signs himself impressively ‘Georg Friedrich Händel, dedicated to the liberal arts’.

February was a significant month for him. Five years later, a week or so before his seventeenth birthday, he signed the register of Halle University. His chosen faculty is unknown and whether he actually pursued any studies at all is a mystery. Perhaps the gesture was made to please his family, who must in any case have been delighted when, on 13 March 1702, he was appointed to the prestigious post of organist of the Domkirche to succeed the unsatisfactory Johann Christoph Leporin. This cathedral church was Calvinist, but the elders seem not to have objected to the Lutheran appointment. The job was tenable initially for a single probationary year and the stipulations, besides requiring Handel to ‘perform such duties in a way that will seem to an upright organist suitable and fitting’, and ‘to have due care for whatever might be needful to the support of beautiful harmony’, also included keeping the instrument in good repair and leading ‘a Christian and edifying life’. He was granted a salary of fifty thalers a year in quarterly instalments and free lodgings.

Handel fulfilled the terms of this contract satisfactorily, as documents make plain, and might well have gone on to pursue a career similar to that of his direct contemporary, Johann Sebastian Bach, serving as organist in some other cathedral city or as kapellmeister at one of the princely courts, and following the accepted pattern of professional life for a German musician. There is evidence, in any case, that during this period the organist, still in his teens, was starting to look about him. His reputation drew the ebullient and companionable Georg Philipp Telemann to Halle and the pair formed a friendship that only ended with Handel’s death nearly sixty years later. Dutifully reading law at the university in nearby Leipzig, where Handel often visited him, Telemann was not going to let his formidable gifts as a musician lie fallow and had begun composing cantatas for the city’s mayor. From there it was a short step to establishing a concert series and becoming musical director at the theatre. Leipzig’s musical establishment felt justifiably threatened. At its head was no less a figure than Johann Kuhnau, arguably the finest keyboard master in Germany at the time. This bitterest of Telemann’s foes was a strong influence on both him and Handel, but though they looked to the older composer for guidance as to fugal writing and counterpoint, their melodic inspiration came less from him than from each other.

Kuhnau complained of young Leipzigers ‘running after operas’ instead of coming to hear his church music. Enthusiasm for opera was just as strong in Berlin, where the Prussian Electress Sophie Charlotte had recently opened a little theatre with a lyric drama by her kapellmeister, the Italian musician Attilio Ariosti. A monk of the Servite order, he maintained a slightly precarious position as a Catholic at a Protestant court, depending on the Electress’s patronage, but there was no doubt as to his professional skill. In 1702 he was joined in Berlin by a still more prestigious Italian master, Giovanni Maria Bononcini, whose short opera Polifemo was given its première that year.

Georg Händel held an honorary post as court physician to Sophie Charlotte’s husband, Elector Friedrich. The doctor’s musical son almost certainly visited Berlin, probably not in 1698, as Mainwaring’s biography tells us, but soon after Bononcini’s arrival. Perhaps he even heard Polifemo, whose eponymous hero is the very same ‘monster Polypheme’ appearing in Acis and Galatea. This encounter with the newest sophistications of Italian operatic style was surely valuable for the young Handel, but both Ariosti and Bononcini were destined to play much more significant roles in his professional life nearly two decades later.

The Elector, who became ‘King in Prussia’ in 1701, had his own ideas as to Handel’s future. Friedrich’s plan appears to have involved sending Handel to Italy, ‘where he might be formed under the best masters, and have opportunities of hearing and seeing all that was excellent in that kind’. Having completed his studies, the young man would then presumably be expected to return to Berlin and join the musicians at court. Some of Handel’s friends seem to have urged this as a worthwhile career path, others ‘who better understood the temper and spirit of the court at Berlin’ realized the potential dangers involved. If the King liked the finished product of his patronage, then Handel would be bound to his service for the foreseeable future. If, on the other hand, the composer, for all his newly acquired Italian sophistication, were to displease his princely employer, a similar post at another court might be hard to secure. Handel had the good sense to make his excuses and decline Friedrich’s offer. In the summer of 1703, once his contractual year as organist at the Domkirche was up, he set off instead for Hamburg.

The great port city was among Germany’s most prosperous but its jealously guarded privileges as a free community were maintained against a background of constant bickering among the various groups and factions involved in its administration. Smart, rich and sybaritic, its citizens were noted as deep drinkers, a fact which must have appealed to Handel, always fond of his bottle. Joseph Addison, arriving more or less at the same time as the composer, wrote to Lord Winchelsea: ‘the great Business of the place is commerce and Drinking: as their chief commoditie, at least that which I am best acquainted with, is Rhenish wine. This they have in such prodigious Quantities that there is yet no sensible diminution of it tho Mr Perrot and myself have bin among ’em above a Week. The principal curiositie of ye town and what is more visited than any other I have met wth in my Travails is a great cellar filld with this kind of Liquor. It holds more Hogsheads than others can bottles and I believe is capable of receiving into it a whole Vintage of ye Rhine.’

Increasing wealth and international importance brought sophistication to Hamburg. A proof of this lay in the splendid opera house begun in 1677 in the Gänsemarkt, built to designs by Girolamo Sartorio, a Venetian working as principal architect to the ducal court in Hanover. Equipped with state-of-the-art machinery and a stage of sufficient depth to facilitate spectacular scenic effects, the house could seat an audience of almost 2,000 and ranked as the largest theatre in northern Europe at that time. Building took a year and the inaugural performance featured an opera by the Saxon composer Johann Theile based on the story of Adam and Eve.

The cosmopolitan background of the Theater am Gänsemarkt’s patrons produced a uniquely eclectic style of opera. French taste introduced elements of ballet and spectacle, and the powerful impress of Venetian lyric theatre conditioned the handling of texts and subject matter. German composers and librettists took readily to the drift towards a species of extravagant theatrical realism, which had characterized late seventeenth-century Venetian opera. In Morselli’s L’Incoronazione di Dario, for example, a scene in a philosopher’s study, showing ‘Globi, libri, stromenti chimici, matematici, e da musica’, has the sage Niceno composing a cantata subsequently sung by Queen Statira. In Pietro Dolfin’s libretto for Antonio Sartorio’s L’Adelaide the heroine seeks refuge in a marble quarry, where the quarrymen sing as they work. One of the blast charges goes off prematurely, killing several of the workmen who are standing too close, and the foreman later threatens to rape Adelaide: Sartorio omitted the first of these episodes from his musical setting. The prime Venetian exponent of this trend was Matteo Noris, whose lyric dramas demand a technical expertise worthy of Bayreuth, and certainly imply that in the annals of opera there is nothing new under the sun. His Marcello in Siracusa features such coups as a ray of sunlight cast on the Roman ships by Archimedes’s burning-glass and a dance by his scholars wielding geometrical instruments. In Il Totila, written for Giovanni Legrenzi, the heroine Marzia jumps off a balcony into the arms of the eponymous Ostrogoth – ‘Cieli, dove mi trovo?’ ‘Fra le braccia d’un Re’ – but the ultimate absurdity is plumbed in the presentation to Totila of a huge gilded elephant which, unbeknown to him, contains the general Belisarius and an entire army, all soon disgorged.

Such coups de théâtre held an evident appeal for Hamburg audiences and composers, and the German librettists were not slow in providing appropriate material. Some operas were actually based on recent European political events, such as the Neapolitan revolt of 1647, which turned up at the Gänsemarkt as Masagniello-Furioso, die neapolitanische Fischer-Emporung, with music by Reinhard Keiser. A record for bringing current affairs to the operatic stage was set by Lucas von Bostel, who dramatized the siege of Vienna by the Turks only three years after it took place. His Cara Mustapha introduces King John Sobieski of Poland, the Electors of Saxony and Bavaria and the Duke of Lorraine, mute components of a scene accompanied by an aria from ein in der Luft schwebenden Engel.

Nothing was wanting to make the Gänsemarkt productions as handsome as possible. The stage, larger than in most other European theatres of the day, was capable of immense perspective effects and set design reached a peak in the work of Johann Oswald Harms, who had trained in Italy and reflected the slightly eerie influence of Salvator Rosa. The orchestra was naturally superb and here Handel was able to gain valuable experience as a violinist: since his writing for the instrument is very much an experienced player’s rather than a mere listener’s, some critics have been led to suggest that this conditioned his vocal writing as well.

With one of his most talented fellow musicians at the opera Handel made contact almost as soon as he arrived in Hamburg. The city’s churches fostered a thriving musical life, and on 9 July 1703, in the organ loft of the Magdalenakirche, Handel met Johann Mattheson. Mattheson is a crucial figure in the history of musical criticism. Writings such as his Untersuchung der Singspiele, with its spirited defence of opera, and Das Neu-eröffnete Orchester offer invaluable clues to eighteenth-century awareness of changing musical trends. Besides producing a spate of theatrical, religious and instrumental pieces, and translating extensively from contemporary English literature (works, for example, by Defoe and Richardson), he held the post of secretary to Sir John Wyche, English resident at Hamburg, and became tutor to his son Cyril. Residual Anglophilia led him to marry Catherine Jennings, daughter of a Wiltshire clergyman, of whom he says, ‘She bore no children, but offered a thousand of those pleasures often lacking in children themselves.’

The two young men at once became great friends, going boating together and making music, and Handel must have profited from professional criticism which, if not always free of envious pedantry, was at any rate candid and intelligent. Mattheson enjoyed his friend’s deadpan humour – ‘at first he played second violin in the opera orchestra, and behaved as though he did not know how many beans made five, for he was inclined by nature to dry jokes’ – but noted that ‘he knew very little about melodic writing before he got to the Hamburg Opera...’ Handel was also able to avail himself of free meals at Mattheson’s house ‘and he repaid that by imparting to me several choice touches of counterpoint’.

During that summer both of them were attracted by the prospect of a plum post as organist of the Marienkirche at Lübeck, news of which had reached Mattheson through Magnus von Wedderkopp, President of the Holstein Privy Council and related to the Wyches by marriage. The current holder of the job was the eminent Danish composer Dietrich Buxtehude, who had taken it under a condition familiar enough in Baroque Germany but altogether more odd to us. This was the stipulation that the prospective organist should marry the daughter of the incumbent, presumably a bonus to his apprenticeship. Buxtehude’s wife was indeed the daughter of his predecessor Franz Tunder, and Margreta Buxtehude now awaited the chosen candidate.

On 17 August Mattheson and Handel set off in the coach to Lübeck. It was a pleasant journey, made the jollier by the antics of a travelling pigeon seller and because, as Mattheson says, ‘we made up many double fugues together, da mente non da penna’. When they arrived they enjoyed themselves well enough in trying out the best of the city’s keyboard instruments, but jibbed at poor Margreta, who had to wait another couple of years until Johann Christian Schiefferdecker was prepared to fulfil the terms of the contract in which she was the sticking point. Bach’s visit to Lübeck in 1705, incidentally, was probably not unconnected with the same issue.

Handel’s rejection of marriage to Margreta Buxtehude raises the general and hitherto unresolved issue of his relations with women. There is, alas, practically no documentary evidence regarding this aspect of his private life and he is the only major composer of the last three centuries firmly to have barred the doors on the subject. We must make what we can of Paolo Antonio Rolli’s comment to a friend in 1719 that Handel was secretly in love with one of his female singers and of George III’s annotation in his copy of Mainwaring’s biography: ‘G. F. Handel was ever honest, nay excessively polite, but like all men of sense would talk all, and hear none and scorned the advice of any but the Woman He loved, but his Amours were rather of short duration, always within the pale of his own profession... He knew that without Harmony of souls neither love nor the creation would have been created and Discord ends here as certainly as the last Trumpet will call us from our various Pleasures...’ Earlier the King had remarked (this time in German) apropos of the author’s observing that the ladies would have preferred Senesino to Handel: ‘that is not so obvious; Handel was very well built and lacked nothing in manliness; the other fellow was just a mule.’ More than this is not vouchsafed us by available sources. We can surmise that while in Italy he fell in love with the soprano Vittoria Tarquini, and it is not unreasonable to suppose that he may have felt attracted to certain of his leading singers such as Margherita Durastanti, Anna Strada and, in later years, Kitty Clive and Susanna Cibber. The assumption that as a lifelong bachelor he must perforce have been homosexual is untenable in an eighteenth-century context, when the vagabond life of so many musicians often made marriage a practical hindrance. Given the fact that much of the music of his operas, cantatas and oratorios constitutes a mature and complex expression of earthly love, the statement by Newman Flower that Handel was ‘sexless and safe’ seems strikingly misjudged. So much, apparently, for the creator of Semele, Rodelinda and Alcina. Safe, in any case, from what?

A letter to Mattheson urging his return from Amsterdam, where he was being fêted by the Jews, ‘for the time is coming when nothing at the Opera can be done in your absence’, indicates Handel’s growing involvement with the theatre’s affairs. Musical director at the Gänsemarkt was Reinhard Keiser, the leading German operatic master of his day, a pioneer spirit of boundless inventiveness, with a lasting effect on Handel’s sense of priorities in the creation of a dramatic style. His enormous output embodies Hamburg eclecticism, with its continuing sensitivity to changing international trends, and shows a typical capacity for incorporating a whole range of musical genres within a single work. Der Hochmütige, Gestürzte und Wieder Erhabene Croesus, for instance, not only contains scenes of tragic intensity, such as Croesus’s aria ‘Götter, übt Barmherzigkeit’, but includes an extended peasant interlude adapted from Minato’s Italian source libretto and cast in authentic German folk idiom. Rough-edged and naïve as Keiser’s music may seem to us against a wider eighteenth-century background, there is no denying the inspiration it continued to give to younger talents. His pupil Johann Adolf Hasse, who brought opera seria to a functional perfection, regarded Keiser as the greatest master of the day, and years after his death Scheibe in his Musiklexikon described him as ‘perhaps the greatest original genius Germany has ever brought forth’.

Handel’s admiration for Keiser shows itself best in the many allusions to the Hamburg operas to be found in works as early as Agrippina and as late as Joshua. In at least one case Handel was veritably haunted by a Keiser motif. The latter’s Octavia of 1705 contained an aria for Seneca, ‘Ruhig sein’, based on a pattern of repeated quaver phrases. Handel carried this wholesale into two Italian works, Il Trionfo del Tempo e della Verità and Agrippina, into a London opera Muzio Scevola and into the ravishing G minor trio sonata customarily grouped as ‘number 1’ in the Opus 2 set (though originally published in B minor – the G minor version, possibly the authentic one, is first known from a Dresden manuscript). In addition, reminiscences of it turn up, adapted but recognizable, in Tassile’s aria ‘Sempre fido e disprezzato’ in Alessandro, and the merest ghost of the idea hovers through three bars of ‘Va, perfido’ in Deidamia.

A sense of professional rivalry between the two composers was unavoidable, but Keiser seems never to have felt seriously threatened by the younger master. It was on the friendship of Handel with Mattheson that sooner or later the enclosed, contentious world of the opera house, with its bickering and scandal, was bound to tell. On the evening of 5 December 1704 Mattheson’s opera Cleopatra was being given its second performance at the Gänsemarkt. The composer not only figured as conductor, but as one of the stars, in the role of Antony (the libretto follows the well-known historical outline). Having fallen on his sword and had his death scene, he was then at liberty to slip into the pit and take over at the harpsichord. Handel, who had migrated from second fiddle desk to the keyboard, now refused to budge, though Mattheson, as director of his own opera, had an acknowledged right to take over.

Furious with each other, they managed to get to the end of the show, while several of the orchestral players egged them on. There was a challenge at the stage door, a crowd gathered, the two men drew their weapons and set to in the open market place outside the theatre. It was a duel which, as Mattheson tells us, ‘might have passed off very unfortunately for both of us, had God’s guidance not graciously ordained that my blade, thrusting against my opponent’s broad metal coat-button, should be shattered’.

Saved for posterity by a button. It was not like either of them to bear grudges for long. One of Handel’s most endearing qualities as a man was the strength and diversity of his friendships, and in less than a month, through the intervention of a Hamburg councillor and one of the Gänsemarkt shareholders, he and Mattheson were reconciled. After a celebratory meal, they went to the rehearsal of Handel’s first opera, Almira, better friends than ever. Cynics must make what they can of the fact that Mattheson took one of the leading roles.

Almira received its première on 8 January 1705. It was an instant success, with some twenty performances, but it is impossible to be more than lukewarm about Handel’s unique surviving essay in Hamburg opera. Keiser and Mattheson both did this kind of thing better, but to pick through the forty-two German and fifteen Italian arias for flashes of Handelian brilliance is an absorbing task. The libretto, whose full title is Der in Krohnen erlangte Glücks-Wechsel, oder Almira, Königin von Castilien, is an adaptation by Friedrich Christian Feustking of a Venetian text by Giulio Pancieri based on the familiar seventeenth-century dramatic situation of the queen who secretly loves a commoner (Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi, Corneille’s Dom Sanche de Navarre and Dryden’s Secret Love contain similar storylines). The whole thing belongs very much to its Venetian Baroque operatic world, with a loosely-strung plot full of intrigue interlaced with comedy and ballet. Besides the three female and three male leads, the story introduces a buffo servant Tabarco, a Papagenolike figure first seen setting out the card tables for an evening’s gaming at the Castilian court. The princes and princesses, by now neatly entangled, sit down to a fraught set of ombre (the game immortalized in Pope’s Rape of the Lock) followed by a ball during which the horrified Queen Almira sees her secretary Fernando happily dancing with the Princess Edilia. After a multitude of plot twists all comes right in the end, however, and to save the Queen from betraying her class by marrying a mere person, Fernando is discovered to be the long-lost son of the Count of Segovia. Tabarco enters on horseback and Almira says that she will be delighted to share the throne with her quondam secretary.

Handel was evidently powerless to do much towards modifying the rambling drama that Feustking had given some years earlier to Reinhard Keiser. The older composer’s Almira setting was premièred not in Hamburg but at Weissenfels, in honour of a visit to Duke Johann Adolf by the Elector Palatine. Keiser had his own reasons for clearing out of Hamburg with his opera still unperformed. ‘Being a man of gaiety and expense,’ says Mainwaring, ‘he involved himself in debts, which forced him to abscond.’ After Feustking had enlarged the text for these princely celebrations, Keiser appears to have passed the original libretto to Handel. Was his second setting of Almira, composed in 1706, stimulated by a friendly rivalry with his young protégé?

Handel’s version is exactly the sort of apprentice work we might expect. Imaginative daubs of instrumental colour are scattered here and there (some lessons well learned from Keiser in this respect) and the writing for strings in arias such as Almira’s ‘Move i passi’ is particularly inspired. Some of the dramatic climaxes, especially those involving the eponymous heroine, show the composer responding keenly to moments of pathos and vulnerability among his characters, two-dimensional as most of them are. Otherwise the vocal writing seems mannered and ungrateful to the singers. Moments of florid grandeur in the word setting, a strong French idiom and a generally uncritical subservience to the Hamburg style are elements bundled together rather than assimilated. The total effect, even if we suppose that Handel would have become as adept a practitioner of this kind of opera as Mattheson and Keiser, is like looking at the ambitious façade to a provincial corn exchange.

Hamburg’s enthusiasm for its new composer was greeted with a second collaboration between Handel and Feustking, hurried into production on Almira’s heels and ready for performance in February. The title followed the usual German Baroque practice of giving the theme first, in the ungainly form then favoured of article and noun split by an adjectival phrase, so that it reads, literally translated, ‘The Through Blood and Murder Acquired Love, or: Nero’. Handel’s music has disappeared, but Feustking’s text survives and we can note that the opera’s subject is akin to that of Agrippina, with which the composer triumphantly concluded his Italian journey in 1709. Among characters common to both pieces are Nero and Poppea, while Agrippina, true to history, is instinct, in Hamburg as in Venice, with jealousy and cunning. Seneca and Octavia are also present, to remind us of Monteverdi’s imperishable treatment of the theme nearly a century earlier. There are plenty of duets and choruses, and comedy is provided by Anicetus, des Kaysers Mignon oder Liebling, and Glaptus, Claudius’s freedman, whose long mock-meditation on philosophy is followed by an aria in which he declares that he will be a Stagiritisch, a Stoisch, an Epicurisch and an Eclectisch.

Perhaps the total loss to us of Handel’s music has something to do with the fact that Nero was a failure, withdrawn after one, or perhaps two performances. Discussing the libretto, one of the Hamburg poets who had earlier pitched into Feustking exclaimed, ‘How is a musician to create anything beautiful if he has no beautiful words? Therefore, as in the case of the composition of the opera Nero, someone has not unjustly complained: “There is no spirit in the verse, and one feels vexation at setting such a thing to music.”’

The someone may have been Handel, who promptly vanished from the Gänsemarkt stage. A third opera, Florindo, ultimately divided into two by its librettist Heinrich Hinsch on grounds of length, was given two years later as Der beglückte Florindo and Die verwandelte Daphne, but of the score only a handful of fragments has survived. The two operas may indeed have existed as separate libretti.*(a) He presumably went on playing in the opera band, and eked out his income by giving lessons to the children of Hamburg citizens. A sizeable amount of his keyboard music can be conjecturally dated to this period on stylistic and other grounds, and several voluminous chaconnes and pieces containing ideas figuring more solidly elsewhere may have been written as teaching exercises.

Handel was not temperamentally cast in the mould of a great teacher. Sir John Hawkins might be a little too partial in saying that he ‘disdained to teach his art to any but princes’, but he was not one to dazzle his audience with musical science and was far too impatient and quick-tempered a man to suffer fools or slowcoaches gladly. Profoundly educative though it is to the spirit and the imagination, his music is notoriously resistant to textbook exemplification. Thus it is almost impossible to imagine him writing an Orgelbüchlein or an Art of Fugue or even compiling a notebook for some notional Anna Magdalena. Like Beethoven or Elgar, he took pupils because he needed the money. And in the autumn of 1706, when he had scraped enough of it together, he set off for Italy.
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Caro Sassone

With Handel’s Italian journey we enter on one of those periods of his career when conjecture is exasperatingly paramount. We can guess why he should have wanted to go to Italy since, as the nursery of established musical form, terminology and style during the period, it was the logical goal of young composers from all over Europe, but whether he was, as tradition has it, invited by Prince Ferdinando de’ Medici, son of Grand Duke Cosimo of Tuscany, is altogether more questionable. Ferdinando was indeed out of Florence at some stage immediately before Handel’s departure from Hamburg, could certainly have been visiting some of his German princely connexions, and might perhaps have met Handel on one such visit – but there is no proof that he did so.

Finances are a somewhat simpler issue. As a rule Baroque artists travelling in Italy were paid for by their patrons, who saw the tour as a species of talent investment, paying off in the resulting sophistications of style. Handel had no need of this. Money was forthcoming from his father’s estate, friends and family connexions rallied round, and Handel was able to leave for Italy ‘on his own bottom’, as Mainwaring has it. The word ‘bottom’ has the English eighteenth-century sense of ‘initiative’, ‘enterprise’ or ‘substance’. Once in Italy itself, the necessary bottom would have to be provided by his own creative resources, directly linked to the network of patronage, cronyism and contact-forming hardly less essential to Italian life now than it was in those days.

His journey may have taken him through such musical centres as Munich, Turin and Milan, all of them with resident composers and flourishing operatic traditions, but he is first supposed to have halted for any length of time at Florence. The capital of the Grand Duchy of Tuscany under the rule of Cosimo III, obsessively religious and increasingly preoccupied with the issue of a likely successor among his brood of wayward children, was not the culturally vibrant city it had been during the Renaissance, but music of all kinds gained enthusiastic support from the Grand Duke’s eldest surviving son Ferdinando. The prince had received a broad education, including practical courses on the violin and harpsichord from the Genoese composer Giovanni Maria Pagliardi. An anonymous contemporary notes that

he also sang most gracefully...he liked operas, sad and serious ones for preference...he had his amusements for each season: in the spring he went to Poggio a Caiano, where he kept a troupe of comedians on purpose to act for him. Then he went to Villa Imperiale, where...the pages and courtiers improvised entertainments... In the autumn he went to his favourite villa at Pratolino... there he went hunting and there he had a musical drama acted by the choicest singers, with a great crowd of spectators. Other operas under his patronage were given at Leghorn, where he ‘gently obliged’ the richest merchants to buy all the tickets, lending his own orchestra, led by the virtuoso Martino Bitti. Besides this he was active in encouraging special performances of music for Holy Week in the Florentine churches, featuring new commissions. No wonder that when he died it was said of him that ‘the most musical prince in all the world is dead’.

Nothing Handel composed on this first visit to Florence has survived and in the last days of 1706 we find him already in Rome. On 14 January 1707 the diarist Francesco Valesio noted that ‘there has arrived in this city a Saxon, a most excellent player on the harpsichord and composer, who today gave a flourish of his skill by playing the organ in the church of S. Giovanni*(b) to the amazement of everyone present’.

It must have been at this time as well that he first heard the music of the pifferari, the Abruzzi shepherds whose tradition it was to play their bagpipes in the Roman streets during December and January. The simple tunes over their drone clearly made a deep impression: though this kind of one-note bass is a cliché of Baroque musical rusticity, the merest mention of sheep or shepherds, whether in ‘Quanto voi felici siete’ in Ezio or ‘But as for his people’ in Israel in Egypt, is enough to set the pastoral Handel going and a symphony labelled pifa duly introduces the shepherds of Messiah.

From a musical point of view Handel could not have chosen a more interesting moment at which to visit Italy. From a political aspect he could scarcely have hit on a worse. Popular historical awareness tends all too readily to forget that the War of the Spanish Succession involved more diffuse theatres of activity than the plains of Flanders and the Danube on which Marlborough gained his famous victories. Bourbon and Habsburg armies were heavily engaged not only on France’s eastern borders but also in Spain and throughout the entire length of Italy. Handel’s arrival was on the heels of a huge imperial push made possible by the brilliant operations of Prince Eugene, culminating in his victory at Turin and the surrender of Milan, both during the September of 1706. With the exception of Venice, which adopted its by now customary position astride the diplomatic fence, all the Italian states were heavily committed, either through enforced levies as imperial fiefs, or through direct political and military involvement.

In terms of prestige the severest losses were suffered by the dominions of the Pope, whose support of the Bourbon cause in Spain and of the family of the exiled James II of England outweighed his efforts towards peace as far as Austria and her allies were concerned. Raised to the papacy in 1700, as Clement XI, Gianfrancesco Albani was destined to a term of office as miserable as it was long. Unlike his immediate predecessors, who had interpreted their responsibilities in a spirit of self-seeking worldliness, Clement was a worthy and conscientious pontiff, whose idealistic attempts to do right were perpetually frustrated by the cynical turn of European great-power politics.

Early in his reign he had seen his capital devastated by a succession of natural disasters. The Tiber flooded the city three times in as many years, and on 14 January 1703 there began a series of violent earth tremors, which lasted with a more or less consistent intensity for nearly two months. Special prayers, fasts and processions took place to ward off what was seen as a fitting punishment for the decadent luxury of Roman society: ‘Faith is not dead in Rome,’ said an eyewitness, ‘the earthquake, in fact, has been a great preacher.’ Terrible cracks appeared in the Vatican and the Colosseum, and the pillars of Bernini’s great baldacchino in St Peter’s were seen to tremble. Perhaps the most amazing scenes took place on the night of 2 February, when a rumour spread that the city was to be destroyed within two hours. Streets, squares and gardens quickly filled with people, many of them half dressed, flinging themselves on their knees, making public confession and embracing each other as if for the last time, and it was almost morning before a relative calm was restored.

Clement was instrumental, not only in sustaining Roman morale during such periods of intense crisis, but in reaffirming the city’s metropolitan character through his extensive restoration of its older basilicas and his reconstruction of walls, aqueducts and fountains. The Rome in which Handel arrived was thus in one of its signal moments of renewal, even though its population was decreasing and in area it was little more than a magnificent market town among a scatter of impressive ruins.

Roman society was naturally dominated by ecclesiastics and by the noble families from whose ranks many of them were recruited. The machinery of patronage was controlled by these two heavily interlinked groups, and the city’s flourishing artistic life depended exclusively upon their support. Alone among the major Italian cities, however, Rome boasted no opera house. The puritanical zeal of Innocent XII had closed the Teatro Tor di Nona in 1697 and no new theatrical enterprise was to be set on foot until the opening of the Teatro Capranica in 1709. Musicians nevertheless continued to flock to the city. Besides the inevitable demand for new music to accompany church celebrations of every kind, there was enough continuing impetus from wealthy and distinguished amateurs among the cardinals and their noble relatives to promote an exciting musical culture, whose influence was to condition Handel’s style more strongly than any other he had encountered before or was to meet again.

Several of the leading ecclesiastics maintained their own domestic bands and, if not actually composing themselves, wrote texts for the musicians they patronized. Pietro Ottoboni, for example, appointed a cardinal at the age of twenty-two by his great-uncle Pope Alexander VIII, seems to have laid out most of an enormous income in indulging a passion for music. Before Innocent’s ban on theatres, Ottoboni had staged operas by promising young composers such as Alessandro Scarlatti, Giovanni Bononcini and Francesco Pollarolo, in his huge Palazzo della Cancelleria, which also had a little stage for marionette operas. *(c)

None of Handel’s works was specifically written for Ottoboni, but the Cardinal’s Wednesday music meetings offered Handel a chance to make valuable contacts with some of Italy’s leading musical masters. The atmosphere is well summed up for us by the French traveller Blainville, who was in Rome at the same time. ‘His Eminence keeps in his pay the best musicians and performers in Rome...so that every Wednesday he has an excellent concert in his palace. We were there served with ices and other delicate liquors...but the greatest inconveniency in all these concerts is that one is pestered with swarms of trifling little Abbés, who come thither on purpose to fill their bellies with these liquors, and to carry off the crystal bottles with the napkins into the bargain.’ The Ottoboni connexion in fact bound together many of the musical Italians who later made their way to London while Handel was there. Nicola Haym (already in England) and Paolo Antonio Rolli, later to become his librettists, for example, had both been part of the cardinal’s circle, as had the violinist Pietro Castrucci, leader of the opera band, and Filippo Amadei, a brilliant cellist who later collaborated as a composer with Handel and Giovanni Bononcini on Muzio Scevola.

Handel’s most significant encounter at the Cancelleria was with the orchestra’s leader, Arcangelo Corelli. Corelli is one of those artistic figures whose effect on their contemporaries is out of all proportion to the volume of their output. He wrote and published a relatively small amount, six instrumental collections in all, but in so doing he profoundly altered and deepened the whole character of European music. His influence pervaded everything from a tiny trio sonata to a full-blown opera, and with those of Vivaldi and the elder Scarlatti his musical personality dominates the central phases of the Italian Baroque. Domenico Scarlatti once told the violinist Francesco Geminiani that he was especially struck by Corelli’s ‘nice management of his band, the uncommon accuracy of whose performance gave the concertos an amazing effect...for Corelli regarded it as essential to the ensemble of a band, that their bows should all move exactly together, all up, or all down; so that at his rehearsals, which constantly preceded every public performance of one of his concertos, he would immediately stop the band if he discovered one irregular bow’. The example was surely not lost on the young Handel, consolidating on what he had already learned as a member of the Gänsemarkt orchestra.

The effects of the master’s music itself upon his own style are not so much heard as felt within the framework of the pieces Handel composed during this period, through the creation of structures immediately recalling those used in Corelli’s concertos (which, though not published until 1714, may already have been known in manuscript). Nowhere is this more apparent than in the setting of Psalm 110, Dixit Dominus domino meo, which Handel completed in the April of 1707. The Corellian lyricism and suppleness of the string writing determine the character of the entire work, essentially a series of vocal concerto movements, relentless in its momentum and dazzling in its grandeur of design.

The stylistic synthesis is not only between Handel and Corelli but draws together elements from the composer’s German church training of Halle days and features which suggest that he must have begun to study the work of earlier Italian masters, Antonio Stradella, Giacomo Carissimi, Giovanni Paolo Colonna (in whom Boyce was later to detect an obvious Handelian model) and maybe even works by Monteverdi and his accomplished assistant at St Mark’s, Alessandro Grandi, whose own strikingly idiosyncratic Dixit Dominus was published in 1629. The sturdy cantus firmus of ‘donec ponam inimicos tuos’ in the first movement could pass as easily for a Latin psalm tone as for a Lutheran chorale (it is not unlike Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme) but the pattern of contrasts between soli and five-part chorus, and the double fugue setting ‘Tu es sacerdos in aeternum’ marching against the rushing semi-quavers of ‘secundum ordinem Melchisedech’ are quintessentially Italian in idiom. This very movement Handel was to use again, more than thirty years later, in Israel in Egypt, a work that achieves the same sort of fusion, albeit on a far grander scale, through the remarkable diversity of its allusions.

There is no record of a first performance for the Dixit Dominus, but since it forms part of the Vesper Offices, the ingenious suggestion has been made that Handel intended it as part of a far larger service, at which his settings of two other vesper psalms, Laudate Pueri and Nisi Dominus, would also be given. A Handelian Vespers, to place beside Monteverdi’s set of 1610 and Mozart’s Vesperae Solennes de Confessore is an attractive idea, though nearly three months divide the composition of Dixit Dominus and Laudate Pueri, finished on 8 July. The theory is that together with the motet Saeviat tellus inter rigores they may all have been given at the Carmelite church of Santa Maria di Monte Santo, in special commemoration of deliverance from the recent earthquakes. The only piece of Handel’s, however, which has a definite link with such a commemoration is the motet Donna che in ciel for soprano, chorus and orchestra.

A more recent theory suggests that the Dixit Dominus was written as a psalmus in tempore belli, to be sung in the presence of the Spanish ambassador Don Pedro Tellez, Duke of Uceda, at the hill town of Frascati north of Rome. On 20 April 1707, fearing the advance of an imperial army against Rome itself, the Duke, inviting fifty guests to join him, had fled the city. Once safely ensconced at Frascati, he offered his friends a banquet to celebrate the feast of St Philip and St James on 1 May, a red-letter day in the Spanish calendar. The turbulence at the heart of Handel’s Dixit setting, whether in the swooping string arpeggios of its opening movement or the jaggedly dramatic setting of ‘Conquassabit caput in terra multorum’ (he shall wound the heads of many upon earth), suggests a context of war rather than the earthquakes for the psalm’s first performance, though once again no documentary evidence supports the idea of such a première.

Whatever their purpose the two other psalms show us that the Roman Handel had begun as he meant to go on. The Laudate Pueri uses the same technique of contrasted textures (a florid solo soprano opening, for example, balanced by rich choral writing) and explores a bewildering selection of keys (including a doom-laden switch from F to F sharp in the sixteen-bar Quis sicut Dominus) before homing to the original D major in the Gloria. This final movement repeats the traditional ‘As it was in the beginning’ device, more deftly used in the Dixit Dominus, in which the sense of the words is mirrored in a reprise of the opening material. A similar ploy marks the close of the Nisi Dominus, whose ostinato string figure is used again to thrilling effect at the beginning of Zadok the Priest. The psalm is a tiny capsule of perfectly staged coups de théâtre (note the miraculous stillness, for example, of Cum dederit delectis suis somnum, in which the voice floats above the ghostly accompaniment like a winter sun) ideally Roman, ideally Baroque, in form and idiom.

During the spring of 1707 Handel was busy in other directions. As well as his entrée to the Ottoboni household he had gained an introduction to an equally rich and influential amateur who very soon became a devoted admirer of his music. Like Ottoboni, Benedetto Pamphilj was both a cardinal and the great-nephew of a pope. Innocent X raised him to the purple in 1681 and his musical patronage embraced several of those who performed at the Cancelleria, including Corelli and Scarlatti, for whom he wrote libretti. As a poet he was not without talent. Handel clearly appreciated the musicality of his verses and various cantata texts are certainly his. On a much larger scale Pamphilj produced a work in the genre identified as ‘moral cantata’, to be set by Handel possibly for one of Ottoboni’s concerts. Il Trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno nella Bellezza ravveduta (The Triumph of Time and Truth over Beauty repentant) has never really received the attention it deserves from Handel enthusiasts. The fact that he returned to it on two subsequent occasions, thirty and fifty years respectively after the first version, suggests that he maintained some sort of special interest or involvement in the work. At any rate the libretto is certainly no worse than many others he came to set, and in overall smoothness and elegance often a good deal better.

The underlying idea is the kind of moral abstract cherished by the Baroque imagination. Cantatas in this style *(d) were based on the notion of ‘The world’s wicked vanities’ and had titles like ‘How Deceitful Are Our Pleasures!’, ‘Teach Me How To Die’ or ‘The Contest Between Wisdom And Holiness’. In Il Trionfo Time and Truth oppose Pleasure in a combat for the allegiance of Beauty, who eventually yields to them after being offered visions of what will happen if she chooses the alternative. Pleasure is finally sent packing, in a burst of resentment, when Beauty casts her away after another look in the faithful glass, which she has invoked in the opening aria. As dramatic material there is nothing especially promising in all this, but it gave Handel the chance to develop a distinctive aria style which, though it absorbs material from the Hamburg years, is very different from anything he had evolved earlier. Something of the sweep and exuberance of his mature operatic manner is here already, underpinned by a rich scoring, which includes paired recorders, plentiful work for solo oboe and violin, and a sinfonia with an organ solo, whisking a somewhat bewildered Beauty into the Domain of Pleasure. Several of the numbers have, besides, a genuine distinction, which transcends the imaginative limits of Pamphilj’s text. There is an extended quartet, in which Handel plays with the word ‘tempo’ as Beauty pleads for time to consider her choice, while Time, Truth and Pleasure throw in their arguments. Among the arias ‘Urne voi’, Time’s exclamation of dignified outrage at frail Beauty’s sheer insolence, is justly admired for its harmonic boldness. A sequence of jagged chords in F minor (one of Handel’s favourite ‘special effect’ keys) forms the starting point for what ultimately becomes a shattering vision of anarchic gloom, as the urns of dead beauties are commanded to yield up their grisly treasures.

The overture to Il Trionfo may well have been the source of a famously contentious moment between the young composer and Corelli. As leader of the Ottoboni band, Corelli had some difficulty in satisfying Handel’s demands as to style and execution; impetuous as ever, Handel snatched the violin from the master’s hand and the Hamburg second fiddle tried to show one of Europe’s finest instrumentalists how to play. Corelli, whose typical modesty hid a sly sense of humour, answered: ‘But my dear Saxon, this music is in the French style, and I don’t understand that sort of thing at all.’ In fact, as his own compositions show, he understood it very well, and if the remark was intended to put Handel gently in his place it probably succeeded.

Under the name of Arcomelo, Corelli was a member of the prestigious Accademia Arcadiana, founded in 1690 and including Ottoboni, Pamphilj and the bizarre figure of Queen Maria Casimira of Poland, a disappointing substitute for the lamented Queen Christina of Sweden, whose patronage had been so valuable to seventeenth-century Roman musicians. The Arcadians, led by influential critics such as Giovanni Maria Crescimbeni and Carlo Gravina, set out to refine literary expression among contemporary Italian writers: as apostles of order and dignity in art they represent a significant element in a more general trend, which was to carry opera along with it and which inevitably had its effect upon Handel. The whole cast of the Accademia Arcadiana was emphatically pastoral. Its members were all pseudonymous classical shepherds and the annals of the society were written up in a quaintly rustic fashion – for example, Ottoboni’s enormous palace becomes ‘the hut of the famed Crateo’. Membership was open to musicians. Arcangelo Corelli became an Arcadian, and in 1706 Alessandro Scarlatti and the harpsichordist Bernardo Pasquini joined the exalted swains, as Terpandro and Protico respectively.

Handel was too young to be a member, but was undoubtedly a welcome guest. The Roman climate was then agreeable enough for meetings often to take place out of doors, in an attractive amphitheatre, the Bosco Parrasio, which can still be seen within its garden on the Janiculum. The grounds belonged to Marchese Francesco Maria Ruspoli, who had joined the Arcadiana in 1691 under the name of Olinto Arsenio, soon followed by his wife Maria Isabella Cesi and their two children.

Ruspoli became Handel’s most important Italian patron, but their relationship was scarcely that of master and servant. The son of the Bolognese Count Alessandro Marescotti, he had inherited the title and considerable fortune of his uncle Bartolomeo, whose father had married a Ruspoli heiress in 1616. The family now lived in some splendour at Palazzo Bonelli, on the south side of Piazza SS. Apostoli, where the Marchese’s willingness to spend money on music rivalled that of the Roman cardinals. He commissioned over fifty oratorios, some of them from composers as eminent as Alessandro Scarlatti and Antonio Caldara (his maestro di cappella for seven years) and gave musical conversazioni on Sundays, celebrated for gathering together some of Rome’s finest performers and for launching new compositions.

Handel’s instinct for going straight to the top wherever artistic and social contacts were concerned is a notable feature of his career. He was almost certainly Ruspoli’s house guest from his arrival in 1706, and his presence in the Marchese’s entourage during the early months of 1707 is confirmed by documents now in the Vatican archives. The composer’s role, if not officially that of a domestic musician, was that of furnishing a series of chamber cantatas to Italian texts, works exemplifying the form at its most polished, and sometimes related to specific events or festivities.

The cantata was very much a Roman musical form, developed in the mid-seventeenth century by composers such as Luigi Rossi, Giacomo Carissimi and Antonio Cesti, using aria and recitative to create small scenes or depictions of the singer’s alternating moods. There was an obvious link with opera, but the two genres always remained distinct from one another. Though certain cantatas might seem to invite staged performance, they were not intended for theatrical performance and there is no contemporary record of Handel’s cantatas ever having been presented in this fashion. Given the prevailing ban on opera in Rome, this would hardly have been possible in any case.

A quick learner, Handel immediately grasped the form’s expressive potential, especially in the hands of a versatile contemporary practitioner such as Alessandro Scarlatti, whose mastery led to the composition of over 500 cantatas, many of them commissioned by the more musically inclined Arcadians. During his stay in Italy Handel himself produced nearly a hundred works of this type. The existence of several manuscript copies of selected cantatas in various Italian libraries suggests that it was precisely these works for which he first became famous (a collection of twenty-three of them in the Biblioteca Marciana at Venice features two portrait caricatures, developed from the initial ‘C’ of ‘cantata’, one of which may even be of the composer himself ). Respect for his handling of the genre is shown in the number of contemporary copies of individual examples, such as Sento là che ristretto and Se pari è la tua fe. Admiration was well founded. The cantatas are an extensive sampler of Handel’s skill in capturing a range of different moods, besides underlining that essentially human dimension which never failed to stimulate his musical imagination.

Many of them are carefully observed character portraits, by turns passionate, ironically humorous or tenderly pathetic, but tinged with a characteristically broad sympathy. Some exploit that favourite feature of Italian lyricists, the simile aria, in which the lover’s state of mind is paralleled with a ship in a storm or a swallow seeking her nest. Others take us through the various phases of an emotional drama. Tu fedel, tu costante, for instance, shows an integration of numbers so absolute as to make the mocking simplicity of the final aria a logical counterpoise to the hysterical turbulence of the opening sinfonia. Handel was to use pieces of identical form (abrupt staccato chords followed by volleying semiquaver sequences) in Partenope and Alcina for the obviously similar purpose of precipitating crises of feeling. In the cantata we watch the jilted girl’s sense of injustice at her Fileno’s sexual effrontery turn to a frank cynicism as Handel progressively lightens the music’s intensity.

What most clearly appealed to him was the form’s dramatic potential. Three of his finest cantatas are cast in the shape of tragic scenas, the heroine in each being a woman driven by circumstance to the brink of despair. Agrippina condotta a morire (Agrippina led to her death), whose title encapsulates its theme, is a striking essay in structural control and an excellent illustration of the way in which the Baroque recitative and aria form are designed to work. Initially Agrippina is still the vigorous Roman matron of history, properly outraged at the way events have overtaken her, but as her nerve starts to crack, so does the rigidity of the cantata’s outlines. Her third air collapses into simple recitative after fourteen bars, briefly resumes with her resolve, then peters out again, a pattern continued through the scene with an aria whose middle section changes from quadruple to triple time. The whole piece ends with superb abruptness on four bars of unadorned recitative. Armida abbandonata, of which J. S. Bach made himself a copy, opens with an extraordinary stretch of declamation introduced by a vocal line supported on two arpeggiando violins and featuring one of the earliest of those plangent sicilianos Handel enjoyed devising for his lovelorn heroines. The cantata O numi eterni, for soprano and continuo, carrying his fame out of Italy under its better known name of La Lucrezia, is an eloquent musical portrait of the ravished Roman heroine in her final moments, a companion, in its tragic poignancy, to those paintings of Lucretia by artists like Reni and Guercino so popular with Baroque patrons and collectors.

One of the best, however, was probably completed after Handel’s return to Germany. Apollo e Dafne or La terra è liberata is almost an opera in itself. The cantata’s effectiveness springs less from mere polish of line and surface than from Handel’s penetrating sense of the realities of feeling that lie beneath the mythological framework. The simple harmonies and cheerful ditties of the sun god, bumptious after strangling the Python, are answered by the gentler, more reserved cast of Daphne’s music as in ‘Ardi adori’ she meets his advances not so much with anger as with detached remonstrance. The duet ‘Deh! lascia addolcire’ emphasizes their separateness by the use of glacial flute tones, a different tempo for each of them, and the fact that their voices are never allowed to blend. Apollo’s final pursuit is brilliantly realized in an air with concerto grosso accompaniment, which dissolves into alarmed recitative as Daphne is transformed into the laurel he ultimately hails in a dignified lament.

The principal soloist at the first performances of many of Handel’s Roman cantatas was the soprano Margherita Durastanti. In 1700, aged only fourteen, she had made her debut as a singer for the opera-mad Duke Ferdinando Carlo of Mantua, remaining under his patronage until 1704, when the pressures of money and politics forced him to rein in his theatrical enthusiasm. By January 1707 she had arrived in Rome with her mother as chaperone and was installed as one of Marchese Ruspoli’s singers. Durastanti was evidently an able linguist (her farewell to the London stage was in English) and Handel composed cantatas for her in Spanish and French. More important, she was the first singer we know of whose individual vocal qualities were directly related to the music Handel wrote for her. She was not particularly attractive – a contemporary caricature stresses her jutting ‘singer’s chin’ and large breasts – but her evident gifts as a singing actress helped to ensure the success of several of his operas with the London public. The two of them were much in each other’s company during this Roman spring and summer, and it is not inconceivable that their relationship was more than merely professional, though documents are silent on any such liaison.

In February the pair set off in Ruspoli’s entourage to stay at his villa near the ancient Etruscan town of Cerveteri. It was the end of the stag-hunting season, and Handel himself rode out with the Marchese for a day’s sport. His newly composed cantata, Diana cacciatrice, was performed that morning, possibly, as has been deduced from the final rousing fanfares, to speed the hunters on their way. A fortnight later Handel (who had been allotted his personal servant) and Durastanti followed Ruspoli to Civitavecchia, principal western port of the Papal States. Here the Marchese had fitted out a brigantine in splendid style as an alternative to the traditional galleys still favoured by the Pope’s naval establishment. Was the cantata Udite il mio consiglio, with its slightly mysterious Arcadian text, meant to offer an elaborate metaphor for this change from oared vessels to sailing ships, especially significant now that pontifical armed forces seemed likely to be dragged into the War of the Spanish Succession? Perhaps so, since its première took place at a banquet thrown by Ruspoli for the civic and military governors of Civitavecchia on 18 March.

In late May the Marchese Ruspoli left Rome once again, this time with his entire household, for the villeggiatura, always a part of the seasonal rhythm of Italian life. Nowadays the summer exodus takes place in August and is generally a dash to the seaside, but in the eighteenth century it was a slow, stately progress to the country villa, where the sweltering days were spent in gossip, flirting, and pottering about the estate. Handel, with his love of the country, must have enjoyed a two-month sojourn at Ruspoli’s moated palace in the little town of Vignanello, in the foothills of the extinct volcano Monte Cimino, between Rome and Viterbo. He was busy in any case with Armida abbandonata and had written three Latin motets, O qualis de coelo sonus, a Salve Regina and Coelestis dum spirat aura, for the weekend celebrations of Pentecost and St Anthony’s Day, when the cathedral was presented with a new altarpiece by the painter Michelangelo Ceruti. The Marchese was well pleased with the music and its performers. Handel got a jewelled ring and so did Durastanti, which suggests either that as a woman she was given the then exceptional privilege of being allowed to sing in church, or, more likely, that the motets must have been given in the Ruspoli palace.

At meals Handel, listed in the Ruspoli accounts as ‘the Saxon’, joined Durastanti at the top table, ‘l’eccelentissima tavola’. As a distinguished addition to the company in the dining room, Cardinal Ottoboni had dropped in on his way to Bologna. With him he may have brought the soprano Vittoria Tarquini, since the Vignanello guest list includes someone simply referred to as ‘Vittoria’, and a week later we find the diva detained in Ferrara by the advance of the imperial army. Nicknamed ‘La Bambagia’ (cotton wool), either for her flossy blonde hair or her generous figure, she was the mistress of Ferdinando de’ Medici, Crown Prince of Tuscany, but this seems not to have deterred other admirers, among them the young Saxon composer. She, rather than Margherita Durastanti, may have given the first performance of Armida abbandonata and another work written for the villa party, Una alma innamorata.

It seems reasonable to assume that a more important commission than either of these two works was preoccupying Handel during his days in the Latian countryside. The exact circumstances under which he came to compose his first Italian opera are unknown, and for many years even its actual performance history was in question. It has now been discovered that it was given in Florence during the early autumn of 1707, and that its title (it has always been called Rodrigo for convenience) was Vincer se stesso è la maggior vittoria (The greatest victory is over oneself). It was probably presented in the Teatro del Cocomero, which since 1652 had been the seat of the Accademia degli Infuocati, a splinter group of members of the original Accademia degli Immobili, established under the protection of Cardinal Giovanni Carlo de’ Medici. One of numerous such learned bodies in Florence – there were also the Sorgenti, the Cadenti and the Nascenti, as well as the Conversazione del Centauro and various smaller ones – the Infuocati had their theatre, now known as the Nicolini, in Via dei Servi by the Duomo. Its name was taken from the exploding grenade which the Infuocati – literally ‘aflame’ – had adopted as their symbol and which resembled the watermelons, cocomeri, still sold on stalls in Florence today. Renamed Teatro Niccolini, it has the distinction of being one of four surviving theatres (all of them rebuilt since the eighteenth century) associated with Handelian first nights.

One of the Infuocati at the time of Handel’s Florentine visit was Antonio Salvi, Prince Ferdinando’s court poet and one of Italy’s most important librettists. He may have supplied Handel with the text, a revision of Francesco Silvani’s Il duello d’Amore e di Vendetta, written for Venice in 1699. The story is very loosely based on events and characters from the last days of Visigothic Spain, but though the historical figures of Roderick and Julian both appear, the invading Moors they were responsible for letting in do not and the drama ends with a lively coro, the customary closing ensemble for all the singers that rounded off a Baroque opera. There is some distinguished poetry here, and among two or three highly effective dramatic moments the finest is undoubtedly the scene in Act III when, as Giuliano and Evanco are about to kill the tyrant Rodrigo, Florinda rushes in to claim vengeance for herself and is in turn stopped by the appearance of her infant son in the arms of Esilena, brandishing the child as an object of moral blackmail.

The autograph manuscript of Rodrigo is incomplete. Evidence from the printed libretto, however, under its title Vincer se stesso è la maggior vittoria, suggests that the original concept had been significantly adjusted by the time of its first performance. Several arias were replaced, another was reassigned and a duet disappeared altogether. It has since been possible to reconstruct the entire piece with the help of early manuscript copies of Handel’s works and, in one case, through an inspired musicological conjecture linked to The Triumph of Time and Truth (1758) an English-language recension of Il Trionfo del Tempo.

If not a masterpiece, Rodrigo marks an interesting transitional phase in Handel’s successful absorption of the dominant Italian operatic style. The score seems to have been assembled in rather a hurry, using an overture (with dance suite attached) possibly composed while he was still in Germany and a number of airs adapted, sometimes without much regard for their change of context, from various recently written cantatas. For the first time Handel found himself engaging directly with the newest features of Italian opera seria, including a more flexible recitative style, than he had used when writing operas in Hamburg, and the growing convention of the exit aria, in which the drama allowed the singer, after applause for vocal display, to leave the stage (over half the arias here observe this convention). He could also reveal the mastery he had acquired, through cantata writing, of the da capo air, the standard operatic unit of the day, with its A and B sections and chances for ornamented reprise. Though several of the arias may seem to reflect the idiom of Giacomo Perti, the currently approved Florentine model, the prevailing influence is that Roman manner which was to provide a permanent stylistic basis for Handel’s invention. The recitatives, however, are nervously handled and the role of Esilena is burdened periodically with prolix declamatory paragraphs.

A glance at Rodrigo suggests that Handel had made a careful study of Alessandro Scarlatti in particular. The two could not have met at this time, however, as Scarlatti was in Urbino during the summer and autumn of 1707, and writing miserable begging letters from there to Prince Ferdinando, depicting himself and his family, accurately enough, it seems, as being on the bitterest edge of poverty: Ferdinando sent a remittance accompanied by a curt, though polite reply. The relationship between patron and composer, which a year before had brought Il Gran Tamerlano to the Pratolino stage as the fifth of Scarlatti’s works to be given there, now cooled disastrously, as the Prince looked to Giacomo Perti for the new Pratolino opera, Dionisio, Re di Portogallo, to a libretto by Salvi. As Sosarme it was to be set by Handel in 1732.

None of Handel’s surviving music was provided for Ferdinando himself, though the Rodrigo libretto, omitting the names of both its author and the composer, notes that the work was performed ‘under the protection of the Most Serene Prince of Tuscany’. Political analogies between the opera’s plot and the current political situation in Spain have recently been suggested, and Ferdinando, whose mother was a French princess and whose father, Grand Duke Cosimo, was pro-Bourbon, no doubt appreciated these. How Handel spent his time otherwise at Florence is sketched in for us by a nugget of gossip retained by Mainwaring, who, besides remarking that he received a present of a hundred sequins and a service of plate for Rodrigo’s composition, says ‘VITTORIA, who was much admired both as an Actress, and a Singer, bore a principal part in this Opera. She was a fine woman, and had for some time been much in the good graces of his Serene Highness. But, from the natural restlessness of certain hearts, so little sensible was she of her exalted situation, that she conceived a design of transferring her affections to another person. Handel’s youth and comeliness, joined with his fame and abilities in Music, had made impressions on her heart. Tho’ she had the art to conceal them for the present, she had not perhaps the power, certainly not the intention to efface them.’ Vittoria Tarquini was certainly in Florence during this period, as a star of the Pratolino operas, but she was not among the Rodrigo cast. How far her amorous involvement went with Handel we can never know, but a letter from the Electress Sophia of Hanover to the Queen of Prussia in 1710 bears out the existence of a liaison.

Scarlatti, meanwhile, had retreated to Venice, whose vibrant theatrical life would surely offer some profitable operatic commissions. Handel seems to have followed him there as soon as his Florence engagement ended, and by January 1708 we find the two composers meeting at a carnival party. As Mainwaring tells us, ‘while [Handel] was playing on a harpsichord in his visor [mask] Scarlatti happened to be there, and affirmed that it could be no one but the famous Saxon, or the devil. Being thus detected, he was strongly importuned to compose an Opera. But there was so little prospect of either honour or advantage from such an undertaking that he was very unwilling to engage in it.’

This reluctance is somewhat puzzling. Venice at that time had the most active and influential operatic culture in Europe and most composers would have jumped at the chance to write for one of the city’s many theatres. Honour and advantage alike were there for the taking. Handel seems to have restricted himself on this occasion to absorbing what the carnival season had to offer in the way of musical entertainment. Among the operas being presented, Handel almost certainly heard La Partenope by Antonio Caldara, whose move to Rome the following year brought him the patronage of Marchese Ruspoli. On the text used by Caldara, an abridgment of Silvio Stampiglia’s libretto originally written in Naples in 1690, Handel would later base his own Partenope, a sparkling and sophisticated erotic comedy. Elsewhere among the Venetian theatres, the opera which probably interested Handel most and made a decided impact on his own style was Alessandro Scarlatti’s Mitridate Eupatore, whose grandeur of outline and boldness of design – the story dispenses with the happy ending customary in Baroque opera – evoked a hostile reception from Venetian opera-goers.

There was a chance as well to meet other composers in the bustling, competitive world of the four opera houses at San Cassiano, San Fantin, Sant’ Angelo and San Giovanni Grisostomo, of the pious orphanages, each with its orchestra of teenage pupils, of private concerts in patrician palaces and of the great basilica of St Mark’s. Yet it was not to the works of the nowadays better-known Venetian masters such as Vivaldi, Albinoni and the Marcello brothers that Handel most eagerly responded, but to the music of Antonio Lotti, organist at St Mark’s, and Francesco Gasparini, Vivaldi’s predecessor as director of the redoubtable band of girl instrumentalists at the Pietà foundling hospital. The former not only became a friend and supporter of Handel’s music (he and his wife were among the most vociferous partisans of Agrippina, written for Venice two years later) but left a mark on the young man’s aria style and even on his choral writing: the latter, already well known in Roman and Florentine circles which had welcomed Handel, was to furnish a significant source for his later borrowings.

The spring of 1708 found Handel returning to Rome and the Ruspoli palace, where an exciting and ambitious new commission was awaiting him. For Easter Sunday and Monday of that year the Marquis was planning to present a large-scale oratorio on the theme of Christ rising from the dead, to a text by his fellow Arcadian Carlo Sigismondo Capeci. Extensive preparations were begun in the palace itself, where a special stage was set up in the largest of the saloni. Its principal decoration was a large painting of the Resurrection by Ceruti, framed by the Ruspoli arms, with an ornate frontispiece showing the work’s full title, Oratorio per la resurrezione di Nostro Signor Gesu Cristo in letters cut out of transparent paper and lit from behind by seventy lanterns. Crimson, yellow and scarlet hangings in damask and velvet adorned the hall, where light from sixteen candelabra allowed the immense audiences to read their wordbooks (1,500 of them, suggesting packed houses on each day).

For the orchestra special music stands were made, their legs shaped like fluted cornucopiae, painted with the arms of Ruspoli and his wife Isabella, and a platform was devised for the concertino strings, led by Corelli. The full band consisted of thirty-eight string players, two trumpets and four oboes, who could presumably double on flute and recorder. Handel himself was taken good care of by the Marchese, as the household accounts reveal in their details of a bed and bedcovers hired from the Jews of the ghetto, whose chief line of business this was, and of the substantial bills for his food – a healthy indulgence in the pleasures of the table would stay with him till the end of his life.

The first of the sumptuously stage-managed performances (nondramatic, of course) went off successfully in a fashion typical of Ruspoli concerts, but news that Margherita Durastanti had taken one of the solo roles was quick to reach the ears of the Pope, who issued a scandalized admonishment to the Marchese for employing a female singer in an Easter oratorio and threatened the wretched soprano with a flogging. She was promptly replaced by a castrato called Filippo. Otherwise Ruspoli’s satisfaction expressed itself in the customary lavish gifts to the performers of diamond, emerald and ruby rings.

As the grandest work Handel had so far attempted in Italy, La Resurrezione reflected even more powerfully than the Latin psalms those qualities of opulence and sensuality pervading the religious atmosphere of late-Baroque Rome. The oratorio form itself had been evolved in the city during the preceding century and brought to maturity in the works of composers like Carissimi and Stradella, whose sacred dramas reached out to embrace the language of the theatre without abandoning an essentially devout aim. Once again, therefore, the young Saxon master was being called upon to provide music in a genre of which his audience would have considered itself the best judge in the world, and to strike a perfect balance between orthodox religious posture and the tastes of those to whom secular lyric drama was currently forbidden.

Thus we should not expect to find in Handel’s first oratorio qualities similar to those we look for in the great English works of his maturity. The two choruses were sung by the soloists and there is nothing especially dramatic in the outline of the text. An angel champions Christ’s harrowing of hell against the braggadocio of the arrogant Lucifer, while on earth Mary Cleophas and Mary Magdalene, lamenting their lost Saviour, are consoled by St John with the assurance that He will rise again on the third day. Lucifer and the angel try conclusions once more and the last scenes of the work elaborate on the women’s discovery of the empty sepulchre and the joyful news brought to the Apostles.

If there is little in all this to recall the sublimities of Messiah, Saul or Israel in Egypt, Capeci’s excellent poetry is transfigured by a score of unabashed richness, in which Handel concentrates on arias that are effectively a series of detailed emotional studies, designed to heighten our awareness of individual moods, as opposed to adding anything to a composite character portrait or to illuminating a central theme. Even by the standards of the Ruspoli–Ottoboni–Pamphilj world there is an exceptional reliance here on the varying strands of orchestral sound. In Maria Maddalena’s ‘Ferma l’ali’ we are invited to admire the suppleness of the vocal line while simultaneously being wooed by a pair of recorders, muted violins and viola da gamba. Trumpets add lustre to Cleofe’s ‘Vedo il ciel’, but the rising sun evoked by Giovanni in ‘Ecco il sol’ is portrayed with an elegant economy through simple use of an ornate continuo line – in the end Handel’s trust was founded upon his basses.

With the success of La Resurrezione still reverberating, Handel left Rome for Naples in May 1708. His departure was doubtless hastened by the unexpected intensity with which the war in Italy now gathered momentum. Encouraged by a gradual weakening in political support for England’s share in the conflict, the French had stepped up their military effort in Flanders and Spain, and the Austrians were now constrained to follow suit. The fall of Mantua to the imperial troops the previous year had not simply served to enrich the cast of Vincer se stesso è la maggior vittoria with the singers of its dethroned duke. Pope Clement’s wavering neutrality was now severely threatened and an army under Marshal Count Daun actually appeared at the gates of Rome itself en route to Naples. The point has been very well made that the situation in Italy during these years was bad enough to undermine the traditional sources of local patronage towards musicians of all kinds and to create the diaspora artistica which sent many composers and instrumentalists of the highest quality wandering through Europe in search of secure employment.

Naples was hardly the safest of places. A strong Austrian military presence under the command of Prince Philip of Hesse Darmstadt upheld viceregal rule in the name of Archduke Charles as King of Spain. Just before Handel arrived the rough and ready Count Daun was superseded as viceroy by a man of very different stamp, to whom the composer was probably recommended by Cardinal Pamphilj. One of the most powerful figures in the whole of Italy, Vincenzo Grimani came of a Venetian noble family, several of whose members had held high offices of state and two of whom were actually doges. Related to the Mantuan Gonzagas through his mother, he had used his connexions in tireless political activity on Austria’s behalf. The cardinal’s hat he had gained from Innocent XII in 1697 was probably a good deal less important to him than the gift of abbeys in Lombardy and Hungary from the Emperor Leopold, for whom, as ambassador to Turin, he had secured the alliance of the Duke of Savoy. Promptly banished from Venice for his pro-Austrian activities, Grimani went on further imperial missions to London and The Hague, and began to intrigue from a distance against the Spanish government in Naples. His involvement in the Congiura di Macchia, a conspiracy of Neapolitan nobles in 1701 to assassinate the Spanish viceroy, was widely suspected. Seven years later he himself assumed viceregal powers, winning popularity among the Neapolitans for his efficiency and fairness in sorting out civic finances, consolidating the administration of justice and reducing the burden of church taxes on ordinary citizens, a measure that earned criticism from an already hostile Pope Clement. No wonder the great Neapolitan savant Giambattista Vico praised him as ‘energetic in temperament, rich in resources, determined in action’.

His path and Handel’s were shortly and significantly to cross. The Cardinal, to whose attention the composer was probably recommended by Cardinal Pamphilj, may have helped to secure him his one important Neapolitan commission, the serenata Aci, Galatea e Polifemo, probably written for the wedding of the Duke of Alvito to Donna Beatrice di Sanseverino, daughter of the Prince of Monte Mileto, in June. The Duke was markedly pro-Austrian, having sent his servants to do homage to the imperial authority when the troops first arrived in Naples, and was to celebrate the Archduke’s conquest of Sardinia that September with a serenata by Domenico Sarro, but the natural urge to find political allusions in everything Handel wrote at this time can be carried to excess. Aci, Galatea e Polifemo is neither more nor less than what it pretends to be, a dramatic cantata with instruments to adorn an aristocratic wedding feast.

Its interest for us, of course, lies partly in the fact that one of Handel’s best-known works was written on the same subject, drawn from Ovid and Theocritus, exactly ten years later. The outline of the libretto, by the Neapolitan poet Nicola Giuvo, is similar to that of Acis and Galatea itself, save that here there is none of the jubilation which rounds off the later work after Galatea has turned Acis into a river god, with the chorus telling her to dry her tears. She simply runs off to indulge her sorrows on the seashore and the work closes with a trio, scored for two trumpets, oboes and strings, in which all three characters, directing their words presumably at the newly wed duke and duchess, declare that ‘he who loves best has truth and constancy as his objects’.

However modestly proportioned, the piece attracts by virtue of its musical characterization and diversity of orchestral shadings. Galatea, even if she lacks the strength of will with which her English avatar so wonderfully triumphs, is a figure fully rounded in her two simile arias and the languishing ‘Se m’ami, o caro’, an affecting miniature with a tiny middle section, in which two cellos paint her passionate sighs in quavers punctuated by rests. Polifemo is the Polyphemus of ‘O ruddier than the cherry’ but both more grotesque and more menacing through the versatility demanded of him by the enormous compass of ‘Fra l’ombre e gli orrori’, for instance: it is noteworthy that Handel refurbished this aria many years later to give to his ablest Italian bass, Antonio Montagnana, in Sosarme. None of the airs, in any case, exactly reproduces the orchestral balance of another, so that the ear is continually engaged by shifting sonorities.

The Alvito wedding serenata apart, Handel’s Neapolitan visit was more of a prolonged summer holiday than anything else. He composed comparatively little during these months, but despite the background of political unrest there was plenty to interest him on the city’s musical scene. The famous conservatories, such as that nursery of great castrati, the Poveri di Gesù Cristo, were already acquiring the reputation for fine teachers and performers, which so allured travellers of later decades; there was the Royal Chapel, of which Scarlatti himself became master, there were churches humming with every sort of sacred music, and a notable operatic tradition, incorporating those touches of popular comedy so characteristic of the true Neapolitan spirit.

In August, however, it was time for him to return to Rome, where Ruspoli and the cardinal patrons awaited him. Refreshed by his southern jaunt Handel turned, with the energy that never left him, to cantata composing, producing almost a third of his entire output in the medium during this busy autumn of 1708. There were pieces of all kinds for the copyist Angelini, nicknamed ‘Panstufato’ (literally ‘stewed bread’) to write out from the composer’s vigorously sketched manuscripts – amorous remonstrances like Se pari è la tua fe and Dite mie pianti, cantatas with instruments, such as Amarilli vezzosa, and one oddity, a work in praise of the master himself, Hendel, non può mia musa, by no less than the admiring Pamphilj. The words and music were apparently improvised at an Arcadian assembly, as the opening makes clear. ‘Handel, my muse cannot in an instant make verses worthy of your lyre,’ says the Cardinal, comparing the composer to Orpheus, as he was to be compared ad nauseam in England, and celebrating his ability to draw poetry from ‘a plectrum which has lain so long unused upon an aged tree’. Thanks to a marginal jotting made decades later by his friend Charles Jennens on a copy of Mainwaring’s biography we know exactly what Handel thought of such fal-lal. ‘“An old Fool!” I ask’d “Why Fool? because he wrote an Oratorio? perhaps you will call me fool for the same reason!” He answer’d “So I would, if you flatter’d me, as He did.”’ But that did not stop him from setting Pamphilj’s little jeu d’esprit to music.

The most serious assignment in the midst of all this may reflect the Marchese Ruspoli’s growing political involvement. Late that summer the continuing squabbles between the Pope and the Austrians over the lagoon of Comacchio and the territory around Ferrara developed into open conflict and the Marchese raised an army of 1,200 men to defend the city for the papal cause. He was not a particularly competent commander, but it seemed only right that the event should be celebrated in fine style with a Handel cantata on the grand scale. O come chiare e belle is, by its very nature, not among his most memorable examples of the genre, an occasional piece in which the spirit of the River Tiber, invoked by the shepherd Olinto (Pamphilj’s Arcadian name) is urged by Glory (soprano) to shed his fears of Austrian arms, with promises of historical fame. Olinto, making an oblique reference to universal papal supremacy, prepares to change ‘the humble bagpipe into a trumpet’, and the trio hail Ruspoli’s favourable star. The music, a series of facile, short-breathed arias, has all the signs of having been put together in a considerable hurry.

Ruspoli’s new regiment marched out of Rome on 9 September 1708. The parade was obviously a notable event in a city which, during the past year, had trembled at the likelihood of an assault by Austrian troops and the Marchese commissioned Alessandro Piazza, a painter of less than average talent, to capture what must have seemed like an auspicious moment for the embattled papacy. In the resulting panorama the more important figures in the Ruspoli entourage are shown gathered outside Palazzo Bonelli to watch the soldiers leaving. Among the group stand Margherita Durastanti, wearing the still fashionable fontange headdress of white lace over a tall comb, and Handel himself in a full-bottomed periwig and gold-trimmed gala suit, tricorne hat tucked under his arm, every inch the dapper young gentleman composer.

With Ruspoli away on campaign, Handel had no special reason for staying in Rome during the autumn of 1708. For nearly a year he disappears from view in the various written records through which it has been possible up until this point to trace his progress between the different Italian musical capitals. He may have returned to Halle or even gone back to Hamburg. In the new year, soon after Pope Clement and Emperor Joseph ‘came to a composition’, in the contemporary phrase, over Comacchio and the Ferrarese, Ruspoli was given the title ‘Prince of Cerveteri’. When the new-made grandee came home to his cantatas and oratorios, it was not the prodigious Saxon he made maestro di cappella but Antonio Caldara, the master whose opera Handel had enjoyed during the Venetian carnival. Given Handel’s independent spirit, he is unlikely to have wanted to tie himself down by accepting the job, had he been offered it. We can understand how professional pique may have made him reluctant to hang around once a musician of Caldara’s calibre was installed at Palazzo Bonelli.

He nevertheless continued to produce cantatas, of which ‘Panstufato’ Angelini duly made copies for Ruspoli’s collection, so the link between composer and patron was not irreparably broken. What one modern writer on Handel has called ‘a treasurehouse of musical invention’ went on producing its inexhaustible riches, and the same writer’s parallel with Schubert seems entirely appropriate. Works like Dalla guerra amorosa or Lungi da me, pensier tiranno, both probably dating from the summer of 1709, confirm what is already evident in Handel’s cantatas from the previous two years, that the possibilities of the musical form, especially its expressive intimacy, were enticing enough to make the compositional process a creative adventure as well as a purely technical exercise.

Material from the cantatas found its way into Agrippina, the major operatic project on which Handel began work during the latter half of 1709. Cardinal Grimani, amid all his other interests, was noted for a love of the stage. His father and uncle had founded two of Venice’s earliest opera houses. Vincenzo, with his brother Giovanni Carlo, had started a new theatre at San Giovanni Grisostomo in 1678 and during his years as envoy at Turin he had given practical advice on presenting operas to the Duke of Savoy. He also supplied the occasional texts to composers writing for his own theatre. Among his Venetian friends was Apostolo Zeno, most respected librettist of his generation, who would later be appointed Italian poet to the Austrian imperial court. Keen to raise the aesthetic tone of contemporary lyric drama and much influenced by French neoclassical tragedians, Zeno had founded an academy in Venice, the Animosi, whose members gathered in Grimani’s palace. Though the opera with which the Cardinal now furnished Handel is not the kind of weighty Racinian affair that might have appealed to Zeno, its sleek outlines and elegant versification would surely have had his blessing. So too would the consistency in its sardonic portrayal of bad behaviour among ancient Rome’s movers and shakers. Some doubt has been expressed as to Grimani’s authorship – his name is not given on the earliest printed libretto – but it is difficult not to suppose that his wide experience as a diplomat and political agent contributed to the success of what is, after all, one of the finest operatic texts Handel ever set.

The first performance of Agrippina at the San Giovanni Grisostomo theatre was scheduled for the winter season of 1709–10. All the Venetian theatres belonged to patrician families and the Grimanis’ was among the newest and grandest, standing next to the church of the same name north of the Rialto and close to the house where the explorer Marco Polo was supposed to have lived. The French Mercure Galant described it as ‘the finest and richest in the city. The room for the spectators is surrounded with five rows of boxes one above the other, thirty-one to a row, enriched with sculptured decorations.’ The ceiling showed the Grimani arms cradled among garlands held by cherubs in a trompe-l’oeil gallery. There was a drop curtain painted with Venus and Cupid, raised an hour before the overture, when a big chandelier and four candle brackets came down to illuminate the audience. Thanks to a barely legible inventory of the family effects made in 1714 we know something of the stage and the sets, from details such as ‘perspective backcloths’, ‘sky-borders’ and ‘a tin moon’ (Ariodante, incidentally, features a stage moonrise) and the six wings on either side. All of this has now disappeared; the theatre, much rebuilt, and fitted out in the ‘Liberty’ style in the early twentieth century, is now the Teatro Malibran, but its back view from the bridge across the canal on to which it abuts can have altered little since Handel’s day.

That season was an especially good one, with new operas by Gasparini and Albinoni at San Cassiano, and two by Lotti scheduled for San Giovanni Grisostomo on either side of Agrippina. Handel’s cast, what is more, was one of the best he ever mustered: Durastanti was there as Agrippina herself, Valeriano Pellegrini sang Nerone and Poppea was the outstanding Diamante Maria Scarabelli. Even the smaller roles carried distinction, if the presence of the bass Giuseppe Maria Boschi as Pallante is anything to go by. Success, of a sort Handel was hardly ever to know again, was inevitable and richly deserved. There were apparently twenty-seven performances, and we may surely believe Mainwaring when he says that ‘the audience was so enchanted with this performance, that a stranger who should have seen the manner in which they were affected, would have imagined they were all distracted. The theatre, at almost every pause, resounded with shouts and acclamations of viva il caro Sassone and other expressions of approbation too extravagant to be mentioned. They were thunderstruck with the gravity and sublimity of his stile...’

They were just as likely to have been impressed by its wit, for so far from being grave and sublime Agrippina is a wickedly satirical comedy of sex, politics and female ambition, in which hardly a single character escapes Grimani’s barbed pen. The story uses the same protagonists as Monteverdi’s more familiar L’Incoronazione di Poppea (Seneca is a conspicuous absentee, though maybe the Cardinal had turned over Busenello’s libretto) in dealing with the machinations of Agrippina to secure the imperial succession for her son Nero and to thwart the amorous designs of her husband Claudius on Poppea, who is loved by Otho. Throughout the libretto Grimani stresses the atmosphere of conspiracy and intrigue with which he himself was so familiar. Several of the dramatic situations, requiring characters to overhear secrets or to deliver a series of asides, show clear debts to spoken drama, but a genuine consistency governs the management of plot and participants to the extent that the piece could almost be given independently of its music.

It is to Handel’s credit, of course, that this should not be allowed finally to obtrude. The integration of aria and recitative is ideally complete, so that a self-generating momentum is set up from the start. Many of the numbers, besides, are very short and each is perfectly shaped to fulfil a dramatic function. The tiny trio ‘E quando mai’, which follows on Lesbo’s announcement to the startled Claudio and Poppea of Agrippina’s impending arrival, is farce par excellence and marvellously economical in doing no more than is necessary to create an air of total confusion. Equally just in their positioning are the brief bursts of song, scarcely more than vocal dances, with which Agrippina, Poppea and Nerone reject the unfortunate Ottone, destined to wander through the opera in an atmosphere of misunderstanding and foiled good intentions.

He is given, in compensation, some of the score’s truly eloquent moments, when Handel pauses to dwell upon his integrity, and asks us to do the same as we listen to the flutes and muted violins of ‘Vaghe fonti’ (Keiser’s ‘Ruhig sein’ again) or the poignant G minor of ‘Pur ch’io ti stringa’. Yet it is Agrippina who dominates her own opera, a complete study in power, on whom all the other characters depend, but, for all her resourcefulness, gnawed by continuing doubts. Obsessively enjoining everyone to ‘follow my advice and you shall prosper’, she is revealed as essentially vulnerable in ‘Pensieri voi, mi tormentate’, an almost textbook demonstration of the inherent flexibility underlying Baroque recitative and aria forms.

Everything in Agrippina counts, and we catch, for the first time in Handel’s work, that skill in mingling musical idioms of all kinds, from the pompous French overture to the infectious rhythms of ‘Ogni vento’, which was to become a trademark of his style. Nevertheless, practically every number is a re-creation of something he had written before, so that the entire opera sounds like a guide to Handel’s singular memory. His technique of self-borrowing is not the result of a lack of originality. There were some thirty-five operas yet to spring from his pen, all of them crammed with new melodies. It is rather that he appears to have seen composition in terms of appropriate solutions to the demands of a given circumstance, and to have worked continuously at the fresh application of his initial ideas. Old beginnings and old endings (and one or two of the latter turn up everywhere in his work) do not necessarily enclose the same old in-fillings, and the effect of Agrippina on those who have grown familiar with his earlier pieces must inevitably be like that of rereading a much-loved novel of which we already know the story and can now appreciate the finer touches.

His Venetian triumph did not serve to keep him in Italy, but by any standards it was unforgettable, and must often have consoled him in some of the years to follow. As for Vincenzo Grimani, he was almost certainly not present at any of the Agrippina performances. His valuable work as viceroy of Naples was cut short when, during the summer of 1710, he fell ill with bladder cancer. As if in sympathy, the blood of the city’s patron saint Januarius (San Gennaro), which traditionally liquefies inside its reliquary on his feast day, 19 September, failed to do so and a week later the Cardinal died, aged fifty-five. On his deathbed he had asked Pope Clement to pardon any offence he might have given. The pontiff’s decidedly un-Christian reply demanded public recognition of Grimani’s ‘many errors’ and ‘the damages inflicted on Holy Church’.
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