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Essay Nr. 206:  English Views on Foreign Opera 
Italian opera came later to England than most countries and it took longer to overcome local prejudices.   English intellectuals held opera responsible for the decay of traditional theater in England, they were hostile to French and Italian opera because of their low level of entertainment and they hasted to see all thos English Pounds leaving the country in the pockets of foreign singers.
Thomas Rymer (1641 – 1713) was born to a well to do family in the north of England and studied at Cambridge.  He was not one of the great minds of 17th century England, but we must mention him in passing because his The Tragedies of the Last Age (1677) and A Short View of Tragedy (1692) were widely read and therefore must have touched a chord with a number of people.  Both of these books are, in effect, histories of the theater and each contains lengthy descriptions of individual plays.  

The only discussion of substance on the subject of music by Rymer is given to opera, a topic he includes, no doubt, because many writers during the 17th century had believed that the great popularity of opera had greatly diminished the fortunes of the theater.  Rymer himself is quite an harsh critic of opera.

What would Horace have said to the French Opera of late so much in vogue?  There it is for you to bewitch your eyes, and to charm your ears.  There is a Cup of Enchantment, there is Musick and Machine: Circe and Calipso in conspiracy against Nature and good Sense.  It is a Debauch the most insinuating, and the most pernicious; none would think an Opera and Civil Reason, should be the growth of one and the same Climate....

Away with your Opera from the Theater, better had they become the Heathen Temples....

In the French, not many years before was observed the like vicious appetite, and immoderate Passion for vers Burlesque.

They were currant in Italy an hundred years, ere they passed to this side the Alps; but when once they had their turn in France, so right to their humor, they over ran all; nothing wise or sober might stand in their way.  All were possessed with the Spirit of Burlesk....
 

So prevailing was the style of burlesque, claims Rymer, that in 1649 there was published in Paris a “serious treatise” with the title, La Passion de Nostre Seigneur, En vers Burlesques [the Passion of Jesus set in Bursesque].

Another philosopher whose specialty was the theater was Charles Gildon, best known for his, The Life of Mr. Thomas Betterton, the Late Eminent Tragedian.  Gildon commented on the negative influence on English drama by French ballet and Italian opera.

And while our own poets were neglected, the French dancers got estates; and this by the influence of those, who at the same expense might have made their own names and their country famous for the encouragement of the polite arts and sciences, now neglected to a degree of barbarity, greater, than most nations on this side of Lapland.

I must admit, that the excuse of our leaders seems greater and more reasonable in the indulgence they show to music, in their subscriptions for Italian singers....
 

While Gildon believed that vocal music represented music in its highest potential, this alone did not justify opera for him.

But although we allow the vocal the preeminence of all other sorts of music, yet we cannot without the greatest absurdities receive even that on subjects improper for it, or in a manner unnatural, that is, as it is offered to us in our Opera’s with which of late the Town (I mean the leading part of the audience) has been perfectly intoxicated, and in that drunken fit has thrown away more thousands of Pounds for their support, than would have furnished us with the best poetry, and the best music in the world, without declaring against common sense.  Operas have been said to be the invention of modern Italy, e’er the Return of Learning, and in the midst of that barbarous ignorance, with which the inundations of Vandals, Goths, Huns and Lombards had over-whelmed it; but I think it is pretty plain, that the Romans were, before that, sunk as far from their ancient learning and sense....

Gildon next turns to the debate regarding the aesthetic priority of French versus Italian opera, and mentions several books on this topic, although he does not name their authors.  He proceeds, after mentioning one of the French books, to make his case for the excellence of the operas of Purcell.

Although if I had any thing to do with this controversy, I should very much doubt the judgment of the Frenchman from one instance of many, where he admires the Italians for singing out of tune, that they may give the better relish to the fine harmony, that succeeds; as if a man should admire it as a perfection in another to speak nonsense first, to give the better taste to sense afterwards.

I confess, I was a little surprised, to hear of and see this book with notes [music?] by Signor H.... or some creature of his; for I thought they would never have ventured so far out of their depth, as to launch from mere sound into sense, from pricking musical notes, to writing; since that was the only effectual way they could take to convince the world, that we were imposed on by those, who were not content to bubble us of our money for melodies and recitatives unless they told us to our faces, that we know nothing of the matter, and music, therefore, receive whatever stuff they would be graciously pleased to bestow upon us.

But this author puts a great stress on the taking of his compositions, and the miscarriage of those of others, when he had before denied, that we knew anything of the matter.  But if he allow that, as a test of the excellence of his opera, that will be much stronger for Mr. Henry Purcell, whose music supported a company of young raw actors, against the best and most favored of that time, and transported the town for several years together, as they do yet all true lovers of music.  Let any master compare twice ten hundred deities, the music in the Frost Scene, several parts of the Indian Queen, and twenty more pieces of Henry Purcell, with all the Arrieto’s, Dacapo’s, Recitativo’s of Camilla, Pyrrbus, Clotilda, etc. and then judge which excels.  Purcell penetrates the heart, makes the blood dance through your veins, and thrill with the agreeable violence offered by his Heavenly Harmony; the Arietto’s are pretty light Airs, which tickle the ear, but reach no further; Purcell moves the passions as he pleases, nay, Paints in Sounds....

Gildon mentions that this same anonymous book has indicated that English taste has improved since the time of Purcell and that the public should no longer “relish any of these things.”  In answer, he suggests,

I would therefore fain know how our taste is mended?  Do the promiscuous audience know more of the art of harmony and music?  No -- not one in a thousand understands one single note.  How shall these therefore give the preference to this new music, to that of Henry Purcell’s?

Gildon now addresses himself to the purpose of opera, in particular the question, should the purpose of opera be merely to please?

But to return from this digression, in vindication of our English music, to the absurdities of operas; I think the degeneracy of the age is but too apparent, in the setting up and encouraging so paltry a diversion, that has nothing in it either manly or noble.

But, says a certain gentleman, the business of the stage is to please, and if this pleasure be found in operas, what signifies all the objected absurdities?  Although this be a very ridiculous defense, and will hold of the most scandalous and dullest things in Nature; yet I have heard it urged by men of allowed wit, and indeed, who had more of that, than of Reason, and judgment, which is founded on that.  But if this be really a good argument, Clince of Barnet, Bartholomew-Fair drolls, nay a Jack-pudding entertainment in Moor-Fields are noble entertainments, for all these please, and have as good a title to the stage, as operas, nay, from Reason as better, as not subject to so many absurdities....

Would therefore a man of sense be for a diversion, which levels his understanding with that of the refuse of the Mob?  Yet the following of operas does this, and insisting in their vindication, that whatever pleases deserves encouragement, since it is a scandal to be pleased with some things, as proving but a weak capacity, or a very unpolished taste.

There are some pleasures, which none but men of fine sense, and a Gust for the art, can distinguish, as in painting, engraving, etc., while the vulgar look with an equal eye on the best and the worst.  A certain country squire of my acquaintance was drinking in a country alehouse, in which seeing several notable cuts, as of the Prodigal, Robin Hood and Little John, and some other scurvy prints, worse than ever Overton sold, he turned to the gentleman, who sat next him, and said, “Well! this painting is a noble Art.”  And indeed an engraving of old Vanhove’s, or worse, if any worse can be, would please the vulgar, as well as one of Edlinch, Audrand, or any of the Italian cuts; and a piece of mere sign-dauber is as valuable in the eyes of a gross and common understanding, as one of Raphael’s or Thornbill’s.  And so in music, a Taber and Pipe, a Cymbal or Horn-pipe, will ravish the mob, more than the admirable Mr. Shoar with his incomparable lute; and the Ballad Tune Lilly Bullero more, than a fine Sonata of Corelli.  And thus in poetry, the millions will prefer Bunyan and Quarles to Milton and Dryden; and sure no gentleman of fine taste and genius in all these things, but would be ashamed to urge such an argument as pleasing, since all these, which are scandalous, please the most in number.

From the 17th century in England we begin to have a number of extant diaries and collections of letters which give us the views of “ordinary” people.  The best known of the diaries is the one by Samuel Pepys (1633-1703) covering the years 1660-1669, a testimonial to his own love of music, his close attention to the musical scene and his private performance and attempts at composition.  The diary is particularly valuable because it was never intended to be published, even being written in a private code, and therefore is much more candid than the publication of a gentleman could have been at this time. 

The diary entry for August 2, 1664, reveals the plans of Thomas Killigrew, manager of the king’s Company and of the Theater Royal, for bringing Italian opera to London.  He tells Pepys,

We shall have the best scenes and machines, the best Musique, and everything as magnificent as is in Christendome; and to that end he has sent for voices and painters and other persons from Italy.

In a lengthy account for February 12, 1667, Pepys discusses the problems in establishing opera in London.  He first describes meeting with Tom Killigrew, manager of the king’s Drury Lane theater, and Robert Murray, a courtier and amateur musician, and “the Italian Seignor Baptista -- who has composed a play in Italian for the opera which T. Killigrew does intend to have up.”  The Italian composer, having only a copy of the libretto, sat at a harpsichord and played and sang a complete act of the opera.

My great wonder is how this man does to keep in memory so perfectly the music of that whole Act, both for the voice and for the instrument too -- I confess I do admire it.  

Pepys was much impressed by this display of talent, but makes the argument he would often make, that no one can make any sense out of vocal music in a language they do not speak.  But he says, “I was mightily pleased with the music.”

Killigrew now details the improvements in the new theater, built after the fire.  The stage, he says, “is now a thousand time better and more glorious than ever before.”  They have better candles now, for light, and everything is more civil, no longer like a “bear-garden.”  Instead of two or three violins, now they have nine or ten of the best.  He speaks of making a number of trips to Italy to find quality music, but the London public would have none of it.

He has ever endeavored, in the last king’s time and in this, to introduce good Musique; but he never could do it, there never having been any music here better than ballads.  “No,” he says “Hermit poore and Chevy Chase was all the music we had -- and yet no ordinary Fidlers get so much money as ours do here, which speaks of our rudeness still.”

The earliest Restoration references to opera, especially Italian opera, in the correspondence and diaries of the period one sometimes senses a perplexity at the sudden popularity of the medium.  In John Evelyn’s report of attending the opera in 1659, for example, we read,

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

William Wycherley, in a letter to Alexander Pope, thanks him for his help in polishing his verses, which he calls “putting my Rhymes in Tune,” and adds the observation,

since good sounds set off often ill sense, as the Italian songs, whose good [melodies], with the worst words, or meaning, make the best musick....
 

In a letter of March 22, 1709, to Colonel Hunter, Jonathan Swift writes relative to the founding of the paper known as the Tatler.

The vogue of operas holds up wonderfully, though we have had them a year; but I design to set up a party among the wits to run them down by next winter, if true English caprice does not interpose to save us the labor.
 

Toward the end of this period one finds specific complaints regarding the influence of opera.  Jonathan Swift, in a letter of January 10, 1721, to Alexander Pope, blames politics and the introduction of opera and masquerades for the decline in the “taste for wit and sense” in the world.
   John Gay in a letter to Jonathan Swift, of February 15, 1728, on the success of his Beggar’s Opera, remarks on the decline of English opera.

Lord Cobham says that I should have printed it in Italian over against the English, that the ladies might have understood what they read.  The outlandish (as the call it) [normal] opera has been so thin of late that some have called that the Beggar’s Opera, and if the run continues I fear I shall have remonstrances drawn up against me by the royal academy of music.

Some writers are much more outspoken in their hostility towards opera in general.  William Shenstone, in answer to a lady who wrote of her friends “refined taste of operas & oratorios,”
May Heaven preserve his hearing, that he may not only hear what the Multitude, but what your Ladyship says & then I believe he need not regret so much as despise what the Opera-Folk sing.
 

Chesterfield advises his son to see everything, “from opera and plays down to the Savoyards’ raree-shows.”  “Everything,” he says, “is worth seeing once.”
   In another letter, he tells his son he does not need to write down his expenses of things unworthy of the time, such as “chair-hire, operas, etc.”
 

At the beginning of the 18th century, the popularity of opera had clearly begun to fade.  John Vanbrugh, a playwright but better known as an architect, built an opera house in Haymarket.  In a letter of 1708, he speaks of losing much money on his opera house but believes opera will yet thrive in London, especially when a period of peace comes.  He indicates that the taste for opera is not yet universal in all classes.

That though the pit and boxes did very near as well as usual, the gallery people (who hitherto had only thronged out of curiosity, not taste) were weary of the Entertainment.
 

In a letter of 1719 he mentions the the receipts at the opera only cover approximately one-half the costs.
 

Thomas Gray, in June, 1736, reports that the audience for the opera had fallen considerably due to competition from the newly opened Vauxhall Gardens, called initially Spring-garden.
  In his early letters, Gray occasionally mentions attending the opera, but gives few details.  Ironically, the most information is found in an outline for a proposed, but never written, book, the fourth chapter of which would have been devoted to opera.  Following are the subjects he apparently intended to discuss.

Goes to the Opera; grand Orchestra of Humstrums, Bagpipes, Salt-boxes, Tabours, & Pipes.  Anatomy of a French Ear, showing the formation of it to be entirely different from that of an English one, & that sounds have a directly contrary effect upon one & the other.  Farinelli at Paris said to have a fine manner, but no voice.  Grand Ballet, in which there is no seeing the dance for Petticoats.  Old Women with flowers & jewels stuck in the curls of their gray hair; red-heeled shoes & roll-ups innumerable, hoops & Paniers immeasurable, paint unspeakable.  Tables, wherein is calculated with the utmost exactness, the several degrees of red, now in use....
 

We also read of the extreme measures taken in an attempt to make opera once again popular.  In London, in May, 1742, Gray reports attending Pergolesi’s opera, Olimpiade, which turned out to be a pasticcio, with some of the Pergolesi’s music being replaced by that of other composers.

Finally, we have among the correspondence and diaries of this period make reference to performances of opera in foreign lands.  The Diary of John Evelyn reports his hearing an opera in Venice in 1645.

This night, having with my Lord Bruce taken our places before, we went to the Opera, where comedies and other plays are represented in recitative music, by the most excellent musicians, vocal and instrumental, with variety of scenes painted and contrived with no less art of perspective, and machines for flying in the air, and other wonderful notions; taken together, it is one of the most magnificent and expensive diversions the wit of man can invent.  The history was, Hercules in Lydia; the scenes changed thirteen times.  The famous voices, Anna Rencia, a Roman, and reputed the best treble of women; but there was an eunuch who, in my opinion, surpassed her; also a Genoese that sung an incomparable bass.  This held us by the eyes and ears till two in the morning.
 

Thomas Gray reports hearing a “fine concert of music” in Venice, which included,

among the rest two eunuchs’ voices, that were a perfect feast to ears that had heard nothing but French operas for a year.
 

The playwright, James Thomson, in a letter written in Paris in 1732, offers his impressions of Italian music and of French opera.

The language and music in Italy are enchanting.  Being but an infant in the language I ought not to pretend to judge of it, yet cannot I help thinking it not only very harmonious, and expressive, but even not at all incapable of manly graces.  As for their music, it is a sort of charming malady that quite dissolves them in softness, and greatly heightens in them that universal indolence men naturally fall into when they can receive little or no advantage from their industry.  They talk of the Tarantula in Italy, for whose bite music is a cure.  That Tarantula must, I fancy, mean the bad government, for whose oppression music if not a cure is at least some relief, by gently lulling them into a sweet forgetfulness of misery.  Now that I mention music, one cannot, I believe, have a stronger instance of the power of custom with regard to taste than one meets with here [in Paris] in the French opera.  While they themselves die away in rapture at what they call their beaux morceaux, others whose taste is formed by the Italian music would rather hear the Screech-owl than their screaming heroines.  Their excessive vanity has led them into this difference of taste of their own, although to have it they must forsake Nature.
 

The wide public interest in opera at this time helps explain why this also became a topic for poets and writers of fiction.  On the subject of opera, the Restoration poets were almost invariably hostile.  Among the more tame examples, Shenstone was probably thinking of Italian opera when he wrote of the songs of birds,

My doubt subsides – ‘tis no Italian song,

Nor senseless ditty, cheers the vernal tree....
 

After Dryden converted to Catholicism in 1686, Charles Sackville wrote an anti-Catholic commentary, recommending that Dryden use the Catholic fables as material for new operas.

Thy mind, disused to truth, must entertain

With tales more monstrous, fanciful, and vain

Than even thy poetry could ever feign.

Or sing the lives of thy own fellow saints --

‘Tis a large field and thy assistance wants.

Thence copy out new operas for the stage

And with their miracles divert the age.
 

Turning to the more outspoken poets, Richard Steele was one who was adamantly opposed to Italian opera.  We can see this in the Epilogue he wrote for the play, The Tender Husband, whose lines include,

Britons, who constant war, with factious rage,

For liberty against each other wage,

From foreign insult save this English stage.

No more the Italian squalling Tribe admit,

In tongues unknown; it is Popery in wit.

The songs (their selves confess) from Rome they bring;

And ‘tis High Mass, for ought you know, they sing.

Husbands take care, the danger may come nigher,

The women say their eunuch is a Friar.

Steele has also written an intentionally insipid little poem called “Lyric for Italian Music,” of which he sarcastically comments that his poem will not “disturb the head, but merely serves to be added to sounds proper for the syllables.”  He even wrote a poem to celebrate the departure of the famous Italian singer, Nicolino Grimaldi, who left England to return to Italy in 1712.  Among other insults, he reminds the reader that the singer was a castrato.

Begone, our nation’s pleasure and reproach!

Britain no more with idle trills debauch;

Back to thy own unmanly Venice sail,

Where luxury and loose desires prevail;

There thy emasculating voice employ,

And raise the triumphs of the wanton boy.
 

Joseph Addison laments the decline in British drama caused by the popularity of Italian opera.

Long has a race of heroes filled the stage,

That rant by note, and through the gamut rage;

In songs and airs express their martial fire,

Combat in trills, and in a fugue expire.

While, lulled by sound, and undisturbed by wit,

Calm and serene you indolently sit,

And, from the dull fatigue of thinking free,

Hear the facetious fiddle’s repartee.

Our home-spun authors must forsake the field,

And Shakespeare to the soft Scarlatti yield.
 

In his “Epistle III,” John Gay satirizes French opera through a character who has returned to tell of life in Paris.
   He finds there that “Opera claims the foremost place” and in a discussion of the Toilette mentions “Madame today puts on her Opera face.”  Eventually, we get an interesting view of French opera, seen through English eyes, followed by a stated preference for Italian music.  The extraordinary thing for the modern reader here, customs described in French sources as well, is the participation of the audience, including crowding onto the stage itself!

Adieu, Monsieur -- The Opera hour draws near,

Not see the Opera! all the world is there;

Where on the stage the embroidered youth of France

In bright array attract the female glance:

This languishes, this struts, to show his mien,

And not a gold-clocked stocking moves unseen.

But hark! the full Orchestra strike the strings;

The Hero struts, and the whole audience sings.

My jarring ear harsh grating murmurs wound,

Hoarse and confused, like Babel’s mingled sound.

Hard chance had placed me near a noisy throat,

That in rough quavers bellowed every note.

Pray, Sir, says I, suspend awhile your song,

The Opera’s drowned; your lungs are wondrous strong;

I wish to hear your Roland’s ranting strain,

While he with rooted forfeits strows the plain.

Sudden he shrugs surprise, and answers quick,

Monsieur apparemment n’aime pas la musique.

Then turning round, he joined the ungrateful noise;

And the loud Chorus thundered with his voice.

O soothe me with some soft Italian air,

Let harmony compose my tortured ear!

When Anastatia’s voice commands the strain,

The melting warble thrills through every vain;

Thought stands suspense, and silence pleased attends,

While in her notes the heavenly Choir descends.

But you’ll imagine I’m a Frenchman grown,

Pleased and content with nothing but my own,

So strongly with this prejudice possessed,

He thinks French musick and French painting best.

Mention the force of learned Corelli’s notes,

Some scraping fiddler of their Ball he quotes;

Talk of the spirit Raphael’s pencil gives,

Yet warm with life whose speaking picture lives;

Yes, Sir, says he, in color and design,

Rigaut and Raphael are extremely fine!

Gay makes his personal prejudice quite clear in the final lines of this poem.

Should I let Satire loose on English ground,

There fools of various character abound;

But here my verse is to one race confined,

All Frenchmen are of Petit-maitre kind.

Finally, we might mention an elegy by Gay on the death of a performer.

But bear me faintly through the lonely grove;

No more these hands shall over the spinnet bound,

And from the sleeping strings call forth the sound;

Musick adieu, farewell Italian airs!
 

Among the anti-Italian opera reflections by Swift is a rather nasty poem of 1731 called “Apollo.”  Someone had apparently become obsessed with the observation that, among the Greek gods, Apollo never married a female god.  Swift offers to solve this “problem” by contending that Apollo, like the famous Italian singer known in London as “Nicolini,” was a castrato.

Yet, with his beauty, wealth, and parts,

Enough to win ten thousand hearts,

No vulgar deity above

Was so unfortunate in love.

Three weighty causes were assigned,

That moved the nymphs to be unkind.

Nine Muses always waiting round him,

He left them virgins as he found them.

His singing was another fault;

For he could reach to B in alt:

And, by the sentiments of Pliny,

Such singers are like Nicolini.

At last, the point was fully cleared;

In short, Apollo had no beard.

Alexander Pope was also inevitably critical of opera, as in this reference to the court’s preference to Italian opera,

Get place and wealth -- if possible with grace;

If not, by any means, get wealth and place.

For what? to have a box where eunuchs sing,

And foremost in the circle eye a king.
 

In the same work, Pope makes a similar comment and in a footnote he indicates he was thinking of The Siege of Rhodes, by William Davenant, the first opera sung in England.

No wonder then, when all was love and sport,

The willing Muses were debauched at Court:

On each enervate string they taught the note

To pant, or tremble through an eunuch’s throat.
 

In his curious attack on literary charlatanism, “The Dunciad,” Pope finds,

Already Opera prepares the way,

The sure fore-runner of her gentle sway:

Let her thy heart, next Drabs and Dice, engage,

The third mad passion of thy doting age.

Teach thou the warbling Polypheme to roar,

And scream thyself as none ever screamed before!
 

Pope intends his most famous “Epigram on the Feuds about Handel and Bononcini,” as an expression of his boredom with the discussion of opera in the press.

Strange! all this difference should be

‘Twixt Tweedle-dum and Tweedle-dee!
 

In the English fiction of the Baroque one also finds rather derogatory remarks about opera.  Defoe, in discussing the entertainments of the coliseum of ancient Rome, comments in passing,

...the cutting in pieces forty or fifty slaves, and the seeing twenty or thirty miserable creatures thrown to the lions and tigers, was no less pleasant to them than the going to see an opera, a masquerade, or a puppet-show is to us....
 

In Henry Fielding’s novel, The Adventures of Joseph Andrews, a Frenchman commenting on the poor dress at English opera, observes “I positively assure you, at the first opera I saw since I came over, I mistook the English ladies for chambermaids!”
   In Richardson’s novel, Clarissa Harlowe, a line mentions in passing that a young lady and her mother never missed being present at the opera, which is referred to as a mere “diversion.”
   

In his novel, Pamela, Richardson devotes a lengthy passage to opera, which is rich in its insights to the English gentleman’s perspective of Italian opera at this time.
   This passage is contained in a fictional letter written by a Mrs. B____ to Lady Davers.  Mrs. B_____ begins by writing that she will relate her opinion of an opera she attended the previous evening.  At the beginning she recites arguments that had been used in ancient literature against music, in particular that it is transitory, exists in the air and does not last and therefore is, in itself, insignificant and also that it is effeminate.  Next she mentions an argument frequently used against opera, that it inappropriate for great characters to sing, rather than speak.

But what can I say when I have mentioned what you so well know, the fine scenes, the genteel and splendid company, the charming voices, and delightful music!

If, madam, one were all ear, and lost to every sense but that of harmony, surely the Italian opera would be a transporting thing! -- But when one finds good sense, and instruction, and propriety, sacrificed to the charms of sound, what an unedifying, what a mere temporary delight does it afford!  For what does one carry home, but the remembrance of having been pleased so many hours by the mere vibration of air, which being but sound, you cannot bring away with you: and must therefore enter the time passed in such a diversion, into the account of those blank hours from which one has not reaped so much as one improving lesson?

I speak this with regard to myself, who know nothing of the Italian language: But yet I may not be very unhappy that I do not, if I may form my opinion of the sentiments by the enervating softness of the sound, and the unmanly attitudes and gestures made use of to express the passions of the men performers, and from the amorous complainings of the women; as visible in the soft, too-soft, action of each.

Then, though I cannot but say that the music is most melodious, yet to see a hero, as an Alexander, or a Julius Caesar, warbling out his achievements in war, his military conquests, as well as his love, in a song, it seems to be to be making a jest of both.

Another point she makes is very curious.  She argues for national isolationism and condemns music for the fact that it is universal.

Every nation, Mr. B_____ says, has its peculiar excellence: The French taste is comedy and harlequinery; the Italian, music and opera; the English, masculine and nervous sense, whether in tragedy or comedy -- why can’t one, methinks, keep to one’s own particular national excellence, and let others retain theirs?  For Mr. B_____ observes, that when once sound is preferred to sense, we shall depart from all our own worthiness, and at best, be but the apes, yea, the dupes, of those whom we may strive to imitate; but never can reach, much less excel.

At the end of her letter, she returns to the idea that music is merely air.  One must point out that she reflects here the long, and misdirected university concept of “speculative” music, in which music is defined only as physical sound.  It not only misses the point, but misleads, for the real essence of music is the communication of feeling.

But what have I said, what can I say, of an Italian opera?  Only, little to the purpose as it is, I wonder how I have been able to say so much: for who can describe sound?  Or what words shall be found to embody air? -- And when we return, and are asked our opinion of what we have seen or heard, we are only able to answer, as I hinted above, the scenery is fine; the company splendid and genteel; the music charming for the time; the action not extraordinary; the language unintelligible; and for all these reasons -- the instruction none at all.

Mr. B_____ himself now enters the room.  Mrs. B_____ shows him her comments on opera, asks his opinion and quotes his observations.  His first remarks center on the problem of doing opera in translation, all of which, of course, is only a reflection of the attitude advanced by the early humanists, that the words are more important than the music.

Operas, said he, are very sad things in England, to what they are in Italy; and the translations given of them abominable: and indeed our language will not do them justice.

Every nation, as you take notice, has its excellencies; and you say well, that ours should not quit the manly nervous sense, which is the distinction of the English drama.  One play of our celebrated Shakespeare will give infinitely more pleasure to a sensible mind, than a dozen English-Italian operas.  But, my dear in Italy they are quite another thing: and the sense is not, as here, sacrificed so much to the sound, but that they are both very compatible.

Mrs. B_____ now asks Mr. B_____ to add a sheet himself to this letter and he does so.  His portion concentrates on the humanists emphasis of words above music, claiming in fact that in Italy the story was always more important than the music.  Surely any rational person today would conclude that if this were intended by the late 16th century persons involved in the first opera, there would have been no need or purpose achieved in creating opera.  They would have been far more effective in producing another Italian play.  Now, Mr. B____’s letter is quoted.

In Italy, judges of operas are so far from thinking the drama, or poetical part of their operas, nonsense, as the unskilled in Italian rashly conclude in England, that if the Libretto, as they call it, is not approved, the opera, notwithstanding the excellence of the music, will be condemned.  For the Italians justly determine, that the very music of an opera cannot be complete and pleasing, if the drama be incongruous, as I may call it, in its composition; because, in order to please, it must have the necessary contrast of the grave and the light; that is, the diverting, equally blended through the whole.  If there be too much of the first, let the music be composed ever so masterly in that style, it will become heavy and tiresome; if the latter prevail, it will surfeit with its levity: Wherefore, it is the poet’s business to adapt the words for this agreeable mixture: for the music is but secondary, and subservient to the words; and if there be an artful contrast in the drama, there will be the same in the music, supposing the composer to be a skillful master.

Now, since in England the practice has been to mutilate, curtail and patch up a drama in Italian, in order to introduce favorite airs, selected from different authors, the contrast has always been broken thereby, and the opera damned, without every one’s knowing the reason: And since ignorant, mercenary prompters, though Italians, have been employed in the hotch-potch, and in translating our dramas from Italian into English, how could such operas appear any other than incongruous nonsense?

Mr. B_____ concludes by defining “Recitativos.”
To avoid the natural dissonance and irregularity in common speech, recitativos in music, and dramatical performances were invented; and although the time in pronouncing the words contained in them, is scarce longer than in common conversation; yet the harmony of the chords of the thorough-bass, which then accompanies the voice, delights the ears of discerning judges: Wherefore recitative is a regular way of speaking musically, as I may say, in order to avoid and correct the irregularities of speech often found in nature, and to express the variety of the passions, without offense to the ear.
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