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Essay Nr. 207:  Dryden on Opera 
John Dryden (1631-1700), who has been called the greatest literary man of his age,
 was born to a Puritan family with Republican conviction and completed his university work at Cambridge.  

The play, The State of Innocence, was intended to be a libretto for an opera, but as Dryden admits in the preface to its publication, the work never made it to the stage.  In the play, nevertheless, one finds a few clues to the prospective music which Dryden envisioned.  In Act I, scene one, a stage direction calls for a song of rather epic nature,

...and a Song expressing the change of their condition; what they enjoyed before; and how they fell bravely in Battel, having deserved Victory by their Valor; and what they would have done if they had conquered.

At the end of II, ii, a stage direction reads “soft Musick and a Song is sung,’ and “soft Music” is called for again in V, iv, together with “a Song and Chorus.”

Dryden called his play King Arthur a “dramatic opera,” and in fact it was set to music by Purcell.  In the dedication, Dryden compliments Purcell and then appears compelled to explain that he has had to alter his poetry in some places to fit the requirements of the music.

There is nothing better than what I intended, but the music; which has since arrived to a greater perfection in England than ever formerly; especially passing through the artful hands of Mr. Purcell, who has composed it with so great a genius, that he has nothing to fear but an ignorant, ill-judging audience.  But the numbers of poetry and vocal music are sometimes so contrary, that, in many places, I have been obliged to cramp my verses, and make them rugged to the reader, that they may be harmonious to the hearer; of which I have no reason to repent me, because these sorts of entertainments are principally designed for the ear and eye; and therefore, in reason, my art, on this occasion, ought to be subservient to his.  And, besides, I flatter myself with an imagination, that a judicious audience will easily distinguish betwixt the songs wherein I have complied with him, and those in which I have followed the rules of poetry, in the sound and cadence of the words.
 

As for this libretto itself, there are much greater numbers of musicians mentioned in the stage directions and they are much more specific.  For example, one stage direction ( IV, i) reads “A Bass and two Trebles sing the following Song to a Minuet.”  There are also unusual references in the stage directions to instrumental music, such as in V, i, “A concert of Trumpets within,” and later “a Warlike Concert.”

Dryden’s most extensive discussion of opera is found in the preface to his libretto for the opera, Albion and Albanius.
  The music for this opera was composed by Louis Grabu, a Frenchman who became Composer-in-ordinary to Charles II.  Dryden, who had worked with Purcell, saw no less ability in Grabu, pointing in particular to,

his extraordinary talent, in diversifying the Recitative, the lyrical part, and the Chorus.  In all which...the best judges, and those too of the best quality, who have honored his rehearsals with their presence, have no less commended the happiness of his genius than his skill.  And let me have the liberty to add one thing; that he has so exactly expressed my sense, in all places, where I intended to move the passions, that he seems to have entered into my thoughts, and to have been the poet as well as the composer.  This I say, not to flatter him, but to do him right; because because amongst some English musicians, and their scholars...the imputation of being a French-man, is enough to make a [political] Party [against him], who maliciously endeavor to decry him. But the knowledge of Latin and Italian poets, both which he possesses, besides his skill in Musick, and his being acquainted with all the performances of the French operas, adding to these the good sense to which he is born, have raised him to a degree above any man, who shall pretend to be his rival on our stage.  When any of our countrymen excel him, I shall be glad, for the sake of old England, to be shown my error....

Next, Dryden offers this definition of opera.

An Opera is a poetical tale or fiction, represented by vocal and instrumental Musick, adorned with scenes, machines and dancing.  The supposed persons of this musical Drama, are generally supernatural, as Gods and Goddesses, and Heroes, which at least are descended from them, and are in due time, to be adopted into their number.  The subject therefore being extended beyond the limits of human nature, admits of that sort of marvelous and surprising conduct, which is rejected in other plays.

The essential problem in opera is one of right (music) versus left (story) hemispheres of the brain, for they are not particularly well adapted to work equally in a simultaneous mode.  Dryden is quite correct, therefore, when he observes that while beauty of expression is important,

the Songish part [musical accompaniment] must abound in the softness and variety of numbers: its principal intention, being to please the hearing, rather than to gratify the understanding.

Dryden admits he has been unable to determine the origin of opera, which he now several times calls “Dramatique Musical Entertainment,”
 and his best guess is incorrect, that its origin was among the entertainment music of the Spanish Moors.  Nevertheless, he suggests that anyone interested today in writing opera should study the Italians who have brought this form into perfection.

But however it began (for the above is only conjectural), we know that for some centuries, the knowledge of Musick has flourished principally in Italy, the Mother of learning and the arts; that poetry and painting have been restored there, and so cultivated by Italian masters, that all Europe has been enriched out of their treasury: and the other parts of it in relation to those delightful arts, are still as much provincial to Italy, as they were in the time of the Roman Empire.

Although, as he has indicated above, the principal roles are given to gods and heroes, he adds that it is still appropriate to admit shepherds,

by reason of the spare time they had, in their almost idle employment, had most leisure to make verses, and to be in love; without somewhat of which passion, no opera can possible subsist.

He finds the Italians have a distinct advantage in opera due to the very nature of their language.

It is the softest, the sweetest, the most harmonious, not only of any modern tongue, but even beyond any of the learned [Greek and Latin].  It seems indeed to have been invented for the sake of poetry and Musick: the vowels are so abounding in all words, especially in the termination of them, that excepting some few monosyllables, the whole language ends in them.  Then the pronunciation is so manly and so sonorous, that their very speaking has more of Musick in it, than [German] poetry and song.

The French, he maintains, “who now cast a longing eye to [Italy], are not less ambitious to achieve elegance in poetry and Musick.”  However, he finds them restricted by nature.

But after all, as nothing can be improved beyond its own species, or farther than its original nature will allow (as an ill voice, though never so thoroughly instructed in the rules of Musick, can ever be brought to sing harmoniously....), so neither can the natural harshness of the French, or their perpetual ill accent, be ever refined into perfect harmony like the Italian.

The English, he finds, are hampered by “effeminacy of our pronunciation,” which he suggests was inherited from the Danes, and by a scarcity of female rhymes.

Dryden now offers several rules for the poet who would write for an opera.  The first necessity, he says, is “double rhythms, and ordering of the words and numbers for the sweetness of the voice.”  These, he says, are,

the main hinges, on which an opera must move; and both of these are without the compass of any Art to teach another to perform; unless Nature in the first place has done her part, by enduing the poet with that nicety of hearing, that the discord of sounds in words shall as much offend him, as a seventh in Musick would a good composer.

Next in importance for Dryden, is choice of vocabulary.

The chief secret is in the choice of words; and by this choice I do not here mean elegancy of expression, but propriety of sound to be varied according to the Nature of the subject.

Under this subject, Dryden again turns to the inherent problems of the English language.  He says that in writing for song he has had to actually invent new words and it is in this context that he mentions the objections which all earlier poets had expressed, that they had to alter their words for the sake of the composer and his music.  Dryden adamantly promises he will never do this again.

I am often forced to coin new words, revive some that are antiquated, and botch others; as if I had not served out my time in poetry, but was bound an apprentice to some doggerel Rhymer, who makes songs to tunes, and sings them for a lively-hood.  It is true, I have not been often put to this drudgery; but where I have, the words will sufficiently show, that I was then a slave to the composition, which I will never be again.  It is my part to invent, and the musicians to humor that invention.

Dryden makes an extraordinary observation later, when he returns to his concern that the efforts of the composer, Grabu, will be accepted by the English composers and critics.  Of the public he is not concerned, because he seems aware of the fact that music is both universally and genetically understood by all men.

For the greatest part of an audience is always unimpressed, though seldom knowing; and if the Musick be well composed, and well performed, they who find themselves pleased, will be so wise as not to be imposed upon and fooled out of their satisfaction.

Dryden offers an observation on the French versus the English with respect to opera.

When operas were first set up in France, they were not followed over eagerly; but they gained daily upon their hearers, till they grew to that height of reputation, which they now enjoy.  The English I confess, are not altogether so musical as the French....

Later, in the prologue, he attributes the development of musical sophistication by the French to the former court of Louis XIV.

In France, the oldest man is always young,

Sees opera’s daily, learns the tunes so long,

Till foot, hand, head, keep time with every song.

Each sings his part, echoing from pit and box

With his hoarse voice, half harmony, half pox.

Le plus grand Roy du Monde is always ringing;

They show themselves good subjects by their singing.
 

We might add that in the stage directions for this libretto, Dryden mentions a much broader range of instruments than are found his plays.  He mentions by name such instruments as “Base Voil,” trumpet, harp and “Ho-boys.”  He also includes a number of “symphonies,” which appear to mean a brief instrumental work, often for the purpose of allowing the appearance or movement of stage machinery.  One of these precedes a song (III, i), another is a “Sinphony of Fluts-Doux”
Finally, in his poem in honor of the painter, Sir Godfrey Kneller, Dryden speaks of the fact that the taste of the present age discourages the artist from striving for the highest, most exalted, in art.  In this context, he briefly reflects in passing a lower artistic level for opera, as compared to the theater.

For what a Song, or senseless Opera

Is to the Living Labor of a Play....
 

The most important English musician in history is honored in a Dryden poem called, “An Ode, on the Death of Mr. Henry Purcell,” which was later set to music by John Blow.  Dryden begins by mentioning the singing of birds, an inevitable topic for poets, but contends their music is no challenge to Purcell.

So ceased the rival Crew when Purcell came,

They sung no more, or only sung his fame,

Struck dumb they all admired the God-like Man....

Dryden concludes by crediting Heaven for Purcell’s music.

The Heavenly Choir, who heard his notes from high,

Let down the Scale of Musick from the sky:

They handed him along,

And all the way He taught, and all the way they sung.
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