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Essay Nr. 208:  Restoration Journals on Opera
Journals and newspapers were not new to this period, but the extensive coverage of music and manners was.  Richard Steele began the Tatler on April 12, 1709, writing primarily under the name Isaac Bickerstaff, as a paper designed for the conversation of the coffee house crowd.  These journals are valuable in part for their presentation of this class, much of it middle-class, which is virtually absent in traditional political biographies and histories. 

Steele and Joseph Addison created the Spectator with the issue of March 1, 1711.  For the first year its actual circulation was small, rarely more than four thousand issues, but its influence became much larger as bound volumes were sold at the rate of nine thousand each year.

These journals are filled with references to music, musical humor and musical instruments, however we present below only those passages which offer the modern reader insight into the contemporary views of opera.

In the very first issue of the Tatler, for April 12, 1709, Richard Steele mentions a complaint frequently made during this period, that the popularity of Italian opera had caused the decline of theater in England.
 

It is not now doubted but plays will revive, and take their usual place in the opinion of persons of wit and merit, notwithstanding their late apostacy in favor of dress and sound.

In an issue the same month, for April 19, 1709, Steele is somewhat more outspoken in his attack on opera.

Letters from the Hay-market inform us, that on Saturday night last the opera of Pyrrhus and Demetrius was performed with great applause.  This intelligence is not very acceptable to us friends of the theater; for the stage being an entertainment of the Reason and all our faculties, this way of being pleased with the suspense of them for three hours together, and being given up to the shallow satisfaction of the eyes and ears only, seems to arise rather from the degeneracy of our understanding, than an improvement of our diversion.  That the understanding has no part in the pleasure is evident, from what these letters very positively assert, to wit, that a great part of the performance was done in Italian.

The issue of May 7, 1709, continues arguments of this kind and attacks for the first time the Italian singers who were castrati.

When the seat of wit was thus mortgaged, without equity of redemption, an architect arose, who has built the Muse a new palace, but secured her no retinue; so that instead of action there, we have been put off by song and dance.  This latter help of sound has also began to fail for want of voices; therefore the palace has since been put into the hands of a surgeon, who cuts any foreign fellow into an Eunuch, and passes him upon us for a singer of Italy.

The burial of the most famous English actor of the 17th century, Thomas Betterton, inspired the Tatler to once again attack opera.  An argument used against it here is a very ancient one, that music is of only brief duration and then disappears.

I extremely lament the little relish the Gentry of this nation have at present for the just and noble representations in some of our Tragedies.  The Operas, which are of late introduced, can leave no trace behind them that can be of service beyond the present moment.  To sing and to dance are accomplishments very few have any thoughts of practicing....
 

The Tatler for January 3, 1710, reports a small audience at the opera, which it attributes to the fact that the tumbler was not scheduled to appear.  This issue does comment, however, on the acting ability of the famous singer, Nicolini.

Every limb, and every finger, contributes to the part he acts, insomuch that a deaf man might go along with him in the sense of it.  There is scarce a beautiful posture in an old statue which he does not plant himself in, as the different circumstances of the story give occasion for it.

The most famous article in the early 18th century journals on the subject of opera was written by Addison for the Spectator issue of March 21, 1711.

It is my design in this paper to deliver down to posterity a faithful account of the Italian Opera, and of the gradual progress which it has made upon the English stage: for there is no question but our great grand-children will be very curious to know the reason why their forefathers used to sit together like an audience of foreigners in their own country, and to hear whole plays acted before them in a tongue which they did not understand.

Arsinoe was the first opera that gave us a taste of Italian musick.  The great success this opera met with, produced some attempts of forming pieces upon Italian plans, which should give a more natural and reasonable entertainment than what can be met with in the elaborate trifles of that nation.  This alarmed the poetasters and fidlers of the town, who were used to deal in a more ordinary kind of ware; and therefore laid down an established rule, which is received as such to this day, That nothing is capable of being well set to Musick, that is not Nonsense.

Addison next discusses the frequent errors he has heard in attempting to translate the Italian into English, resulting in the placement of words against music which is consequently inappropriate.  This proving unsuccessful, he describes the next alternative.

The next step to our refinement, was the introducing of Italian actors into our opera; who sung their parts in their own language, at the same time that our countrymen performed theirs in our native tongue.  The king or hero of the play generally spoke in Italian, and his slaves answered him in English.  The lover frequently made his court and gained the heart of his princess in a language which she did not understand....

At length the audience grew tired of understanding half the opera, and therefore to ease themselves entirely of the fatigue of thinking, have so ordered it at present that the whole opera is performed in an unknown tongue.  We no longer understand the language of our own stage....

One scarce knows how to be serious in the confutation of an absurdity that shows itself at the first sight.  It does not want any great measure of sense to see the ridicule of this monstrous practice; but what makes it the more astonishing, it is not the taste of the rabble, but of persons of the greatest politeness, which has established it.

He concludes by suggesting, as others had done, that even if “the Italians have a genius for Musick above the English,” it is nevertheless to be regretted that opera had caused the public to lose interest in English theater.  As he continues, he questions even the importance of music itself.

Musick is certainly a very agreeable entertainment, but if it would take the entire possession of our ears, if it would make us incapable of hearing sense, it would exclude Arts that have a much greater tendency to the refinement of human nature....

At present, our notions of Musick are so very uncertain, that we do not know what it is we like; only, in general, we are transported with anything that is not English.  So it be of a foreign growth, let it be Italian, French, or [German], it is the same thing.  In short, our English Musick is quite rooted out, and nothing yet planted in its stead.

Addison, in the Spectator for April 3, 1711, comments on the general absurdity of sung plays.

There is nothing that has more startled our English audience, that the Italian Recitativo at its first entrance upon the stage.  People were wonderfully surprised to hear generals singing the word of command, and ladies delivering messages in Musick.  Our countrymen could not forbear laughing when they heard a lover chanting out a Billet-doux, and even the superscription of a letter set to a tune.

In a satire on singing in Italian, Addison, in the April 5, 1711, issue of Spectator, writes of a fictitious plan for an opera in Greek.

The only difficulty that remained, was, how to get performers, unless we could persuade some gentlemen of the universities to learn to sing, in order to qualify themselves for the stage.

Further issues of the Spectator contain continual demeaning characterizations of opera by Addison.  In the issue for March 15, 1711, he refers to the “forced thoughts, cold conceits and unnatural expressions of Italian opera,” and in the issue for December 11, 1711, he calls attending the opera “throwing away your time.”
In the Spectator for March 6, 1711, Addison even criticizes opera stage sets, which he generally finds designed only “to gratify the senses and keep up an indolent attention in the audience.”  Among the interesting examples he provides is the release of sparrows on stage, with a consort of “flagellet” players off-stage to supply the birds’ song.  Addison also mentions that opera, such as Handel’s Rinaldo, had brought indoors “thunder, lightning, illuminations and fireworks,” which people could now enjoy without catching cold outdoors.  Also regarding sets, a fictitious advertisement appeared in the Spectator for March 16, 1711, which read,

On the first of April will be performed at the Play-house in the Hay-market an opera called The Cruelty of Arteus.  N.B.  The scene wherein Thyestes eats his own children, is to be performed by the famous Mr. Psalmanazar, lately arrived from Formosa: The whole Supper being set to Kettle-drums.

Of these writers, it was Steele who described the audiences who attend opera.  When he first addresses this topic, he seems to blame the stage itself for the subsequent behavior of the audience.  He writes in the Spectator for March 26, 1711,

The word Spectator being most usually understood as one of the audience at public representations in our theaters, I seldom fail of many letters relating to plays and operas.  But indeed there are such monstrous things done in both, that if one had not been an eye-witness of them, one could not believe that such matters had really been exhibited.  There is very little which concerns human life, or is a picture of nature, that is regarded by the greater part of the company.  The understanding is dismissed from our entertainments.  Our mirth is the laughter of fools, and our admiration the wonder of idiots; else such improbable, monstrous, and incoherent dreams could not go off as they do, not only without the utmost scorn and contempt, but even with the loudest applause and approbation.

A fictitious letter to the editor of the Spectator for September 12, 1711, addresses the “Impertinencies” which occur when the individual become part of a crowd, such as at an opera.

Sometimes you have a set of whisperers, who lay their heads together in order to sacrifice every body within their observation; sometimes a set of laughers, that keep up an insipid mirth in their own corner, and by their noise and gestures show they have no respect for the rest of the company.  You frequently meet with these sets at the opera....
 

Steele, in his Spectator issue for July 29, 1712, again turns his attention to the uncultured nature of English audiences at the opera.  He publishes a fictitious letter supposedly written by an English opera singer now performing in Italy.

I little thought in the green years of my life, that I should ever call it an happiness to be out of dear England; but as I grew to woman, I found myself less acceptable in proportion to the increase of my merit.  Their ears in Italy are so differently formed from the make of yours in England, that I never come upon the stage, but a general satisfaction appears in every countenance of the whole people.  When I dwell upon a note, I behold all the men accompanying me with heads inclining, and falling of their persons on one side, as dying away with me.  The women too do justice to my merit, and no ill-natured worthless creature cries, “the vain thing,” when I am wrapped up in the performance of my part, and sensibly touched with the effect my voice has upon all who hear me.  I live here distinguished, as one whom Nature has been liberal to in a graceful person, an exalted mien, and heavenly voice.  These particularities in this strange country, are arguments for respect and generosity to her who is possessed of them.  The Italians see a thousand beauties I am sensible I have no pretense to, and abundantly make up to me the injustice I received in my own country, of disallowing me what I really had.  The humor of hissing, which you have among you, I do not know anything of; and their applauses are uttered in sighs, and bearing a part at the cadences of voice with the persons who are performing....

The whole city of Venice is as still when I am singing, as this polite hearer was to Mrs. Hunt.  But when they break that silence, did you know the pleasure I am in, when every man utters applause, by calling me aloud the “Dear Creature,” the “Angel,” the “Venus”; “What Attitude she moves with! -- Hush, she sings again!”  We have no boisterous wits who dare disturb an audience, and break the public peace merely to show they dare.  Mr. Spectator, I write this to you...to tell you I am very much at ease here, that I know nothing but joy; and I will not return, but leave you in England to hiss all merit of your own growth off the stage.

Regarding the influence of opera on individual patrons, Steele reveals how familiar some members of the audience had become with some Italian operas in his recalling, in the Spectator of August 20, 1711, of a citizen who entered a tavern, with an opera score under his arm and “practiced his Airs to the full house who were turned upon him....”  In his issue of February 8, 1712 he complains that women have been so taken by Italian opera that they have taken on a new interest in Latin, thinking of it as an earlier Italian language.  Budgell, in the Spectator for April 29, 1712, was so concerned for the influence of opera on women that he recommends “the Puppet-show much safer for them than the Opera.”
A decade later, the journals seem more light-hearted on the subject of opera, or perhaps they had found humor to be the best vehicle for criticism.  Jonathan Swift, writing in Irish journal, the Intelligencer [Number III, 1728], in an essay in which he defends and praises Gay’s “Beggars Opera,” reflects back over the first controversial period of Italian opera in London and offers this summary.

This comedy likewise exposes with great justice that unnatural taste for Italian Musick among us, which is wholly unsuitable to our Northern Climate, and the genius of the people, whereby we are overrun with Italian-Effeminacy, and Italian Nonsense.  An old Gentleman said to me, that many years ago, when the practice of an unnatural vice grew so frequent in London that many were prosecuted for it, he was sure it would be the Fore-runner of Italian Operas and Singers; and then we should lack nothing but stabbing or poisoning, to make us perfect Italians.

Mary Wortley Montagu contributed a letter to the editor of the journal The Nonsense of Common-Sense
 [Number III, for January 3, 1738], under the fictitious name of “Balducci.”  The writer claimed to be an authority in “the business of statuary and machinery,” and, having noticed the great sums of money spent by the English on singers from his country, Italy, he proposes to invent mechanical singers which could make possible financial savings.

By my Art, I have found out a method of making a statue imitate so exactly the voice of any Singer that ever did, or ever can appear upon the stage, that I’ll defy the ravished listener to distinguish the one from the other.  Nay, what is more, this statue shall sing any Opera Air the audience pleases to call for, and shall chant it over again and again, as long as they please to cry, Ancora, which is an honor, I presume, they will as often confer upon my artificial machines, as ever they did upon any of the natural machines of Italy; and to add to the astonishment of all persons of polite taste, it shall perform at first sight any of the most difficult pieces of Musick the learned Mr. H[ande]l can compose.  Then, Sir, by the help of my wonderful art in machinery, I can make my statue walk about, and tread the stage with as good a grace, and look upon the pit with as much contempt, as ever did the famous Senesino;
  by which means it will be able to perform its part in the Recitativo, and shall rage with fury, die away in raptures, or stare with amazement and surprise, in as natural a manner, and with as true a taste, as any actor that ever trod the stage....

Balducci offers additional advantages for such a mechanical singer: it could immediately absorb all instructions from the music critics, it would rescue the Academy of Musick from spending all its time trying to pacify fighting singers and it would make composers such as Handel happy, as their music would be sung as written and not be subject to improvisation by live singers.  He recommends that as English nobles tour Italy and hear “some new singer just blazed out at Venice, Naples or Rome,” he will immediately go there and bring the singer back in effigy, charging the noble only for his trip and expenses.  Since, he observes, England has already assembled great collections of Italian pictures, statues, busts and antiques, his mechanical singers will make it possible to add famous singers to its collections as well.

However, I do not propose to diminish the price of an Opera ticket, or that any of my singers shall perform in private for a less mighty Purse than the proudest of our late performers; for this, I know, would spoil all; nothing can be fit for persons of an elegant taste that can be had at a small price.  Yet I am not so avaricious as to propose to take all the profits to myself.  On the contrary, I shall be satisfied with my net charges, and a very moderate salary.  As for the residue of the profits, which will certainly amount to a large sum yearly, the disposal of it shall be left to the great wisdom of the directors of the Academy of Musick; in which case I would humbly propose, it should be distributed yearly by way of charity, for the subsistence of those antiquated Beaus and Belles, who in their younger years had ruined themselves by attending Operas, Masquerades, etc.

By the 1730’s there were two opera companies in London, but by 1738 one of them, the “Opera of the Nobility,” had apparently closed.  It was in reference to this that Lord Chesterfield contributed an article, “Close of the Opera,” to the October 14, 1738, issue of Common Sense.

Such is the uncertainty and unstability of the things of this world, that there is scarce any event which ought to surprise us, or anything new to be said upon it....

I confess this happened to me lately, when I heard that Operas were no more, and that too at a time when the vigor and success, with which a subscription was carried on, both by the great and the fair, seemed to promise them in their fullest luster.

In attempting to decide if the closing of the opera represents a national loss or a national advantage, Chesterfield first reviews the role of music reflected in ancient Greek literature.  He mentions in particular the stories of the aulos performing the Pyrrhic melodies which so inspired the Greek armies.

This tune, by the way, must have infinitely exceeded our best modern marches, which, by what I have been able to observe in Hyde Park, rather sets our army a-dancing than a-fighting.  I ascribe this difference wholly to the unskillfulness of our modern composers; for I will never believe that my countrymen have not as much potential courage in them as the Greeks, if properly excited.

After retelling the tale about Pythagoras causing a lust-filled youth to cool down by playing a certain kind of music, he observes,

Our Operas have not been known to occasion any attempts of this violent nature; which I likewise impute to the effects of the composition, and not to any degree of insensibility or modesty in our youth, who, it must be owned, give a fair hearing to music, and whose short bobs seem admirably contrived for the better reception of sounds.

Lord Chesterfield, after citing the incident in which music caused an apparent change in personality in Alexander the Great, provides some interesting contemporary anecdotes involving music.

I am apt to believe that in music, as in many other arts and sciences, we fall infinitely short of the ancients.  For I take it for granted, that we should be open to the same impressions, if our composers had but the skill to make them.  However, though music does not now cause those surprising effects which it did formerly, it still retains power enough over men’s passions to make it worth our care: and I heard some persons, equally skilled in music and politics, assert that King James was sung and fiddled out of this kingdom by the Protestant tune of Lillybullero; and that somebody else would have been fiddled into it again, if a certain treasonable Jacobite tune had not been timely silenced by the unwearied pains and diligence of the administration....

The Swiss, who are not a people of the quickest sensations, have at this time a tune, which, when played upon their fifes, inspires them with such a love of their country, that they run home as fast as they can: which tune is therefore, under severe penalties, forbidden to be played, when their regiments are on service, because they would instantly desert.

Regarding this last anecdote, Chesterfield suggests that he can think of some situations in London, such as court or legislative functions, when it would be valuable to have such a tune played which would cause everyone to immediately run home.

I would therefore most earnestly recommend it to the learned Dr. Green, to turn his thoughts that way.  It is not from the least distrust of Mr. Handel’s ability, that I address myself preferably to Dr. Green: but Mr. Handel, having the advantage to be by birth a German, might probably, even without intending it, mix some modulations in his composition, which might give a German tendency to the mind, and therefore greatly lessen the national benefit I propose by it.

Finally, Chesterfield returns to his original question, regarding the significance of the closing of the opera.

How far the polite part of the world is affected by the cessation of Operas, I am no judge myself; but I asked a young gentleman of wit and pleasure about town, whether he did not apprehend that he should be a sufferer by it in his way of business, for that I presumed those soft and tender sounds soothed and melted the fairest breasts, and fitted them to receive impressions?  He answered me very frankly, that, as far as he could judge, the loss would be but inconsiderable to their profession; that some years ago, indeed, the taste of music, being expressive and pathetic, had inspired tender sentiments, and softened stubborn virtue; but the fashion being of late for both the composers and the performers only to show what tricks they could play, had rather taught the ladies to play tricks too, than made the proper impressions upon them, and that he oftener found them tired than softened at the end of an Opera.  But he confessed that they might happen to miss the Opera books a little, because, as most of his profession could make a shift to read the English version at least, they found, in those incomparable dramas, sentiments proper for all situations, which might not otherwise have occurred to them, and which, by emphatical signs and looks, they could apply to the proper objects; insomuch that he had often known very pretty sentimental conversations carried on through a whole opera by these references to the book.

Having thus shown the power and effects of music both among the ancients and the moderns, and the good and ill uses which may be made of it, I shall submit it to persons wiser than myself, what is to be done in this important crisis.  I look upon Operas to have been the great national establishment of music, and I am persuaded that innumerable sects will rise from their ruins, and break into various conventicles of vocal and instrumental, which, if not attended to, may prove of ill consequence.

Several years later, after Italian opera had been restored in London, Lord Chesterfield contributed an humorous article to the November 14, 1754 issue of The World.

I am sensible that Italian Operas have frequently been the objects of the ridicule of many of our greatest wits, and viewed in one light only, perhaps not without some reason.  But as I consider all public diversions singly with regard to the effects which they may have upon the morals and manners of the public, I confess I respect the Italian Operas as the most innocent of any.

For one thing, he suggests, humorously bringing up the old objection which was seriously argued forty years earlier, no one understands the words anyway.

Were what is called the poetry of it intelligible in itself, it would not be understood by one in fifty of a British audience; but I believe that even an Italian of common candor will confess, that he does not understand one word of it.  It is not the intention of the thing, for should the ingenious author of the words, by mistake, put any meaning into them, he would, to a certain degree, check and cramp the genius of the composer of the music, who perhaps might think himself obliged to adapt his sounds to the sense: whereas now he is at liberty to scatter indiscriminately, among the Kings, Queens, heroes, and heroines, his Adagios, his Allegros, his Pathetics, his Chromatics, and his Jigs.  It would also have been a restraint upon the actors and actresses, who might possibly have attempted to form their action upon the meaning of their parts; but as it is, if they do but seem, by turns to be angry and sorry in the two first acts, and very merry in the last scene of the last, they are sure to meet with the deserved applause.

Signor Metastasio attempted some time ago a very dangerous innovation.  He tried gently to throw some sense into his Operas, but it did not take: the consequences were obvious, and nobody knew where they would stop.

Another virtue of Italian opera which Chesterfield advances, is that by the time it is over everyone is so tired, they go home to bed and avoid getting into trouble.

The most delightful portion of Chesterfield’s article is his discussion of the Italian singers, their manners and their impositions on English society.

Having thus rescued these excellent musical dramas from the unjust ridicule which some people of vulgar and illiberal tastes have endeavored to throw upon them, I must proceed, and do justice to the Virtuosos and Virtuosas who perform them.  But I believe it will be necessary for me to premise, for the sake of many of my English readers, that VIRTU among the modern Italians signifies nothing less than what VIRTUS did among the ancient ones, or what VIRTUE signifies among us; on the contrary, I might say that it signifies almost everything else.  Consequently those respectable titles of Virtuoso and Virtuosa have not the least relation to the moral characters of the parties.  They mean only that those persons, endowed some by nature, and some by art, with good voices, have from their infancy devoted their time and labor to the various combinations of seven notes, a study that must unquestionably have formed their minds, enlarged their notions, and have rendered them most agreeable and instructive companions, and as such, I observe that they are justly solicited, received, and cherished by people of the first distinction.

As these illustrious personages come over here with no sordid view of profit, but merely per far piacer a la nobilita Inglese, that is, to oblige the English nobility, they are exceedingly good and condescending to such of the said English nobility, and even gentry, as are desirous to contract an intimacy with them.  They will, for a word’s speaking, dine, sup, or pass the whole day with people of a certain condition, and perhaps sing or play, if civilly requested.  Nay, I have known many of them so good as to pass two or three months of the summer at the country-seats of some of their noble friends, and thereby mitigate the horrors of the country and mansion-house, to my lady and her daughters.  I have been assured by many of their chief patrons and patronesses, that they are all the best creatures in the world; and from the time of Signor Nicolini down to this day, I have constantly heard the several great performers, such as Farinelli, Carestini, Monticelli, Gaffarielli, as well as the Signore Cuzzoni, Faustina, etc., much more praised for their affability, the gentleness of their manners, and all the good qualities of the head and heart, than for either their musical skill or execution.
  I have even known these, their social virtues, lay their protectors and protectresses under great difficulties, how to reward such distinguished merit.  But benefit-nights luckily came in to their assistance, and gave them an opportunity of insinuating, with all due regard, into the hands of the performer, in lieu of a ticket, a considerable bank-bill, a gold snuff-box, a diamond-ring, or some such trifle.  It is to be hoped, that the illustrious Signor Farinelli has not yet forgot the many instances he experienced of British munificence, for it is certain that many private families still remember them.

He closes with a common objection that the Italian singers take all this money home to Italy,
Some of them, when they have got ten or fifteen thousand pounds here, unkindly withdraw themselves, and purchase estates in land in their own countries....
� Regarding the popularity of Italian opera, the Tatler for April 27, 1710, carries a fictional advertisement for an opera in which the composer “hopes he has pretensions to the favor of all Lovers of Musick, who can get over the prejudice of his being their Countryman.”


� Tatler, May 4, 1710.  An earlier issue, for January 10, 1710, had also mentioned in passing “the Gentry’s immoderate frequenting the Operas.”   The issue of March 14, 1710 complains that the Gentry at the opera is occupied in looking around at the people in the audience “without any manner of regard to the stage.”


� In the issue of June 20, 1711, Steele mentions one listener who sat in the gallery, beating time with a cudgel.


� Only nine issues, from December 16, 1737 to March 14, 1738, of this weekly newspaper are extant.


� Francesco Bernardi (1680-1750), known as Senesino, was a famous castrato.  


� On the contrary, of course, these two ladies were infamous for their fights on stage before the audience.
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