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Restoration & Eighteenth-Century English Literature (ANGBA3- Literature Survey Course) 

Dramatic Opera, Ode, and Oratorio 
(Theatre III) 

Larisa Kocic-Zámbó 

SUMMARY: 

This lesson discuses in the origin of the musical theatre (opera, oratorio and ode) particularly as 
it pertains to the literary debates of the age. The primary objective is to see how the critical 
debate (and the contemporary objections) against opera as a foreign cultural import informed 
and affected the development of English dramatic opera. Of especial interest will be the 
perceived opposition and tension between the dramatic text (the Delight of Reason) and the 
music (the Delight of Sense) and how English playwrights, Dryden in particular, employ this 
opposition in the plotlines of their operas. As the lecture’s focus is on the literary aspect of musical 
theatre, the work of Henry Purcell and George Frideric Handel will be mentioned in relation to 
their ties to the English literary “classics” of their age. 

Topics to be discussed: 

• The origin of the English dramatic opera 

• The critique of the opera in contemporary English discourses 

• The collaboration of Dryden and Purcell 

• The State of Innocence 

• King Arthur, or the British Worthy 

• Handel: From Opera to Oratorio 
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1 THE ORIGIN OF THE ENGLISH DRAMATIC OPERA 

Dryden in his “Essay of Heroique Playes” written as a prologue to the  The Conquest of Granada (1672) 
gives as the following account of the origin of the English dramatic opera (although his intention in 
the essay is to establish the origin of the English heroic plays/dramas):  

… the first light we had of them [i.e. Heroic Plays] on the English Theatre was from the late Sir 
William Davenant: it being forbidden him in the Rebellious times [the 
Commonwealth/Interregnum period] to act Tragedies and Comedies […] he was forced to turn 
his thoughts another way: and to introduce the examples of moral virtue, written in verse, and 
performed in Recitative Music. The Original of this music and of the scenes which adorned his 
work, he had from the Italian Operas: but he heightened his Character (as I may probably imagine) 
form the examples of Corneille and some French Poets. 

So, Davenant introduced extensive use of music 
(and dance) into his stage productions in order to 
circumvent the prohibition against the traditional 
stage performances of tragedy and comedy. 
Having had a history of involvement in the 
productions of court masques (cf. lecture on 
Restoration Comedy), Davenant obviously relied 
on those experiences too. However, the 
influence of Italian opera becomes more obvious 
when one compares the title page of Davenant’s 
The Siege of Rhodes (1656) — identified as the 
first English opera — and Thomas Blount’s definition of opera in his dictionary Glossographia (1661, 
first published in 1656): 

 
From Shakespearean London Theatres. 

The Siege of Rhodes Made a Representation by the Art of 
Prospective in Scenes, and the Story sung in Recitative Music. 
Davenant also justifies the short and divers quality of his 
verse: “the frequent alteration of measure (which cannot be 
so unpleasant to him that reads as troublesome to him that 
writes) are necessary to Recitative music for variation of 
airs” (“To the Reader”)  

“Opera (Lat)… In Italy it signifies a Tragedy, Tragi-Comedy, 
Comedy or Pastoral, which (being the studied work of a 
Poet) is not acted after the vulgar manner, but performed 
by Voyces in that way, which the Italians term Recitative, 
being like∣wise adorned with Scenes by Perspective, and 
extraordina∣ry advantages by Musick.” (Glossographia, s.v. 
“opera”) 

So, the origin of dramatic opera is interwoven with that of heroic drama, and as such it shares a 
lot of its characteristics: primarily its choice of theme (the subject of English opera being mostly heroic 
and epic as opposed to the Italian opera which is more divers in its genres), its allegorical/political 
reading (cf. Smith 2004, 202-232) and its use of lavish settings (Davenant’s The Siege of Rhodes being 
one of the fist stage performances outside of court masques to use mobile scenery). 

 In Masque and Opera in England, 1656-1688, 
Andrew R. Walkling distinguishes between 
masque and opera based on the location of its 
performance: 

“In Restoration England, a given free-standing 
musical-theatrical work, regardless of its particular 
features, can most readily be characterized as a 
masque if its performance takes place at court; 
conversely, when it appears on the public stage, it 
is an opera” (2017, 20). 

https://archive.org/details/conquestofgranad00dryd/page/n17/mode/2up
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/thomas-blounts-glossographia
http://shalt.dmu.ac.uk/locations/cockpitphoenix-1616-65.html
https://archive.org/details/aeh6938.0003.001.umich.edu/page/234/mode/2up
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A28464.0001.001?view=toc
https://restorationstaging.com/2014/01/26/john-webb-scene-designs-for-the-siege-of-rhodes/
http://shalt.dmu.ac.uk/media/uploads/location/images/Siege_of_Rhodes_VA.jpg.800x800_q85.jpg
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Precursors to 18th-centry Opera in England 

On the CONTINENT 

• Italy, end of 16th century 

• First public opera house in Venice 
(1673) 

• Luigi Rossi & Cavalli (French Court) 

• Giovani Battista Lulli (Lully) 

In ENGLAND 

• Plays with music (& masques) 

• William Davenant receives a royal patent in 
1639 

• Davenant’s The Siege of Rhodes (1656) 

• John Blow’s Venus and Adonis (c. 1683) 

• Henry Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas (1684?) 

2 THE CRITIQUE OF OPERA IN CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH DISCOURSES 

The discourse on opera is strongly tied to ideas of British nationhood, “as at no other period before 
or since, politics pervaded literature and music theatre, and as much contemporary testimony asserts, 
the nation was unusually politically aware and opinionated, from top to bottom of society” (Smith 
2004, 10). This is especially true of the Restoration and 18th-century criticism of the Italian opera and 
its perceived negative influence on the British whether articulated in earnest or in a satirical manner. 
Most of these list four main objections to the Italian style opera by which they mean an all-sung opera 
which has no speaking parts: 

• it is Italian, therefore Catholic (popish); 

• it is ridiculous and having an effeminate effect (i.e. the lack of speaking parts that would 
engage the reason is subjected to the constant onslaught of Recitative music, plus, the heroes 
are cast as contra tenors); 

• English language is not suitable for Recitative setting; 

• drama is better spoken (and a good heroic verse is melodious on its own). 

As a matter of fact, the concept of dramatic opera as distinct from opera per se is solidified in these 
critiques. 

The satirical pamphlet entitled, The Devil to pay at St. James’s: Or, A full and true Account of a most 
horrid and bloody Battle between Madam Faustina and Madam Cuzzoni, etc. (1727) is suspecting a 
Catholic plot in the rivalry of two opera singers, Francesca Cuzzoni and Faustina Bordoni, in order to 
divide and conquer the Protestant English. Though obviously a mocking exaggeration, the pamphlet 
relies on the commonplace of scapegoating Catholics, a popular occurrence ever since the 
Reformation, exacerbated by sporadic attempts of James Francis Edward Stuart, son of James II — 
the openly Catholic brother of Charles II and for a short time the English monarch until his deposition 
in the 1688 Glorious Revolution — to regain the English crown. The English, especially the Whigs, who 
have ascertained an exclusively Protestant succession to the throne (cf. Act of Settlement 1701 in the 
Historical background) were referring to him as the Great/Old Pretender. 

 Before we proceed, let us put our lecture into a musical context. The age we are discussing 

is the era of Baroque music comprising the majority of what we today perceive as the classical 
music cannon. Notable composers of the Baroque era are Claudio Monteverdi, Giovani Battista 
Lulli, Alessandro Scarlatti, Henry Purcell, Antonio Vivaldi, Johann Sebastian Bach, George Frederic 
Handel, etc. 
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 & Read the following excerpt from The Devil to pay at St. James’s (1727) — a 

contemporary tabloid of a sort — and note the passages that highlight the preoccupation of the 
London society with questions (even trivial) related to the opera. Also, note how the satirical 
pamphlet employs political bias and scaremongering to create a negative attitude towards Italian 
opera on the English stage and how it becomes a question of national importance. 

[The question of division amongst English] is not now, (as formerly) i.e. are you High Church or Low, Whig 
or Tory; are you for Court or Country, King George, or the Pretender: but are you for Faustina or Cuzzoni, 
Handel or Bononcini. There’s the Question. This engages all the Polite World in warm Disputes; and but 
for the soft Strains of the Opera, which have in some Measure qualified and allay’d the native Verocity 
of the English; Blood and Slaughter would consequently ensue. 

[…]God forbid I should judge amiss; yet I cannot but think there is more in this matter [of rivalry and 
feud between the two operatic divas] than People are aware of; who knows but they are sent here to 
raise Dissentions among true Protestants! There are too many shrewd Causes of Suspicion. 

1.They come from Rome; 
2.The Pope lives at Rome; 
3.So does the Pretender. 
4.The Pope is a notorious Papist; 
5.So is the Pretender, 
6.So is Madam Faustina, 
7.And so is Madam Cuzzoni. 
8.King George (God bless him) is a Protestant; 
9.The Papist hate the Protestants; 
10.The Pope hates King George; 
11.The Pretender can’t abide him. 
12.But Madam Cuzzoni and Madam Faustina love 
the Pope, and in all Probability the Pretender. 
Ergo ….…………………….  

From whence I infer, that it is not safe to have Popish Singers tolerated here, in England; but on the 
contrary, it would be a great Security to the Protestant Interest to have a Clause added to some Act of 
Parliament, obliging all Foreign Singers, Dancers and Tumblers, to abjure the Devil, the Pope, and the 
Pretender, before they appear in Publick. 

 

Anon, The Most Illustrious Signor Senesino’s Landing in 
England, 1737-8. Gerald Coke Handle Collection, 
Foundling Museum, accession no. 5636. 

 

The text under the line engraving reads: The 
illustrious Signor Senesino’s [celebrated castrato 
of the age] Landing in England amidst the 
Acclamations & Submissions of all lovers of Music 
& Harmony  who wait for his coming on Shore. 
The Rival Queens Signora Faustina & Signora 
Cuzzoni contending for this Charming Demi-Man. 
Two of Signor Senesino’s Servants carrying the 
Wealth he has brought over from Italy. Two 
uncouth Fellows shewing by their Action their 
contempt for Polite Arts & these Illustrious 
Performers whose coming into this Country has 
prov’d so beneficial @ Advantagious to the 
Public. 
Click on the image for a larger resolution hosted 
on Wikipedia. 

 

https://books.google.hu/books?id=zPheAAAAcAAJ&pg=PP1&lpg=PP1&dq=the+devil+to+pay+at+st+james%27s&source=bl&ots=U1SDEMonR1&sig=ACfU3U1KBOhfXR079AuTrfH9tSNjuraQAQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjvu96NuMXqAhXHFXcKHSzPBVUQ6AEwBXoECAYQAQ#v=onepage&q&f=true
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d6/Senesino%2C_Francesca_Cuzzoni_%26_Faustina_Bordoni_%26_2_of_Senesino%27s_slaves.jpg
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The objection about the ridiculousness of the opera in 
part echoes the debate on the dramatic play in that it 
rejects and ridicules the Recitative parts as not natural as 
opposed to speaking the dramatic parts (cf. the debate over 
the use of rhyme in tragedy). Recitative is a narrative part 
of the opera sung by a solo singer in imitation of the rhythm 
of ordinary speech. It did not help the matter, in view of the 
critics of opera, that the dramatic parts of the heroes were 
sung by castrati, male singers who were (illegally) castrated 
as children so as to retain their prepubescent vocal rage 
roughly similar to that of a female soprano singer. Another 
aspect that links opera to previous discussion on epic and 
the dramatic/heroic play, is its focus on mythical, magical, 
and enchanting plots due to lavish sceneries and 
machineries employed in their productions. Think of it as 
the contemporary equivalent of modern CG effects — the novelty of the new theatrical technologies 
did drive their use to excess, often to the detriment of dramatic substance in the view of the critics. 

 &  Read the following excerpt from John Dennis’ An Essay on the Opera (1706) and from 

George Granville’s (1st Baron Lansdowne) preface to The British Enchanters (1705). Note which 
aspects of criticism mentioned above appear in their texts. 

 

This small Treatise is only levelled against those Operas which are 
entirely Musical; for those which are Drammatical may be partly 
defended by the Example of the Ancients… [However, Dennis 
quotes a passage from Boileau — in a form of letter to a friend 
advising him not to marry — to illustrate the prenicius effect of the 
opera.] As soon as she is ushered by her Uxorious Husband tot he 
Opera, with what Air dost thou thing the young Saint will behold 
the Harmonious Pom of an enchanting Spectacle, those wanton 
Dances, those Heroes with luxurious Voices? With what Air dost 
thou think she will listen to a Discourse that rowls upon Love alone, 
to those mad Orlandos, and those melting Rinaldo’s; hearing from 
them that we ought to sacrifice all, nay, even Virtue itself, to Love, 
as the only supreme Divinity; […] 

Nothing can be fuller than this Passage from Boileau… [but] we can show by experience what 
Influence the soft and effeminate Measures of the Italian Opera has upon the Minds and Manners of 
Men. 

[…] there is something in the Italian Opera which is Barbarous and Gothic, and so contrary to a true 
Taste, that an Opera in any Country can be only advanced by the same Degrees that the Taste of Men is 
debauched for more generous Arts. […] 

If that is truly the most Gothic, which is the most opposed to Antic, nothing can be more Gothic than 
an opera, since nothing can be more opposed to the ancient Tragedy, than the modern Tragedy in Music, 
because the one is reasonable, the other ridiculous; the one is artful, the other absurd; the one beneficial, 
the other pernicious; in short, the one natural, and the other monstrous. […] yet this must be allowed, 
that thou the Opera in Italy is a Monster, it is a beautiful harmonious Monster, but here in England it is 
an ugly howling one. 

 

 
A caricature print of the castrati Senesino 
and Berenstadt, with Francesca Cuzzoni in 
Handel’s Flavio from 1723. Due to the 
castration the limbs and the ribcage of the 
castrati grew disproportionately large.  

 

https://books.google.hu/books?id=fahfAAAAcAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/63/Senesino%2C_Cuzzoni%2C_Berenstadt.JPG
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The other two objections listed at the beginning of this section are more intrinsically tied to literary 
debate of the age concerned with the characteristics of the English drama and the relationship 
between the “pleasure of sense” (music) and the “delight of reason” (drama/words). The argument 
in a nutshell runs like this: Music should be subservient to drama because the first affects the senses 
(raising self-centred emotions and passions) while the latter affects the reason (and human’s 
awareness of social responsibility). The language of such arguments is heavily gendered, relying on 
the resilient stereotyping of emotions as feminine and reason as masculine qualities. The political 
ideology behind these debate will eventually uplift dramatic opera as one befitting the masculine 
nation of the British, for in dramatic opera — as we shall see in case of Dryden’s operatic work — 
music will be relegated to the suspect position of temptation, while drama will reign supreme. The 
Italian opera, though popular in aristocratic circles in the first half of the 18th century will eventually 
give place to oratorios and odes (changing Handel’s negative perception into that of a celebrated 
“national composer”). 

 

The Nature of this Entertainment requires the Plot to be formed upon 
some Story in which Enchanters and Magicians have a principal Part: In 
our modern Heroic Poems, they supply the Place of Gods with the 
Ancients, and make a much more natural Appearance by being Mortals… 

The Dialogue, which in French and Italian is set to Notes and Song, I 
would have pronounced; […] a good Verse, well pronounced, in itself 
musical; and Speech is certainly more natural to Discourse than Singing. 

Can anything be more preposterous than to behold Cato, Julius 
Caesar, and Alexander the Great, strutting upon the Stage in the figure 
of Songsters, personated by Eunuchs? 
The Singing, therefore, should be wholly applied to the Lyrical part of 
the Entertainment, which by being freed from a tiresome, unnatural 
Recitative, must certainly administer more Reasonable Pleasure. 
 

 

 
William Hogarth’s print Masquerades and Operas (or 
The Bad Taste of the Town) from 1724. 

 

 Note the recognizable reference to the 

print of the castrati on the banner of the left side 
building. In addition to the characters featured 
on the print from 1723, the banner also depicts 
theatre managers and patrons satirizing their 
willingness to pay an extravagant amount of 
money for their performances. On the right side 
is a crowd pushing to see a pantomime of 
Harlequin Doctor Faustus. The two popular 
types of shows are being juxtaposed with a 
woman in the centre pushing a wheelbarrow full 
of English literary works by Dryden, Congrave, 
Shakespeare, etc. and selling them as “waste 
paper for [grocery] shops” to wrap their goods 
in. Click on the image to see a larger resolution 
hosted on Wikipedia and read the inscription 
below the engraving.  

 

https://books.google.hu/books?id=frFYAAAAcAAJ&pg=PA127&dq=the+british+enchanters+or+no+magic+like+love&source=bl&ots=ai8Mb0f0fx&sig=ACfU3U1Mdi-ggS3pZ_HlPnYq4XvYR0tMDQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjYi4W6gMXqAhWHrIsKHW2NDwEQ6AEwA3oECA8QAQ#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ea/William_Hogarth_-_The_Bad_Taste_of_the_Town.png
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ea/William_Hogarth_-_The_Bad_Taste_of_the_Town.png
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3 THE COLLABORATION OF DRYDEN AND PURCELL 

Dryden’s own stance towards the opera of his age (mainly a French 
import at the time) is manifest in his bitter prologue and epilogue to 
the Beggar’s Bush, a revival of John Fletcher’s comedy that was 
performed on March 26 in 1674 on the opening of the new Theatre 
Royal on Drury Lane (the previous building erected by Thomas 
Killigrew in Bridges Street was destroyed in a fire in 1672). The 
rebuilding of the new Theatre Royal cost Ł4,000 while the Duke’s 
Theatre in Dorset Garden more than twice as much (Ł9,000), the 
latter being considered the “machine house” of London, i.e. the 
theatre to host extravagant Restoration spectaculars with elaborate 
moveable sceneries, dance numbers and music (for which reason 
they are sometimes termed the “English operas”). Dryden’s 
resentment is also driven by the animosity between himself and the 
author of The Empress of Morocco which was expressed in prefaces 
and pamphlets, but also coded in their plays generating an extra layer 
(besides the political layer) of allegorical meaning of those plays lost 
to 21st-century readers and audiences alike. 

 &  Read yet another excerpt from John Dennis’ An Essay on the Opera (1706) noting 

how his argument on the effect of music and its relation to drama (poetry) informs the 
public/political element of his critique (cf. the vatic function of poetry). Also note the gendered 
nature of the argument. 

If the Entertainment which we have from our Operas is a mere sensual Pleasure, which says nothing 
either to enlighten the Understanding or to convert the Will, is impossible to conceive, how it can either 
raise the Passions to correct them, or infuse generous sentiment into the Soul, to exalt and confirm the 
Reason, or to inspire public Spirit, and public Virtue, and elevated notions of Liberty. 

It belongs to Poetry only, to teach public Virtues and public Spirit, and a noble contempt of Death with 
an Expression and with an Air becoming of its God-like Notions. That alone can worthily tell Mankind that 
we were not born for ourselves; that we were framed and contrived for Society by an All-wise Maker […] 

[…] Now Music that is not subservient to Reason, especially if it be soft and effeminate, is a mere 
Delight of Sense […] And as soft and delicious Music by soothing the Senses, and making a Man too much 
in Love with himself, makes him too little fond of the public, so by emasculating and dissolving the mind, it 
shakes the very foundation of Fortitude, and so is destructive of [..] Public Spirit. 

But if any one objects that an Opera may be so contrived and Writ, as to inspire us with an affection 
for the Public, and with a generous contempt of Death; to him I answer, that an Opera so designed, must 
be writ with force or without it. If it is writ with force it is incompatible with Music, especially in so 
masculine a Language as ours; for force in our Language cannot be expressed without a great many 
Consonants, and Words that terminate in Consonants; but a great many Consonants and especially 
Consonants terminating Words, cannot be pronounced without very frequently shutting the mouth, which 
is diametrically opposite to the expressing of Music. 

[…] we forsake a most noble Art [of tragedy — compare to Hogarth’s engraving on Opera] for a very 
vile one for which Heaven and Nature have not at all designed us, as having give us neither Ears, nor 
Voices, nor Languages, nor Climate proper to it.  

 
The naval battle scene of Elkanah 
Settle’s The Empress of Morocco 
performed at the Duke’s Theatre 
in 1673. The first play to be 
printed with scene illustrations. 

 

https://archive.org/details/empressmoroccoa00settgoog/page/n21/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/empressmoroccoa00settgoog/page/n12/mode/2up
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And yet, Dryden and his contemporaries critical of opera were engaged themselves in producing 
operas, albeit dramatic operas. They differed from the Italian style opera in that there were basically 
dramas (either written in heroic couplets or blank verse) interspersed with musical scenes. The latter 
were no mere embellishments unrelated to the plot, but scenes that exemplified the misgivings 
Dryden and 18th-century playwrights and essayist had about music. Namely, its employ was reserved 
to either temptation scenes or mythical scenes (one subjecting the reason, the other beyond reason). 
In these instances it was thought natural that the words (the food for thought and reason) should be 
subservient to music (the food for senses — yes, senses in plural, since the singing parts were reserved 
for the visually ostentatious characters in the plot, like fairies, flying angels, tempting demons, etc.). 
Hence, Dryden in the dedicatory epistle to his King Arthur (1691) dramatic opera — to which the 
musical score was composed by Henry Purcell (1659-1695) — writes the following: 

… 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 
Entertainment [opera] are principally designed for the Ear and eye; and therefore in Reason my 
Art on this occasion, ought to be subservient to his [Purcell’s] and besides, I flatter myself with an 
Imagination, that a Judicious Audience will easily distinguish betwixt 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. 

 &  Read the following excerpt from Dryden’s prologue to The Beggar’s Bush and note 

the similarities with Hogarth’s satirical print on Masquerades and Operas (also the latter’s 
inscription). Also, bear in mind the expense of building the Duke’s Theatre compared to the sum 
of money (allegedly) offered to the opera singer(s) in Hogarth’s print. 

A plain-buil house after so long a stay 
Will send you half unsatisfied away, 
When, fall’n from your expected pomp, 
you find A bare convenience only is designed. 
You who each day can theatres behold 
Like Nero’s palace, shining all with gold, 
Our mean ungilded stage will scorn, we fear, 
And for the homely room disdain the cheer. 
[…] 
They who are by your favours wealthy made, 
With mighty sums may carry on the trade: 
We, broken bankers, half destroyed by fire, 
With our small stock to humble roofs retire; 
Pity our loss, while you their pomp admire. 
 

[…] 
‘Twere folly now a stately pile to raise, 
To build a playhouse while you throw down plays; 
Whilst scenes, machines, and empty operas reign, 
And for the pencil you the pen disdain; 
While troops of famished Frenchmen hither drive, 
And laugh at those upon whose alms they live: 
Old English authors vanish, and give place 
To these new conquerors of the Norman race; 
More tamely than your fathers you submit, 
You’re now grown vassals to ‘em in your wit. 
[…] 
Well, please yourselves, but sure ‘tis understood 
That French machines have ne’er done England good. 

 

 An interesting side note to the “Judicious Audience” remark of Dryden. Dennis in his essay on the 
opera complains that “there are but few judicious Spectators at our Dramatic Representations, since none 
can be so, but who with great Endowments of Nature have had a very generous Education […] but in 
Music the Case is vastly different, to judge of that requires only Use and a fine Ear, which the Footman 
often has a great deal finer than his Master.” How does this bely the privileged position of literature? 

https://archive.org/details/kingarthurorbrit00dryd/page/n16/mode/2up
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In the following we will take a look at three examples of Dryden’s employ of musical scene in his 
operas. 

The first two are from The State of Innocence (1678), Dryden’s opera adaptation of Milton’s 
Paradise Lost written in heroic couplets. The opera was never performed as such, and the prefatory 
matter curiously enough does not address the musical theatre/opera at all — instead Dryden attacks 
the misplaced notion of criticism (as an endeavour “principally to find fault” in literary works) and 
defends the genre of epic, especially its marvellous and deus ex machina components criticised by his 
contemporaries (see the lecture on the Epic Conventions). The dramatic text of the opera is 
interesting for the suggestion Dryden makes for the employ of music. The first suggestion reads: 

Betwixt the first Act and the Second, while the Chiefs sit in the Palace [i.e. the chief devils in 
Pandemonium, cf. the first two books of Paradise Lost), may be expressed the Sports of the Devils; 
as Flights and Dancing in Grotesque Figures; and a Song expressing the change of their Condition; 
what they enjoy’d before; and how they fell bravely in Battel, having deserved Victory in their 
Valour; and what they would have done if they had conquer’d. (1678, 7) 

The other instance is the scene of Eve’s temptation. Dryden’s stage direction reads: 

Lucifer sits down by Eve, and seems to wisper in her ear. 
A Vision, where a Tree rises loaden with Fruit; four Spirits rise with it, and draw a Canopy of the 
Tree; other Spirits dance about the Tree in deform’d shape; after the Dance an Angel enter with 
a Woman, habited like Eve. Angel, singing…. [the wording of the temptation in song lyrics, then] 
The Angel takes the Fruit, and gives to the Spirits who danc’d; they immediately put off their 
deform’d shapes, and appear Angels. (1678, 19) 

The third example is from King Arthur (1691), Act III, the so called Forest scene in which Osmond, 
the Saxon magician and heathen character of the play displays his magical might by conjuring a vision 
of a frosty forest scene in “Yzeland” with a sleeping giant (Cold Genius) who will be awaken by Cupid’s 
song. The whole scene is presented as Osmond’s attempt to seduce Emmeline, Arthur’s beloved in 
the play. 

 

 Engraved portrait of Henry Purcell made by R. White from the Orpheus 
Britannicus, a collection of Purcell’s songs published posthumously in 1698. Dryden’s 
and Purcell’s collaboration extends far beyond King Arthur. Other notable examples 
of their collaboration include: 

• Amphitryon 

• Love Triumphant 

• The Tempest or the Enchanted Isle (the revival of the operatic version of 
Ddryden’s and Davenant’s reworking of Shakespeare’s Tempest). 

By far the most famous of Purcell’s work is semi-opera (having spoken parts) Dido 
and Aeneas first performed in 1688. The libretto was written by Nahum Tate. 

 &  Listen to the Forest Scene (King Arthur Z.628) by Henry Purcell Society of Boston, 
Arcadia Players and Poets Theatre recorded on November 19, 2016 at the Cathedral Church of 
St. Paul, Boston, MA. Note how the speaking characters do not take part in the musical 
performance, they are seated on the left side of the stage behind the orchestra. You can follow 
the songs by reading Dryden’s text from the play (1691, 31-33). 

Also, you can check out the contemporary and later reception of King Arthur on the English Poetry 
1579-1830 Project’s webpage. 

https://archive.org/details/stateofinnocence00dryd/page/7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/stateofinnocence00dryd/page/19/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/orpheusbritannic00purc/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/orpheusbritannic00purc/page/n7/mode/2up
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4aL3tzwYKA0
http://spenserians.cath.vt.edu/TextRecord.php?textsid=33688
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4 HANDEL: FROM OPERAS TO ORATORIOS (AND ODES) 

Finally, we should shortly mention George Frideric Handel (1685-1759), the German born Baroque 
composer, whose name is inescapable when considering British opera of the 18th century. We can 
hardly do him justice in this short section, so instead of taking a survey of his career and impact on 
the musical scene in Britain, we shall concentrate on the era between 1736 and 1746 (Handle moved 
to London in 1710 the year he became a person in charge of music for prince George, the Elector of 
Hanover, who would become King George I in 1714). The above-mentioned era is noteworthy for the 
marked interest of Londoners in “ode, oratorio and masque subjects based on texts by three English 
poets,” in Milton, Dryden and Congreve (Gardner 2017, 157). Handel’s most prominent operas 
(Rinaldo, Radamisto, Giulio Cesare, Orlando, Serse) have been all composed and performed by 1738 
to varying degree of popularity. Celebrated and mocked at the same time, his repute as the nation’s 
composer solidified following his operatic years, once he turned towards English literary classic which 
formed the base of his English language works. Most prominently: 

• Alexander’s Feast (1736) ode, the libretto of Newburgh Hamilton based on Dryden’s 
Alexander’s Feast, or the Power of Music (1697) which was set to music originally by Jeremiah 
Clarke 

• L’Allegro, il Penseroso ed il Moderato (1740) based on Milton pastoral twin poems L’Allegro 
and Il Penseroso (1645) 

• Samson (1741) oratorio in three acts, with a libretto by Newburgh Hamilton based on Milton’s 
Samson Agonistes (1671) itself based on Old Testament Book of Judges ch. 16. 

• Messiah (composed in 1741 but first performed in Dublin in 1742) oratorio, the libretto of 
which is heavily built on King James Old Testament messianic prophecies and their New 
Testament fulfilments (by the early 18th century the KJB has become one among the literary 
classics). 

• Semele (1744) a musical drama (opera), employing an earlier libretto by Congreve (ca. 1705-
6 originally set to music by John Eccles) adapting a myth of Semele from Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses. 

In this respect, Handel renown as national composer followed the pattern of Purcell, the British 
Orpheus, who’s own popularity was tied to the fact that he set music to text of English composers 
(Dryden, Congreve). 

 
Portrait of Handel by Philip 
Mercier, ca. 1730. Wikipedia. 

 

 Ode is a song (lyrical work) written in celebration or 
commemoration of a particular event or person. I.e. Dryden’s 
Alexander Feast is an ode written in celebration of Saint 
Cecilia’s day (the patron saint of musicians). Oratorio is similar 
to opera in that it too uses choir, orchestra, soloist and arias, 
however, in contrast to opera, which is a musical theatre, the 
oratorio is primarily designed as a concert piece. 

 Compare the following two performance of the 

“Hallelujah chorus” from Handel’s Messiah: (a) by Boston 
Baroque’s chorus and orchestra and (b) by Royal Choral 
Society at the Royal Albert Hall with the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra. 

 
 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/b5/Retrato_de_Handel.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9INrvk6AxzU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9INrvk6AxzU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUZEtVbJT5c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUZEtVbJT5c
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/b5/Retrato_de_Handel.jpg
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