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ORATORIO PERFORMANCE IN
EUROPE AND AMERICA

EpwArD DICKINSON.

Music is the most social of the arts, not only because
it is the most universally beloved, but also because it affords
the largest opportunities for co-operation. Among the
greater forms of musical art the one most enjoyed and
encouraged by the people in general is the oratorio. This
is explained by two reasons, viz., the prominence of the
chorus, which unites in sympathetic emotional expression a
large number of people; and second, the fact that the subject
of the oratorio being almost invariably religious, and in most
cases biblical, appeals to the deepest and most widely cher-
ished human interests. Not only is the impulse pervading
the chorus performers a social one, since they work not for
pay but for the love of art and more or less consciously for
religion, but the members of the audience are united for the
time being in a common sentiment. The striking growth of
the popularity of the oratorio in Europe and America during
the past century or so is one of the most unmistakable signs
of a steady diffusion of musical taste. The oratorio, as a
composite form of art, drawing its forms, styles, ideals and
methods of execution both from church music and the opera,
combines some of the most impressive qualities of both. It
is not bound to a ritual or restrained within the limits of the
purely devotional, like the music of worship, but it shares the
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grandeur, nobility and pathos of church music. It is free
from the spectacular tendencies and the over-emphasis upon
vocal virtuosity, which too often in the opera magnify the
sensuous at the cost of the intellectual, and at the same time it
gives scope for the variety of expression, the contrast of
character and the direct personal appeal which impart to
dramatic music its peculiar power. The lyric, the epic and
dramatic unite for the evocation of an emotion which is kept
by the nature of the subject within healthful and elevating
channels. The thought of a trivial or sensational oratorio
would involve a contradiction in terms. Even the secular
oratorio and the cantata have never for an instant shown
any inclination to degenerate. Performers and listeners come
to the work in a mood of seriousness; musical enjoyment
seems to minister to a still higher end. This commanding
presence of the religious idea has no doubt often helped to
popularize works whose sheer musical qualities would hardly
suffice to maintain such prestige. Even works of undoubted
artistic power, such as Handel’s “ Messiah,” have owed their
unshaken position more to their text and subject than to the
beauty of their music. It would have been impossible for
any opera or even any secular oratorio, however great its
music, to take the place that is held by the * Messiah” in
number of performances or in popular esteem. This fact of
the supremacy of text and subject over music as a means of
attraction may possibly act injuriously upon the development
of the oratorio as an art form, since the composer knows that
his musical genius will avail him little unless he can enlist
the popular religious interest on his side. On the other hand,
the fact that the oratorio gives opportunity for unlimited
musical invention, and that a really fine work of this kind is
sure of a wide adoption and a permanent success, will always
serve as an encouragement to composers of lofty aims.

The opera can never enter into the life of the mass of
ax:t-loving people as the oratorio does. It is in its origin,
history and essential nature an exclusive, aristocratic affair.
It has the defects of its qualities, and these defects as well
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as its qualities, will always prevent the musical drama from
becoming what Wagner dreamed — an art form proceeding
from the people and ministering to the people. Opera per-
formances involve such a prodigious cost in the matter of
singers, orchestra, scenery and equipment that the admission
fees must be put at a figure that practically closes the opera-
house doors to all but a small minority of the population.
Since the opera is supported by the rich it must cater to their
tastes, and these tastes, in most periods in opera history,
have been detrimental to this form of art when judged from
the highest point of view. The opera is exceedingly com-
plex; vocal music, instrumental music, action and scenery
are all attacking the perceptive faculties at the same instant.
It is impossible to receive a number of simultaneous mental
impressions with equal distinctness, and thus it follows that
most people will give their attention to those impressions that
require the least amount of intellectual effort, viz., the
scenery, bodily movements, and the more obvious features
of the music. Spectacularism and vocal display have been
the ends towards which the opera has tended in the greater
part of its history. The singer (emphasizing the sensuous
element in his art), the decorator and the machinist, have
been the ruling powers. No other contrivance of human
ingenuity has equaled the opera in the production of super-
ficial and transient fascinations. There are noble exceptions;
reactions against the excess of sensationalism and levity have
again and again appeared; but the question always abides
whether the opera in its very constitution is not ill adapted
for the diffusion of profound ideas and the cultivation of a
sound and elevating poetic and musical taste on the part of
the public.

From the most distracting of these disadvantages the
oratorio is entirely free. In an oratorio performance there
is no glamor of light and color. There are no panoplied
warriors or agonizing lovers. The eye is at rest; only the
ear is awake — and the imagination. The temptation of the
opera composer to contrive something that is “effective ”
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theatrically has no power over the oratorio writer. (There
is a distinction, we must observe, between the theatrical and
the dramatic. The oratorio may be dramatic, it cannot be
theatrical; the opera is often more theatrical than truly dra-
matic.) The oratorio composer writes in the interest of the
chorus even more than in that of the soloist. The chorus has
no vanity; it thinks not of personal display; it is without
jealousy, it competes with no rival for popular applause.
The pestilent “ star system ”” has no existence in the oratorio.
The solo singer finds himself in an atmosphere where the
love of technical parade gives place to a desire for the worthy
expression of high thoughts and noble emotions. The sen-
suous element, so conspicuous in the opera, is reduced in
favor of the intellectual. The spirit that emanates from the
oratorio unites more sympathetically with the moods and
experiences of the common life.

The oratorio, at least in its higher development, has
flourished in Germany, England and America, rather than
in Italy and France. The genius of France and Italy is for
the dramatic and pictorial. The abstractness and the color-
lessness of the oratorio are not in accord with the popular
taste. Germany, England and America are Protestant; reli-
gious music is free from clerical authority and tradition
which would tend to restrict it in subject and treatment.
Moreover, Protestantism gives free opportunity for congre-
gational singing; in fact, the privilege of uniting their voices
in the assembly and giving untrammeled expression to their
religious emotions in song won hundreds of thousands to
the cause of the Reformation. The practice of congrega-
tional song has powerfully promoted the democratic social
spirit in the Protestant countries. This encouragement of a
community of sentiment among all classes of men has power-
fully affected the art of music in many ways. It is perhaps
the chief of the various inspirations that have developed the
oratorio and have given it the peculiar social position which
it occupies. For a long time oratorios were performed by
temporary bodies, composed of church choirs reinforced by
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amateur lovers of religious music. Afterwards, in the major-
ity of instances in the Nineteenth Century, permanent choral
societies were organized for the specific purpose of perform-
ing oratorios, but in these instances church choirs have often
formed the nucleus, and the sympathy and co-operation of
the church-going class have been their strongest guar-
antee of permanence. In the oratorio productions com-
mercial aims never obtrude themselves. The box office
assumes no dictatorial powers. The aims are ideal — artis-
tic, often religious, always consciously or unconsciously
social. Historians tell us that large numbers of choral
societies were founded in Germany and England in the Nine-
teenth Century for the express purpose of performing the
oratorios of Handel and Haydn. Undoubtedly, but what
gave occasion for the religious works of these masters? Cer-
tainly the instinctive recognition of the desire of a large
section of the middle class for a form of musical art suited
to their needs —a desire which the expensive, aristocratic
and unnatural opera could not gratify; an art in its very
nature pre-eminently suited for the portrayal of sentiments
of a universal, profoundly human character. It was when
Handel found the support of the nobility and fashionable
society but a broken reed that he turned from the opera to
the oratorio, and appealing to a public that still kept its finer
instincts sound, recuperated his shattered fortunes and at the
same time made a way in the world of art for works of an
unprecedented dignity and pathos.

With the multiplication of choral societies came the
musical festival. The great increase in choral forces which
Handel’s oratorios required as compared with the older
Italian oratorios in which the chorus was slighted in favor
of the solo aria, made it necessary that the small choirs and
infant vocal societies should combine their forces if these
giant works should be produced in an adequate manner.
Then began the era of musical festivals on a large scale in
Germany and England. The stimulus to these celebrations
was doubtless given by the famous ‘“ Handel Commemora-
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tion,” held in Westminster Abbey, London (where Handel
was buried), and in the Pantheon, in May and June, 1784.
The chorus numbered two hundred and seventy-four, an
unprecedented size in those days. Similar meetings were
held in the Abbey in 1785, 1786, 1787, and 1791. The
example was followed in Germany and Switzerland. Choral
societies sprang up in many cities, a considerable number
improvised for the express purpose of performing Haydn’s
“ Creation ” and “ The Seasons.” Co-operation in great fes-
tivals naturally followed. In certain instances these festivals
themselves became permanent institutions, and with the pow-
erful forces they assembled, the extraordinarily attractive
power which musical performances on so grand a scale exer-
cise, and the social, and we might even say, the patriotic
enthusiasm inevitably aroused in the assemblage of great
crowds of people for the purpose of a common enjoyment
of musical masterpieces, these festivals have exerted a pro-
digious influence upon public musical taste and the creative
power of composers. Many famous works have been written
expressly for these occasions, notably Mendelssohn’s “ Elijah”
for the Birmingham Festival of 1846. Among the most
famous of these periodical celebrations are the Lower Rhine
Festival, held alternately at Aix, Diisseldorf and Cologne
(for which Mendelssohn’s “ St. Paul ” was written in 1835) ;
the Three Choirs Festival — Gloucester, Worcester and Here-
ford — founded in 1724; the Sons of the Clergy Festival —
St. Paul’s Cathedral — founded, 1709; the Triennial Handel
Festival in the Crystal Palace, London; the triennial festivals
at Birmingham, Norwich, Leeds, Liverpool, and Bristol; the
annual festivals at York and Edinburgh; and in the United
States the triennial festival of the Handel and Haydn Society
of Boston, and the annual festivals at Cincinnati, Ohio, and
Worcester, Mass. Occasional isolated festivals have also
become historic, such as the monster Peace Jubilees under the
lead of Patrick S. Gilmore in Boston in 1869 and 1872. In
connection with the World’s Fairs in London, Paris, Phila-
delphia, Chicago and St. Louis, solo performers, orchestras
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and choruses have contributed their services to lend eclat to
the occasion and to show forth the democratizing and so-
cializing power of music in an age of commerce and scientific
discovery.

It was inevitable that the oratorio should sooner or later
take firm root in America. The peculiar nature of the ora-
torio as a moral and social force as I have described it,
coupled with the peculiar social conditions, gave this form of
art a freer access to the popular mind than any other. Music
is not indigenous to this country; it is a transplantation, first
from England, afterwards from Germany. Although the
Puritans were only a minority of the settlers of this country,
the Puritan spirit was so militant, so mentally energetic and
so firmly founded upon some of the solidest essentials of
character that it long remained the dominant power in all
matters of intellect and morals. The Puritan temper was not
favorable to any form of artistic enjoyment and certainly
gave little encouragement to any kind of social song. Other
. English settlers showed an almost equal indifference, and it
was not until after the War of the Revolution that any gen-
eral popular demand for musical development was manifest.
The asceticism which restricted church music to the baldest
congregational psalm singing had already relaxed. Choirs
were becoming more and more ambitious and proficient. The
country singing school had become a highly esteemed insti-
tution in New England. Concerts of vocal and instrumental
music ceased to be rarities. Philadelphia, so efficient in
encouraging early American painting, was also side by side
with Massachusetts in the practice of choral singing. A con-
cert given in Philadelphia in 1786 was the most ambitious
that had so far been known in America. There were two
hundred and thirty vocal and fifty instrumental performers.
In 1801 a part of Handel’s “ Messiah ” was given in the hall
of the University of Pennsylvania.

The establishment of choral societies in the United
States was chiefly due to the same impulse that acted so
strongly in a similar cause in Germany, viz., the desire to
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perform the oratorios of Handel and Haydn. This fact is
illustrated in the very name of the most famous of American
vocal organizations. On Feb. 22, 1815, a musical jubilee
in honor of the signing of the treaty of peace between the
United States and Great Britain was held in Boston. Under
the enthusiasm roused by this festival the Handel and Haydn
Society was formed, March 30, 1815. Its first concert was
given on Christmas Eve by a chorus of one hundred, assisted
by a small orchestra and an organ. The first part was
devoted to numbers from Haydn’s “ Creation ” and parts IIL.
and III. consisted of selections from the works of Handel.
From that date the Handel and Haydn Society has been the
chief promoter of the love of religious concert music in this
country. Up to 1818 it programs were of a miscellaneous
character, but at Christmas of that year the “ Messiah ”” was
performed entire, thus inaugurating an annual custom which
has not failed from that day to this. The “ Messiah” had
been given in Trinity Church, New York, in 1770, 1771 and
1772, but whether these performances were complete is not
known. The triennial festivals of the Handel and Haydn
Society, already mentioned, have also been very influential
events in the musical life of America. The glory of this
noble society is shared by that of Carl Zerrahn, who was its
conductor from 1854 to 1895, and who is to be placed beside
Theodore Thomas in respect to high artistic ideals and prac-
tical influence.

Among other organizations which have held high the
banner of religious choral music in this country are to be
mentioned the New York Oratorio Society, founded and
conducted by Dr. Leopold Damrosch in 1873, now conducted
by Mr. Frank Damrosch; the Musical Fund Society of Phila-
delphia, founded in 1820; the Cecilia Society of Boston, and
the Apollo Club of Cincinnati. In fact, the musical societies
of this country are so numerous and so efficient that to single
out any for special mention seems unjust to many others.
One of the most notable movements in musical culture is the
entrance of colleges into this honorable competition. Colleges
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for men must of course call in the aid of outsiders in making
up their choruses; in this respect co-educational insti-
tutions have a marked advantage. Such colleges as Yale, the
University of Michigan, Oberlin, the University of California
and others perhaps equally prominent give periodically, with
the assistance of famous orchestras and professional soloists,
oratorio performances of the highest order. One of the
most significant movements in education at the present day
is the establishment of music as an important item of the
curriculum in colleges and high schools. Every year colleges
are adding musical departments, and institutions which
already possessed them are increasing the amount of the
credit given to music among the studies that lead to the
academic degree. In a large number of instances a college
musical department means a college choral society and choral
concerts; and even in high schools here and there such socie-
-ties are forming and cantatas and oratorios are performed.
The influence of all this upon popular musical taste needs no
demonstration.

The oratorio rather than the opera is, as I have shown,
the music of the people. There is, indeed, a much larger
number of operas composed every year than oratorios, but
they reach a very limited public, and in all but rare instances
their duration is brief. We may not believe, as some writers
hold, that the opera will eventually disappear, but the oratorio
is destined, I am sure, to supply more and more the social
want which its rival can never gratify. Says David Ffrang-
con-Davies, the famous singer, in his fine book, “ The Singing
of the Future”: ‘The brain of man, the upward journey
once begun, has been separating him more and more from
the lust of sheer sensuous emotionalism. Nature has already
made brain superior to muscle; small wonder if her next task
be the production of such a passion as shall have more of
psychic than of physical propensities in it. The musician, of
all people, will benefit by this advance, and so will operatic
writers and singers. But even then, when this shall have
come to pass, it will still be true that the loftier the theme,
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the purer the music. Oratorio will continue to hold its own
musically, and in the end will reward opera for its efforts in
the direction of verisimilitude by absorbing and making it one
with itself.”

So far as present indications go, the opportunities for
American composers in the larger forms are to be found
especially in the domain of choral music. They will not write
operas until there is a chance for them to be heard; and as
long as our orchestras are composed of German players and
led by German conductors there will be little hope for their
symphonies. But choral societies are eager for works that
are attractive and not too difficult, and the supply is not equal
to the demand. The permanence of a good oratorio as com-
pared with the ephemeral nature of the opera, also supplies
an encouragement to the composer of ideal aims. The highest
success awaits the musician who will give worthy expression
to subjects and sentiments that embody the nobler traditions
and the truly national impulses of the American people.



DEVELOPMENT OF ORATORIO

Castil-Blaze, speaking of the accidental invention of
opera near the close of the Sixteenth Century, observes:
“ Thus Christopher Columbus endeavoring to discover Cathay
by Cipango found America.” His comparison is pertinent,
for investigation has more than a tendency to indicate that
opera sprang full-armored from the front of a desire char-
acteristic of the time to return to the practices of the ancient
Greeks and in this case to their musical plays. Plato and
Aristotle were the Koran of the Medievalists and those who
came a little later, but they had said tantalizingly little on
the subject of music, and a company of Florentine gentlemen
with leisure and the inclination to work for the artistic better- *
ment of a naturally unclassical world, set for themselves the
task of looking into the matter. The result, which they called
opera, was the direct ancestor of the modern musical drama,
and not as they fondly imagined, a revival of the ancient
Hellenic entertainment.

Now, by a strange chance, at this very time in Rome,
following the natural paths of evolution from the mystery
and miracle plays of the Middle Ages, almost the same idea
was taking definite form, but under the name of Oratorio.
In truth, the more we look into the matter the more difficult
becomes the task of pointing out any radical difference in
form at least in the two new institutions whose establishment
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lends such luster to the year 1600. Both employed the chorus
and the newly invented aria and recitative, and in the plan of
both were included acting, costume, scenery and the ballet.
The only apparent distinction lay in the character of the sub-
ject matter, that of opera dealing with the loves and lives of
the heroes of mythology, while oratorio concerned itself with
the pointing of moral truth.

The youthful oratorio and opera for a time flourished
side by side, composed by the same men, sharing the same
processes of development. But gradually their ways diverged,
opera tending more and more to the realistically dramatic,
and oratorio farther and farther away from the stage, such
adjuncts as the ballet being speedily dropped. The history
of oratorio is indeed an affair of a few periods, in contrast
to the opera with its many epochs and revolutions.

To attempt to trace the genealogy of oratorio from the
beginning would be to grope after the first manifestation of
the dramatic instinct which is innate in man and leads chil-
dren to take such pleasure in pretending what is not—all
of which is obviously unnecessary.

Burney, in his famous Eighteenth Century History of
Music, remarks: ““ Every nation in Europe seems, in the first
attempts at dramatic expression, to have had recourse to
religious subjects,” and during the Thirteenth and Fourteenth
Centuries the rude representations of sacred subjects were
common all over Europe, the first recorded spiritual comedy
in Italy having been played in Padua in 1243. In the most
natural fashion, the custom of associating music with them
gradually came into being. Burney makes a lucid distinction
in this wise: “An oratorio, in which the dialogue was spoken,
and songs and choruses merely incidental, would be only a
mystery, morality, or sacred tragedy; and an opera, declaimed,
with occasional songs, a masque, or play with singing in it,”
and elsewhere he says, “An oratorio, or sacred drama, is but
a mystery or morality in music.”

St. Philip of Neri (1515-1595), founder of the congre-
gation of the Priests of the Oratory, seems unconsciously to
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have assisted the development of the form. Evidently the
successful inculcation of the moral principle in the youthful
mind was in the Sixteenth Century, as today, a matter calling
for the exercise of diplomacy. The secular plays of Rome
had become so degraded as to be a menace to public morals
and this good man, wise in his day and generation, realized
that the surest way to lure the straying feet of the Roman
youths into safer paths was to provide a counter attraction.
This at first consisted of songs and psalms in the oratory,
but soon a plan was devised whereby the Scriptures were
presented in such sugar-coated form that their identity was
scarcely suspected. Taking his idea from the ancient plays,
St. Philip had some of the most entertaining of the stories
of Holy Writ put into verse and set to music by good com-
posers. Favorite subjects were the Good Samaritan, Job and
his Friends, the Prodigal Son, and Tobit and the Angels.
The plan was thoroughly successful, and to quote from the
chronicle, “ Such curiosity was excited by the performance
of the first part that there was no danger during the sermon
that any of the hearers would retire before they had heard
the second.” It is a tradition, more or less contradicted, that
these, because they were presented in the chapel or oratory,
were called oratorios, which appelation is thus in itself no
more enlightening than “ opera.”

The first of them were given about the middle of the
Sixteenth Century, and as the years went by they grew in
plan and effectiveness. A few years after the death of St.
Philip, Emilio del Cavalieri, with the noble lady Laura
Giudiccioni for his collaborator, composed an ambitious work
called La Rappresentazione di Animo e di Corpo (The Body
and the Soul), destined because of the use of the new forms,
among them the very dramatic recitative, to go down in his-
tory as the first true oratorio.

Cavalieri, who was one of the most talented of the com-
posers of his day, and who, during his residence in Florence
in the service of the Medici, rejoiced in the title of * Inspector
General of Artists,” probably never had the satisfaction of
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witnessing a performance of his greatest work, as he is
believed to have died a short time previously. This, like its
predecessors, was presented in the oratory of the Church of
Santa Maria della Vallicella.

Let us glance at the first of the oratorios. The principal
characters of Donna Giudiccioni’s allegory were Time, Human
Life, the World, Pleasure, the Intellect, the Soul, the Body,
and the two youths who recited the prologue. The orchestra
was composed of a double lyre, a harpsichord, a large or
double guitar, and two flutes. There were ninety numbers.
We are enabled to obtain a clear idea of the affair by the
remarkably full and sometimes rather startling instructions
left by the composer :

“1. The words should be printed, with the verses cor-
rectly arranged, the scenes numbered, and characters of the
interlocutors specified.

“2. Instead of the overture, or symphony, to modern
musical dramas, a madrigal is recommended as a full piece,
with all the voice parts doubled, and a great number of
instruments.

“3. When the curtain rises, two youths, who recite the
prologue, appear on the stage, and when they have done,
Time, one of the characters in this morality, comes on; and
has the note with which he is to begin given him by the
instrumental performers behind the scenes.

“4, The chorus is to have a place alotted them on the
stage, part sitting and part standing, in sight of the principal
characters. And when they sing, they are to rise and be in
motion, with proper gestures.

“5. Pleasure, another imaginary character, with two
companions, are to have instruments in their hands, on
which they are to play while they sing, and perform the
ritornels.

“6. Il Corpo (the Body), when these words are
uttered: ‘Si che hormai alma mia’ (‘If therefore ever my
soul ’), etc., may throw away some of his ornaments: as his
gold collar, feathers from his hat, etc.
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“7. The World, and Human Life in particular, are to
be very gaily and richly dressed; and when they are divested
of their trappings, to appear very poor and wretched; and at
length dead carcasses.

“8. The symphonies and ritornels may be played by a
great number of instruments; and if a violin should play the
principal part it would have a very good effect.

“9. The performance may be finished with or without
a dance. If without, the last chorus is to be doubled in all
its parts, vocal and instrumental. These shall succeed other
grave steps and figures of the solemn kind. During the
ritornels the four principal dancers are to perform a ballet,
‘ enlivened with capers or enterchats,” without singing. And
this, after each stanza, always varying the steps of the dance;
and the four principal dancers may sometimes use the galiard,
sometimes the canary, and sometimes the courant step, which
will do very well in the ritornels.

“10. The stanzas of the ballet are to be sung and
played by all the performers within and without.”

The destiny of the opera inaugurated by Peri and Caccini
fell into the capable hands of Claudio Monteverde, and in
the enthusiasm engendered by the brilliant and pleasing lyr-
ical dramas which came from his fertile pen, oratorio was
pretty well forgotten for a number of years, the mantle of
Cavalieri having seemingly fallen upon no waiting shoulders.

But shining out of the middle of the century we find the
“Querimonia di S. Maria Maddaléna” (“ The lament of
Mary Magdalene ), by Domenico Mazzocchi (1590-1650),
an oratorio said to have been so beautiful that it left all who
heard it in tears.

Giacomo Carissimi (1604-1674) is the next important
name connected with the history of oratorio. In addition to
his unique distinction of writing quite the last of L'Homme
Armé masses, he was one of the most graceful and elegant
of the composers of his time. He did his most successful
work in this field, and many of his oratorios are extant, such
as “ The Plaint of the Lost,” “ The Story of Job,” * Bel-
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shazzar,” “David and Jonathan,” “Abraham and Isaac,”
“ Jephthah ” (possibly his masterpiece), “ The Last Judg-
ment,” “ Job and Jonas,” these works for many years serving
as models for lesser men. Carissimi had a glimpse of the
hitherto undiscovered possibility of the chorus, but his chief
contribution to progress was his development of the recita-
tive. Even in his day the spectacular aspect of the oratorio
began to lose importance, and to take the place of scenery
and action, a personage called the Narrator or Historius was
devised to relate certain explanatory portions their absence
made necessary.

The most distinguished of all those who preceded Bach
was Alessandro Scarlatti (1659-1725), the first of a musical
family recalling, though by no means rivaling, the Bachs as
exponents of the power of heredity. Scarlatti was versatile,
working with equal distinction in opera, oratorio and cantata.
“ The sacrifice of Abraham ” and ““ The Martyrdom of Saint
Theodosia ” are the titles of two of the most famous of his
sacred works. Though they may have failed to achieve the
religious spirit, being sometimes indeed disfigured by rather
flippant devices, Scarlatti released the aria from the shackles
of conventionality and sent it to take its place beside the
purified recitative of Carissimi as an important and expressive
factor in oratorio.

Contemporary with him was Alessandro Stradella
(1645—7?), of melodramatic memory, whose choral ideas
were even broader than Carissimi’s and whose ““ Saint John
the Baptist ” is beautiful enough to have overcome the hard-
ened assassins sent by his rival in love to destroy him, even
if a skeptical world is inclined to doubt the tale.

It is now that the native home of oratorio ceases to be
the scene of its growth and development, this shifting to
other lands. In Italy the skirts of Progress, rustling by,
scarcely touch it as she passes,

Meantime, in Germany, from that certain class of the old
plays which chose for its text incidents in the life of Christ,
and of which the present Passion Play at Oberammergau is
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an idealized survival, there was developing the Passion music
which was destined to change the very fiber and being of
oratorio. The custom of presenting the Passion in dramatic
guise can be traced almost to the beginning of the Christian
era, an early instance being that of St. Gregory Nazianzen
(330-390), who gave the story of our Lord’s last hours in
the form of a Greek tragedy with commenting choruses such
as were associated with the plays of Sophocles. During the
Middle Ages, when the Scriptures were still in Latin and
Hebrew and the common people utterly unlearned, in order
to make the story of the sacrifice plain to them, the priests
brought about the custom of saying with dramatic action, and
in course of time singing, the four different versions of the
Passion on four days of Holy Week. Those ecclesiastics
who figured prominently in the presentation were called the
Deacons of the Passion. Spitta, Bach’s biographer, explains
that “one priest sang the narrative portion, a second the
words of Christ, a third those of the other individuals, while
the utterances of the populace (the crowd or turba), were
repeated by ‘the choir.” He also describes an interesting
phase of the custom in the following paragraph: * The Pas-
sion plays were so conducted, in many parts of Germany, that
only a preliminary portion was performed in the church,
while the principal action was played in a procession, arranged
to go to a raised spot outside the church, called the Calvary
or Hill of the Cross. This procession was planned on the
biblical narrative of the progress to the Cross, the different
personages, distinguished by their clothes or by emblems,
among them a representative of Christ with the Cross, marched
in traditional order, chanting hymns of lamentation. At cer-
tain spots the procession halted and performed the more
dramatic scenes.”

At the close of the Reformation, the practice was kept
up in the Protestant Church with which it came to be asso-
ciated. During the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries
these Passion settings were turned out in great numbers. All
of them at first in plain-song, they at no time differed greatly
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from each other, and no composer thought of departing from
the conventional plan which decreed among other things that
the narrator or evangelist should take the tenor part, the
bass that of Christ, and the other characters be assigned to
the alto.

One of the most prolific of the early German writers of
Passion music was Heinrich Schiitz (1585-1672), sometimes
called the “ Father of German music,” who in 1615 became
chapelmaster at the court of the Elector of Saxony in Dres-
den. His first Passion music was not written until thirty
years after this date. Schiitz had a divided heart, and
although he endeavored to be loyal to immemorial custom,
he was by no means unaware of the forward movement and
experimented discreetly with the vocal solo, the instrumental
accompaniment, and the dramatic chorus, still clinging, how-
ever, for the most part, to plain-song.

An innovation of great importance introduced at this
time and one which was used by Schiitz was the addition of
the chorale or hymn, a thoroughly German growth which
had its root in the very folk-song itself. These were intended
to be sung by the people, the effect of congregational singing
at once being observed to be wholesome and inspiriting.
Sometimes more than thirty chorales were used in one Pas-
sion setting. 2

In truth, all the Germans contemporary or following
wrote Passion music, even the young Handel before he left
for his Italian visit giving his energies to such an effort.
Important among the number were Mattheson and Sebastiani,
who was the first to eschew the Gregorian setting; and even
Reinhard Keiser, with his record of one hundred and sixteen
operas, found time to contribute numerous sacred works of
this kind to the output, even appearing with an innovation in
his hands, the introduction of “ certain pious reflections upon
the progress of the sacred narrative,” which had the honor
to be adopted by everybody who followed.

It is not difficult to believe that the boundary line
between opera and oratorio during Keiser’s musical régime
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in Hamburg was not very distinct, and shocking as it may
seem, it was not unknown to introduce the comic element, this
being usually supplied by a peddler of ointment (for whom
there is no authority in the Scriptures), and Malthus, the
servant, whose ear Peter cut off.

During this preliminary development the Italian melody
in the form of aria and recitative had wafted across the
German frontier where organ music and the chorale in its
simplest form were flourishing. The history of oratorio is
now dignified by the influence of one who was to effect a
reconciliation between those alien elements, and wed them in
the perfection of the Passion setting. This is Johann Sebas-
tian Bach (1685-1750), of whose works Rubinstein has since
predicted with no danger of being considered extravagant,
“A time will come when it will be said of him, as of Homer,
‘ this was not written by one but by many.’”

Some one has said that the idea of writing a Passion
setting was first suggested to Bach by Dr. Salomo Deyling,
superintendent of the diocese at Leipsic, though it seems
scarcely credible that such an idea did not occur naturally
to any young composer of that day. In Leipsic, by the way,
it had been the custom for many years to sing the ““ Passion
according to St. Matthew ” on Palm Sunday. It was divided
into two portions with the sermon intermediate, and the inter-
est of the congregation was increased by the general singing
of chorales.

The illustrious cantor of Leipsic is said to have written
five Passion settings in the course of his lifetime, but all trace
of two of them has been lost. His “ Passion according to
St. John” would be the greatest work of the kind in exis-
tence had he not written another, but even it is dwarfed by
comparison with that according to St. Matthew, which out-
tops in spirituality, nobility and beauty all other Passions ever
written. It is a sublime masterpiece rarely near perfection.
The narrative is delivered by the evangelist, the parts of the
chief characters are given as solos, and there are arias, cho-
ruses, double choruses, and chorales. Bach is unmatched in
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the use of chorales; as he employs them they are usually
written in four parts, harmonized simply, but with exquisite
variety. And as to the choruses, there is nothing comparable
in church music.

The effect of this majestic work upon other composers
was fairly paralyzing, and since the production of the “ Pas-
sion according to St. Matthew” no onme, with the single
exception of Karl Heinrich Graun (1701-1759), whose “ Der
Tod Jesu” (“The death of Jesus”) has been performed
annually in Berlin on Passion Week since 1755, has had the
temerity to attempt this kind of work.

In addition to the five Passions, Bach wrote the famous
Christmas Oratorio, the Ascension Oratorio, and two hun-
dred and ninety-seven cantatas, which are virtually short
oratorios.

In Germany the Passion finishes its career, and the ora-
torio ever moving westward for its growth is taken to Eng-
land, where, under George Frederick Handel (1685-1759),
it finds the form which we know today. Bach and Handel —
the lives of the two present at once so many striking similar-
ities and contrasts that it is a strong test of character to
refrain from enumerating the list. Both were born in the
spring of the year 1685. Both were German by birth and
ancestry ; both of them were notoriously hasty in temper, and
both of them endured blindness before they died. Bach at
eighteen became organist at the Church of Arnstadt at a
salary of $45 a year. Handel at the same age proved his
superior financial acumen by commanding five dollars more
per annum for similar services at the cathedral at Halle.
Bach’s family took it as a matter of course that he should
follow music as a vocation. Handel was strenuously opposed
by a disgusted father. Handel was a bachelor; Bach had two
wives and twenty children. Handel was a thorough man of
the world, and his life was full of incident. Bach’s life was
spent in obscurity and was so eventless that his disappoint-
ment over his failure to meet Handel, apparently owing to
the latter’s indifference, almost assumes the importance of
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an episode. Handel was lionized during his lifetime and
counted the foremost composer of the world, his contempo-
rary, Gluck, voicing public opinion when he said, “I look
upon Handel with reverential awe, as the inspired master of
our art.” But there is a growing inclination to name before
him a great triad of immortals of whom Bach is one. Bach’s
contemporaries had no suspicion of the breadth of his genius,
but each year gives his name new luster.

Handel’s first love was not oratorio. He wrote over
forty operas of the conventional pattern before he began his
real career. For years he ruled the lyric stage in London,
looked to by fashionable society for its smartest amusement,
managing the finances of the Royal Academy of Music as
well as composing for it, selecting his singers from -the best
in Europe and merrily sending to Naples for a voice if he
wished to write an aria with an especially high note in it.
Probably no one, least of all the Great Expatriate, sus-
pected that he would one day turn to oratorio, and gain
his surest title to immortality therefrom. In truth, Provi-
dence worked in mysterious ways for the making of the
greatest of the oratorio writers. One method employed
was the rather unpleasant one of causing him to fall out
with the aristocracy, and as may be deduced from his atti-
tude in the Buononcini feud, he was not the man to take
extra measures to placate his enemies. A rival opera com-
pany with aristocratic patronage was formed, but both
failed, and Handel found himself not only bankrupt but
broken in health. Probably it was not so much that the
public was incensed at Handel as that it was becoming,
without knowing it, thoroughly tired of the emptiness and
inanity of the opera. Jaded senses refused to thrill even
though the soprano might trill on one small syllable for
fifteen bars at a time. Handel was snubbed and persecuted;
still, when leaders of fashion pointedly give large tea parties
and get up sets at cards whenever a man’s entertainments
are advertised, he should not despair, for he is not for-
gotten, and the flattery is the sincerest in the world. Even
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in his least prosperous days Handel was recognized as a
man of genius, and appreciated by great men, such as Pope,
Gay, Fielding, Hogarth, Smollett, Arbuthnot and others.
He was himself one of the goodly fellowship who make
the piquant story of English society in the days of the first
two Georges well worth the reading.

Handel was no dreamer, and he was not above putting
his ear to the ground when it came to public opinion. He
had his first inkling of the fact that England was by nature
predisposed to oratorio during a certain Lenten season
when, opera being tabooed as belonging to “the world, the
flesh and the devil,” a sacred work was presented and
favorably received. Handel’s first oratorio, * Esther,” had
been written in 1720 when he was in the service of the
Duke of Chandos, but this was not produced publicly until
1733 (with scenery, dresses and action), and one may
safely refer to it as quite the first work of the kind to be
produced in the Island which now numbers among its
sobriquets, “ The Land of the Oratorio.”

Not until 1739 did Handel abdicate his one-time king-
dom, the stage (with some regret, it is true), and begin
that magnificent series of choral works with whose fame
the world is still ringing. First came “ Saul” (1739) and
“Israel in Egypt” (1739), and following in stately proces-
sion until almost the end of his life, the “ Messiah”  (1742),
““Samson” (1743), ‘“Hercules” (1745), ‘ Belshazzar
(1745), the Occasional Oratorio (1746), “ Judas Macca-
beus” (1747), “Alexander Balus” (1748), “ Judas”
(1748), “ Solomon” (1749), “ Susanna” (1749), “ Theo-
dora” (1750), “Jephtha” (1752), “The Triumph of Time
and Truth” (1757). England at first endured very politely,
forthwith pitied herself for not having known oratorio
before, and then embraced the new idol with all her heart
and soul and evidently for all time. An item in Faulkner’s
Journal (Dublin) for March 12, 1743, indicates the trend
affairs were taking. “ The new oratorio (called Samson)
which he composed since he left the Island, has been per-



DEVELOPMENT OF ORATORIO 23

formed four times to more crowded audiences than ever
were seen; more people being turned away for want of
room each night than hath been at the Italian opera.” And
Horace Walpole, writing that same season, announces
“Handel has set up an oratorio against the opera, and suc-
ceeds.”

One of the strangest features of the case is that in the
twenty years in which Handel was producing his oratorios,
he maintained a monopoly of the field, there being no record
of a single formidable rival to enter the lists against him.
And quite as remarkable is the fact that since that time not
a single oratorio has been written which has been able to
find the public heart as the * Messiah,” and in truth a full
half dozen of these mighty works retain their pristine fresh-
ness after one hundred and fifty years.

The oratorios of Handel were very different from the
ecclesiastical works of Bach. As Handel conceived the
oratorio it resembled its Italian forbears. At the same time
it could not have been possible without the early German
training he received in the same school as Bach. He had a
foundation of unwavering technic upon which to build, and
the magnificent choruses upon which his fame principally
rests find no prototype in the works of Carissimi and
Stradella. Handel added nothing really new, nothing which
had originated in himself, but the form resulting from this
fusion is the oratorio as we know it today, and it is a
satisfaction to discern that in the progress from Cavalieri
down through the Passion music nothing essential has been
lost.

Not until thirty-five years after the death of Handel
was there any important contribution to oratorio. It came
then in two German works, composed by that singularly
simple and amiable man, Joseph Haydn (1732-1809), which
were inspired by a production of the * Messiah.” Haydn
was an old man at the time he wrote his greatest work, the
“Creation” (1796), but he was well supported by his own
earnest piety and the memory of Handel’s choruses. To a
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second work the *“ Seasons” (1801), almost equally fine
in its way, he was urged by Baron Van Swieten, his
librettist, of whom he seems to have been half afraid as a
school-boy of an exacting master, and there would have been
three instead of two of these works had not death interfered.
The Haydn oratorios have a sprightly and light-hearted
character which has not escaped criticism, but some innate
good has kept them new and delightful for over a century.
They contain some very modern touches, such as the imita-
tion of the grasshopper in “ Summer” in the * Seasons.”
Bombet, a contemporary Frenchman, remarks with some
irritation: “ The critics objected to ‘The Four Seasons,’
that it contained even fewer airs than ‘ The Creation,” and
said that it was a piece of instrumental music with a vocal
accompaniment. The author was growing old. He is also
accused, ridiculously enough in my opinion, of having intro-
duced a little gaiety into a serious subject. And why is it
serious? Because it is called an oratorio.”

It may be mentioned in passing that there are several
of the immortals to whom the oratorio did not appeal. It
seems to be the one form which has missed the influence of
Mozart. Beethoven wrote one oratorio, “ Christ on the
Mount of Olives,” but his heart evidently was not in his
work, and it is as near commonplace as it is possible for
the mighty Ludwig to be. Wagner wrote a solitary work of
this character. ‘ Das Liebesmahl der Apostle” (“ The love-
feast of the Apostles”), which in no way added to his fame.

In the early Nineteenth Century all other musical forms
were forced into the background by the rejuvenated but not
reformed Italian opera. In Italy the opera engaged the
affections of composers and public to the exclusion of every-
thing else, and a merry quintet, consisting of Rossini, Bellini,
Donizetti, Mercadante and Pacini, turned out between them
something like two hundred and fifty works of this class,
which were in course of time exported and warmly received
in all the European centers. It was a time when musical
frivolity and show flourished side by side with the same



DEVELOPMENT OF ORATORIO 29

kind of sentimentality which adored wax flowers and lan-
guishing ladies. ‘Il Bel Canto,” crowned queen of the
carnival, pirouetted with graceful abandon upon a shaky
platform of bad instrumentation, careless technic, and an
utter disregard of the relation between the sound and the
sense, which was rather more likely than otherwise to paint
despair in lilting measures, and joy as though “steeped to
the lips in misery.”

Merely to read the history of opera at this time sings
in the ears like the measures of a mazurka. In Paris, Meyer-
beer exploited grand opera and the world went mad over
a more ambitious spectacle than it had ever before even
dreamed of. Wagner was writing the “ Flying Dutchman”
in his garret in a city gaily oblivious of him. In Germany
Weber and Spohr set in motion the far-reaching romantic
movement in opera with such flesh and blood works as ‘“ Der
Freischiitz,” “ Oberon,” ‘ Euryanthe,” and ‘ Jessonda.” It
was distinctly the day of opera, and oratorio was well-nigh
forgotten. There was no room for the sober, solid fugue
beside the glittering aria, and the heroes of the Old Testa-
ment were dull and undiverting in comparison with the
lively intriguing barbers, love-sick maidens who walked in
their sleep, and mad brides who rushed from the nuptial
chamber with dripping daggers in their hands. The old
still reigned, but faint outlines of new ideals and nebulous
reforms were visible on the horizon.

Almost the only oratorios of lasting value produced
during this time were those of Ludwig Spohr (1784-1859).
“The Last Judgment,” written in 1826, is his masterpiece,
and others of importance are ‘‘ Des Heilands letzte Stunden
(1835), called “ Calvary” in England, and ‘ The Fall of
Babylon” in 1842. These were of excellent workmanship
and contained numerous fine choruses of the type of
“ Destroyed is Babylon the Mighty.” They have always been
popular in oratorio-singing countries.

It remained for Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1809-
1847) to write the most thoroughly satisfactory oratorios
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after Haydn’s “ Creation,” and through them to accomplish
a general revival of chorus writing and chorus singing.
This young man, in many respects the most captivating
personality which has entered into the history of oratorio,
introduced himself to the world at seventeen with a marvel-
ously fine “Overture to the Midsummer Night’'s Dream,”
which has been called “the happiest piece of descriptive
music of our time,” and at twenty brought forth from the
dusty archives of the Thomaskirche at Leipsic, Bach’s
“ Passion according to St. Matthew,” which had lain there
forgotten for over a century. It seems to have been the
especial province of Mendelssohn always to be charming,
and not the least pleasing of the roles in which we find him
is this—a fairy prince, “the Magic Music in his heart,”
breaking through the enchanted hedge of forgetfulness and
prejudice to awaken with the kiss of appreciation this sub-
lime masterpiece sleeping

“Till the hundred summers die,
And thought and time be born again.”

Mendelssohn before his untimely death added several
fine choral works to the number truly loved and understood
by the people. “St. Paul” and “ Elijah” are oratorios of
the typical sort, and he was engaged upon a most promising
third entitled “ Christus” at the time of his demise. “ The
Hymn of Praise” is a choral work of more reflective char-
acter than the other.

For all his worship of Bach and Handel, Mendelssohn
was keenly alive to the tendencies of the time. Appearing
very clearly in his works is a closer relation between the
words and the music, a disposition to write with the con-
cert hall rather than the church in mind, and the granting
of far greater importance to the orchestration than his pred-
ecessors had done. From Bach he adopted with much
success the use of the German chorale. Though he emulates
Handel in the massing of his choral forces, he displays a
whole century’s gain over his predecessor in his manage-
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ment of the orchestra. Much of the success which has
attended the Mendelssohn oratorios is due to their attractive
dramatic quality. Some critics are fond of declaring them
nothing more or less than religious operas given without
theatrical accessories, and “ Elijah” is in very truth prob-
ably the most -dramatic oratorio ever written. Mendelssohn’s
works were given at the great English festivals, and he
effected almost as complete a conquest of that country as
Handel had done before him. But all proverbs to the con-
trary, he was idolized as completely in his own country, and
Berlioz, who had met him while visiting in Germany and
with whom he had exchanged batons, inquires whimsically
in a letter home, “Is it not true that their creed is, ‘ There
is one Bach and Mendelssohn is his prophet? ”  Mendels-
sohn was by nature well-endowed for the composition of
works of the character under consideration, and his earnest-
ness and sincerity are adorably manifest in a letter sent by
him when in Italy to his friend Edouard Devrient. Devrient
it seems had written to him, in jest quoting Schiller’s line in
“Don Carlos,” “ Two and twenty years and nothing done
for immortality;” reminding him that composing psalms
and chorales, even if they did recall Sebastian Bach, would
bring him no fame and suggesting an opera.

Mendelssohn took it quite seriously and replied as
follows: ‘ You reproach me that I am twenty-two and not
yet famous. To this I can answer nothing; but if it had
been the will of God that at twenty-two I should be famous,
then famous I most likely should be. I cannot help it, for
I compose as little with a view to becoming famous, as of
becoming a Kapellmeister. It would be delightful to be
both, but as long as I am not positively starving, I look
upon it as my duty to compose just how and what my heart
indites, and to leave the effect it will make to him who
takes heed of greater and better things. As time goes on
I think more deeply and sincerely of that—to write only
as I feel, to have less regard than ever to outward results,
and when I have produced a piece that has flowed from my
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heart — whether it is afterward to bring me fame, honors,
orders, or snuff-boxes does not concern me.”

One of the best known of Mendelssohn’s several disci-
ples is Niels Gade (1817-1890), the Norwegian, a graceful
and truly gifted writer whose works are exceedingly popular.

The chief choral works of Robert Schumann (1810-
1856) are “Paradise and the Peri” (1843) and “ Scenes
from Goethe’s “ Faust” (1844-1853), and they contain some
of his finest music. Franz Schubert (1797-1828) wrote
several melodious works of this character.

For a good many years the oratorio enjoyed no un-
usual favor in France, possibly owing to a national predilec-
tion for the drama and the dance. Nevertheless, that
master of the orchestra, Hector Berlioz (1803-1869) con-
tributed one of the most famous of choral works, “ The
Damnation of Faust” (1846), which is a hybrid affair
partaking of the qualities of the opera, the oratorio and the
cantata, and one true oratorio, a sacred trilogy, entitled the
“Infancy of Christ.”” The latter’s second part, the “ Flight
into Egypt,” was written some time before the rest, and
began its career as a practical joke of the Thomas Chatter-
ton variety. Berlioz with graphic descriptions of the sorry
state of the parchment and his difficulty in deciphering the
ancient notation, presented it to a much edified world as a
Seventeenth Century composition unearthed during excava-
tions at La Saint-Chapelle. The pith of the joke lies in
the fact that the public was quite unsuspicious, notwith-
standing that the music was utterly unlike any achievement
of the Seventeenth Century.

Two works which are recommended to the public by
their melodiousness, and which are in truth almost as
famous in their way as the composer’s operas, were produced
by Charles Gounod (1818-1893) in his later years. These,
the “ Redemption” (1882) and “ Mors et Vita” were in-
spired by a residence in England and a frequent hearing of
English oratorio. Gounod’s works were produced at Eng-
lish festivals and the same generous appreciation bestowed
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upon this foreigner as Handel and Mendelssohn had enjoyed
before him. It is by no means astonishing that the works
of this man so eminently well fitted by nature for the
writing of opera should not be entirely exempt from traces
of the theatrical.

Latterly some of the most notable work in oratorio as
in opera has been done by Frenchmen. The chorus writing
of César Franck (1822-1890) is entitled to rank among the
best of the last one hundred years. He has put numerous
biblical scenes into short oratorios, such as the stories of
Ruth and Rebecca, but the “ Beatitudes” is by all odds his
masterpiece. Massenet and Saint-Saéns are other French-
men who have labored successfully in this field. Claude
Debussy (1862), whose “ Pelleas et Melisande” is one of
the most discussed of the recent operas, is well represented
in oratorio. His setting of Rosetti’s ““ Blessed Damosel”
gives the same respectful attention to the female chorus
that Bruch in his works gives to the male. The last word
in oratorio has indeed come from France in “ The Children’s
Crusade” (1905), a “musical legend ” composed by Gabriel
Pierné (1863). The story of the strangest and most
pathetic of the crusades has been told with charming grace
and originality which are more than matched in the naive
and melodious score. It is frequently sung with the assist-
ance of great choruses of children.

Anton Rubinstein (1830-1894) was a would-be re-
former of oratorio, but the part he played in its history is
almost pathetically futile. He was possessed with the con-
viction that the customary method of presenting oratorio
without acting or stage accessories was cold and inadequate,
not to say incongruous, and he spent much of his life trying
to bring the rest of the world to his point of view. He
wrote his oratorios, among which the “ Tower of Babel”
stands out conspicuously, with the idea of presenting them
as sacred operas. Rubinstein himself said in a publication
of his views on the subject: “ Thinking of the stage I
wrote my ‘ Paradise Lost,” then remodeled it for the concert
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hall as an oratorio, and finally, instigated by the idea which
I have given up, I gave it the dramatic form of sacred
opera. The same thing was done with the ‘Tower of
Babel,” and as I do not even now give up the hope that my
plan will earlier or later be taken up, I am writing in this
way my ‘ Cain and Abel,” ‘ Sulamith,”  Moses,” ¢ Christus,’—
whether the day of representation comes or not is no
matter.”

It is indeed difficult to find in the affair a vital issue.
The necessity of merging the two forms, opera and oratorio,
when there is ample room in the world for both, and
decided preference for both the spectacular and the reflective
type, is not quite apparent.

Franz Liszt (1811-1886) contributed two works, the
“Legend of the Holy Elizabeth,” and * Christus,” which
differ a good deal in form, the latter consisting almost
wholly of choruses and instrumental numbers, the aria and
recitative being banished.

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) has been called “the
greatest contrapuntist since Bach, and the greatest architec-
tionist since Beethoven.” He is an anomaly, for he has been
able to outride the handicap of Schumann’s cloying prophecy,
made when Brahms was twenty, in the famous newspaper
article “ New Paths,” and as we all know Pegasus is given
to balking when his course is indicated for him too high
in the heavens. Although Brahms contributed masterpieces
to every field of composition, it is not unlikely that brightest
glory will concentrate upon his choral works, of which the
“German Requiem” (1868), the ‘“Song of Destiny ”
(1872) and the ‘““ Song of Triumph” (1873) are notable
instances, combining with flawless workmanship a remark-
able intellectual and spiritual force.

Antonin Dvordk (1841-1904), greatest of Bohemian
composers, appears with a number of fine choral works,
o.riginal and glowing from the musician’s viewpoint and
simple and sincere from the spiritual.
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Don Lorenzo Perosi (1872), a Roman priest and organ-
ist, has written a large number of sacred choral works under
the especial patronage of the Church, but while owing to the
singularly favorable circumstances under which they were
presented, they made a sensation at that time, their value
is open to serious question.

It must assuredly be gratifying to England to know
that after tenderly fostering oratorio for nearly two cen-
turies, and welcoming foreign oratorio composers with a
cordiality which has become proverbial, she at last has come
into her own, and that a native Englishman is widely con-
sidered to be the foremost composer of oratorio in the
world. Sir Edward Elgar (1859) is the most gifted Eng-
lish musician since the days of Purcell and the madrigal, and
his most distinguished service has been for oratorio. He
is essentially original and he has forgotten to worship at
the shrine of Handel and Mendelssohn. He has given a
new lease of life to a species of music which seemed to be
degenerating, for he has brought to it the invigorating tonic
of all the modern ideas and enthusiasms. Conventions have
fallen before his breezy progress. His oratorios are in the
continuous music of the Wagnerian music-drama, without
detachable numbers, and he holds the Wagnerian conviction
that the text is the main thing and that its meaning must
not be obscured. He fairly outdoes Wagner in his own
especial field, there being, for instance, ninety-two leading
motives in the “Apostles,” which is more than the entire
Nibelungen trilogy contains. Elgar’s orchestration is espe-
cially fine, rich and eloquent. Enthusiasts call him the
greatest master of expression since Beethoven and some one
suggests that the compliment Erasmus paid to Albrecht
Durer might very fittingly be transferred to him, * There
is nothing he cannot express with his black and white —
thunder and lightning, a gust of wind, God Almighty and
the heavenly host.” Elgar’s scores present unusual diffi-
culties, and require for their interpretation something more
ubtle than self-confidence. His first oratorio appeared in
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1896. It was entitled “ The Light of Life” and subtitled
a “ Meditation.” His ideals had not yet taken form. He
grew rapidly and “ The Dream of Gerontius” (1900) was,
as some one says, an advance over its predecessor, “ perhaps
as astonishing in its way as that of Beethoven from his
second symphony (1802) to the ¢ Eroica’ (1804).” “ The
Apostles 7 followed in 1903 and the “ Kingdom” in 1906.
Both of these works were conducted by Elgar in this country,
where he has many admirers. He was knighted in 1904.

An English choral writer of unusually picturesque in-
terest as well as ability is Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, whose
father was a full-blooded African and his mother an Eng-
lish woman, and whose most successful cantata is a setting
of Longfellow’s ‘“ Hiawatha.”

In America brighter promise has been made in oratorio
than in opera. John Knowles Paine (1839-1906), who for
many years occupied the chair of music at Harvard, wrote
several choral pieces of merit, among them the oratorio,
“ St. Peter,” in 1873, and it is reason for deep regret that
death cut short his work upon a symphonic poem upon
Abraham Lincoln.

Dudley Buck (1839) is a composer very popular within
American boundaries. He appeals to the general taste and
is the delight of the village choirmaster. His many short
cantatas with organ accompaniment are practicable works,
and have been the source of much pleasure. Buck is a loyal
American and the majority of his more ambitious choral
pieces are built upon the works of native writers, as ““ The
Golden Legend ”” (1880), upon Longfellow’s poem; the Cen-
tennial Meditation of Columbus (1876), upon Sydney
Lanier’s ode; and “Don Munio” (1874), whose story is
taken from Irving’s “Alhambra.” His most potent source
of inspiration, however, has been Sir Edwin Arnold’s poem,
“The Light of Asia,” by which he is best known.

The finest choral work ever done on American soil is
without much doubt the ‘“Hora Novissima” of Horatio
Parker (1863-), which was produced in 1893 and after-
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wards repeated its home triumphs across the seas. The
ancestry of Parker like that of Buck is thoroughly Ameri-
can, his forbears having landed on New England shores only
a few ships behind the Mayflower.

The facts that oratorio was not originated for any
purpose of worship, and that it is not always religious in
character, preclude it from church music. It is rather con-
cert music, and may be classed as a species of the dramatic.
Oratorio’s apparently easy distinction from opera — that it
is given without action, costume, or scenery — is made in-
valid because opera also is occasionally presented in this
fashion. The difference is more radical, lying in the music
itself, upon which devolves the whole duty of suggesting a
scene or proper setting for the drama. This does not mean
that more frankly imitative music, or other like expedient, is
to be considered legitimate. Instead the whole is elevated
to the higher plane of the ideal where the imagination ex-
pects little material aid. At the same time, a large portion
of the text consists in commentary on the supposed action.
Prominence is given to the lyric and epic elements. One
oratorio, however, may be distinctly lyric, such as the
“ Messiah,” another epic as ‘““Israel in Egypt,” and a third
as “ Elijah,” so dramatic and so closely allied to the opera,
that it might with propriety be given with the usual acces-
sories of an opera. Another feature of oratorio is the
important role the chorus plays in its scheme, this arising
in part from the frequent didactic character of the text.
Both chorus and aria are frequently employed in a way
entirely inadmissible to the opera, viz., for the expression
of sentiments that are in the nature of comments by imagin-
ary observers upon the events or situations of the drama.
The epic and lyric elements are, therefore, given prominent
functions, often to the long arrest of the implied dramatic
movement. There is in this a striking parallel between the
oratorio and the ancient Greek tragedy.

The cantata as well as the oratorio and opera originated
in Italy, and like them probably about the year 1600,
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although Burney, the indefatigable investigator, does not
come across the term before 1638. It was evidently due to
a desire to make use of the newly invented recitative in
pieces designed for a single performer, and was at first an
extremely simple affair, bearing little resemblance to the
modern cantata save in terminology A narrative in verse,
con51st1ng of a recitative and aria, or of several recitatives
and arias, given by a single voice, and accompanied either
by the singer or by another performer on the lute, violon-
cello or harpsichord, such was the cantata of the early
Seventeenth Century.

The form was probably recommended by its very sim-
plicity, for it rapidly became popular with the Italians, such
of the elect as Carissimi, Stradella and Scarlatti cultivating
it with enthusiasm. The latter, who was particularly fond
of it, numbered his cantatas by the hundreds. One of the
most distinguished of the oratorio writers was Carissimi’s
pupil, Fra Marc Antonio Cesti, who did much to improve
the recitative. Despite his cloth, he did not confine himself
to the cantata “morale” or “ spirituale,” showing greater
devotion in truth to the cantata “ amorosa.” Evidently the
composition of cantatas was almost as genteel a recreation
as that of madrigals in the days of Purcell. The cantata
at the beginning of the Eighteenth Century had become
highly developed, having several movements, and an orches-
tra substituted for its one-time single supporting instrument.
It afterwards partially lost its identity, being merged into
the concert aria.

It was Carissimi who gave the cantata to the service of
the Church, and in this capacity it received the most serious
attention of the Teutonic composers. The story of the Pas-
sion, reaching its culmination in the works of Sebastian
Bach, may be repeated of the church cantata. Two older
members of this marvelous musical family, Johann Christoph
and Johann Michael, had paid court to the cantata form,
but neither of them with the assiduity of their greater



DEVELOPMENT OF ORATORIO 35

nephew. He wrote something like three hundred in the
course of his lifetime, one being a comic cantata on the use
of coffee.

For five years during his residence at Leipsic, Bach
wrote a cantata for each Sunday and festival in the year.
As he employed the form it was in several movements and
comprised arias, recitatives, duets and choruses with full
orchestral accompaniment. It was frequently built upon a
chorale whose melody and words were retained or at least
reflected in some of and sometimes in all the numbers.- The
text consisted of passages from the Bible or religious verses
or hymns. It was Bach’s belief that it should be appropriate
to the service and season and he was at great pains to bring
this about. The Eighteenth Century church cantata evi-
dently filled much the same place that the anthem does today,
except that it was a good deal longer.

Nowadays the term cantata is one of the most elastic
encountered in music, and it is well-night impossible to bring
it within the confines of a definition. The usual cantata
takes a middle ground between opera and oratorio, and it
may be either a choral work of a sacred character only too
short to be called an oratorio, or a dramatic piece set to
music but not intended for acting. However, the words
oratorio and cantata are frequently used interchangeably, the
line of division being very indistinct.

Notable examples of works referred to as cantatas are
Handel’'s “Acis and Galatea,” Mendelssohn’s “ First Wal-
purgis Night,” Gade’s “ Crusaders,” and Bruch’s ‘ Odys-
seus,”












GOD’S TIME IS THE BEST

“God’s Time is the Best” (in the German, “ Gottes
Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit” ), also known as the “Actus
Tragicus” or “ Mourning Cantata,” is one of the works
upon which Bach’s fame is most surely founded. It is,
moreover, one of his earliest cantatas, having been written
in Weimar in 1711, when he was about twenty-six years of
age. Nothing is definitely known of its occasion, but it has
been inferred from the subject that it was in mourning for
some man, probably an aged man, to whom the Song of
Simeon would be appropriate. Investigation brings to light
the fact that Magister Philip Grossgebauer, rector of the
Weimar School, died in 1711, and it is sometimes believed
to have been written in his memory. Young Bach was at
this time Court organist at Weimar under the patronage
of Duke Wilhelm Ernst.

Individual in its character, and not relying upon great
choral effects, it appeals to us as personal, and in its inten-
sity reaches a fervor rarely attained in musical compositions.
That the text was probably arranged by the composer is
evident from the fact that not all the lines are taken from
Scripture text or hymns; but, scattered through the poem
are lines whose nobility and sincerity of expression show us
that Bach has here revealed some of his own calmly tender
thoughts on the great subject of life and death. The music
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is so admirably expressive that it awakens one’s fullest
sympathy. This cantata, though it marks the close of his
earliest compositions in the old church form before adopting
the newer style, has always been a great favorite, and music
lovers refer to it with affection.

The work appealed deeply to Mendelssohn, and, in fact,
enjoys universal admiration. Spitta says “ The contrast
between the spirit of the Old and New Testament — between
the wrath of an avenging God and the atoning love of
Christ — which has already appeared in the One Hundred
and Thirtieth Psalm, is the germ and root of the cantata to
such a degree that it is evident that Bach had fully realized
by this time how fertile a subject for treatment it was.”

Naumann calls the Actus Tragicus “a grandly sublime
and touching setting of the words, ‘ Think how to die,’ the
precept of the Middle Ages, opposed to the thoughtless and
worldly, ¢ Think how to live,” of ancient Greece. It speaks
a language as eloquent as the Cross, the symbol of Chris-
tianity that points to a futurity of hope, and is as
some grand Gothic Cathedral with its thousand arms
uplifted to the heavens, yearning for an eternity of peace
and rest.”

This is not genuinely a chorale cantata, for the idea of
a single hymn does not prevail throughout. Instead three
chorales are introduced. Bach terms his instrumental intro-
duction “ Sonatina.” It is a tender, melodious adagio, for
two flutes, two voils da gamba and figured bass. The first
chorus is, “ God’s own Time is the Best, ever best of all.
In him we live, move, and have our being, as long as he
wills. And in him we die at his own good time.” The
music follows the sense of the words very closely, and a
mournful tone is given by the occurrence of the thought of
death. The tenor solo, “ O Lord incline us to consider that
our days are numbered,” is accompanied by flutes, and to
it succeeds the bass aria, “Set in Order thine House, for

thou shalt die and not live,” which is virtually its second
part.
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Again the chorus enters, but with a new theme: “It is
the old decree, Man thou art mortal.” In this the three
lower voices carry on a solemn double fugue, totally sug-
gestive of death and judgment, and the soprano sings
along the hopeful pleading strain ““ Yea come Lord Jesus,”
while the instruments have the melody of the old hymn,

“I have cast all my care on God,

E’en let Him do what seems Him good;
Whether I die or whether I live

No more TI'll strive,
But all my will to Him will give.”

This work of solo, chorus and orchestra makes, to
quote Spitta, “a complete sermon on death. * * * The
design is clear. The curse of death has been changed into
blessing by the coming of Christ, and that which mankind
dreaded before, they now stretch out entreating hands
to. * * * This is the idea of the concerted vocal
parts; and the fact that thousands upon thousands have
agreed in the joy of this faith is shown by the chorale tune
introduced, for to the understanding listener its worldless
sounds convey the whole import of the hymn which speaks
so sweetly of comfort in the hour of death, sounds which
must recall to every pious heart all the feelings they had
stirred when among the chances and changes of life this
hymn had been heard—feelings of sympathy with anoth-
er’s grief, or of balm to the heart’s own anxiety.”

The words of Christ upon the cross, *“ Into Thy Hands
my Spirit I commend,” form the subject of an alto solo,
and the promise to the repentant thief appears in the bass
arioso “Thou shalt be with Me today in Paradise,” sig-
nificant of the truth that the terror and sting of death has
been taken away by Christ coming to earth.

Upon these ensues Simeon’s death hymn, a well-
known chorale, “In joy and peace I pass away whene’er
God willeth.” Then the choir takes up the final chorus,
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which is thie melody of a chorale set to words of that dox-
ology known as the Fifth Gloria,

“All glory, praise, and majesty

To Father, Son, and Spirit be,

The Holy Blessed Trinity;

Whose power to us gives victory

Through Jesus Christ. Amen.”

Like all of Bach’s compositions, this cantata is inter-
esting even when viewed entirely from an intellectual
standpoint. The wholeness, completeness of the compo-
sition is so satisfying, and therein Bach accomplishes what
many writers of oratorios had failed to do. One never
feels that a situation is invented in order to give a setting
to a beautiful solo, or that a chorus is sung to bridge over
two rather unrelated parts. Solos and choruses are closely
interwoven, and one part leads naturally into another,
making the continuity quite remarkable for this form of
composition. “It is a work of art well rounded off and
firm in its formation, and warmed by the deepest in-
tensity of feeling, even in the smallest details.”

Hauptmann was enthusiastic in his praise of this
masterpiece, and considered it almost marvellous in its
intensity and its lack of formal conventionality. But the
student of Bach knows that we rarely find in his work any
set forms. Bach spells excellence and art, and ’tis little
wonder that this work, which at once called forth such
genuine praise, should have remained in favor with the
serious musical critic and student.



MY SPIRIT WAS IN HEAVINESS

“My Spirit was in Heaviness,” usually known by its
German title, “Ich hatte viel Bekiimmerniss,” was heard
for the first time, June 17, 1714, at Weimar shortly after
Bach’s appointment there as concert master; or so the
majority of biographers tell us. Bitter in his Life of Bach,
however, says that this is the cantata composed at the invita-
tion of the elders of the Liebfrauen-Kirche at Halle, whither
Bach went on a visit in 1713 in the hope of succeeding the
deceased Zachau as organist. His discovery that the salary
would be small and the restrictions manifold overcame the
temptation of the fine new organ.

While at Weimar, Bach became not only the finest
organist of his time but also the greatest composer of organ
music that the world has ever known. While here, many
of his greatest organ compositions were produced, and he
also wrote a series of church cantatas which were written
as a part of the duties of his office. Bach’s creative genius
reached its greatest height after he had moved to Leipsic
in 1823, where he held the position of cantor and director
of the famous Thomas School at Leipsic until he died. His
position as cantor required him to produce the music for
the church services in Leipsic, and here he wrote his famous
church cantatas, composing not less than three hundred and
eighty, providing one for every Sunday and holiday for
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five years. Unfortunately not quite half of these have been
saved. Bach’s greatest work, ““ The Passion Music,” brings
to absolute completeness his conception of the church can-
tata; it has been called the perfection of sacred music.

“ My Spirit was in Heaviness ” is not limited in appro-
priateness, and Bach inscribed upon it “ Per ogni tempo”
(“ For any season”). The admirable text, based upon pas-
sages from the Psalms, was made by the poet Salomo
Franck, many of whose poems Bach set to music. Spitta
tells a number of interesting things about Franck, among
them that he belonged to a society called the “Association of
Ingenious Men,” that he was known as “ Treumeinende,”
or “faithful in purpose,” and that he possessed the happy
faculty of writing under stress with taste and even elegance.
He seems to think that Bach and Franck met on the com-
mon ground of “their transcendental mysticism ‘and a dis-
position to regard the actualities of all earthly things as
utterly gloomy and unsatisfying in comparison with the
glorious visions of celestial bliss.”

“My Spirit was in Heaviness” is today one of the
most widely and favorably known of Bach’s works, exhibit-
ing in a striking fashion not only the technical knowledge
over which he was supreme, but his gift of melody and
power of expression. It consists of eleven numbers, namely,
an instrumental prelude, four choruses set to Bible words,
three arias, two recitatives and a duet. It is usually divided
into two parts.

Bach calls the beautiful prelude “ Sinfonie.” It is in
C minor and of a quiet character. The first chorus, “ My
Spirit was in Heaviness,” is of powerful effect, and is
followed by a pathetic aria for soprano, “ Sighing, weep-
ing,” with oboe obbligato, and a lamenting tenor aria and
recitative, “ Why hast thou, O my God.” The first part
concludes with a most effective quartet with chorus, “ Why
grievest thou, O my spirit.”

The recitative opening the second part is followed by a
duet for soprano and bass with independent passages for
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strings. This represents a dialogue between Christ and the
Soul, and is very striking and melodious, the alternating
voice parts being managed with effect. Spitta calls it “ex-
traordinary ” and regrets that it is so dramatic; and that,
he urges, is what no piece of church music should be. He
believes that Bach’s intention was to have the soprano taken
by a boy, which would tend to obliterate the impression
usually conveyed that it is a charming love duet. This
number is followed by the splendid chorus, “ He only, waits
on God,” which is underlaid throughout by a choral melody.
It proves that Bach thoroughly realized the effect of gran-
deur and solemnity to be achieved by trombones, for four
of these instruments are used in the score. Upon this ensues
the brilliant and melodious tenor aria, “ Rejoice, O my soul,
Change weeping ‘to smiling,” and the cantata concludes with
the final triumphant chorus, “ Worthy is the Lamb that was
Slain.” This reminds one of Handel and is of a more
popular character than is usual with Bach. It is based on
the words of Revelation v., 12-13.

To “ My Spirit was in Heaviness ” additional accom-
paniments were written by the famous song writer, Robert
Franz, as well as an organ accompaniment by Liszt.






EIN’ FESTE BURG

Surely if there were ever two men who might have
understood each other they were Martin Luther and Sebas-
tian Bach, alike as they are in many traits of nature — brave
and uncompromising, believing thoroughly in the light God
had given them, and so, disdainful of the opinion of the
world. As it is they clasp hands across the two centuries
which separate them on the battle cry of German Protestant-
ism, “ Ein’ Feste Burg.” This is Luther’s version of the
Fifty-sixth Psalm, beginning “God is our refuge and
strength, a very present help in time of trouble.” - Luther
is believed to have written the words and to have arranged
the music from older sources in 1530, shortly before his
protest was delivered at the Diet of Spires, and the word
“ Protestant ”’ came into being. ‘“ Ein’ Feste Burg” stands
alone as an inspirer of courage and confidence and Luther
seems to have appreciated the quality to the utmost. When
Melancthon’s zeal appeared to be ebbing before the prospect
of fearful odds, and perhaps his own, for the truest hero is
sometimes frightened in battle, Luther would say quietly
“Come Philip, let us sing the Forty-sixth Psalm,” and,
judging by results, the means was effective.

Often this ‘ Marseillaise of the Reformation” has
figured in history. The hosts of the later Captain of
Protestantism, Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden, sang it before
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the victorious Battle of Leipsic, in 1631, and again on the
field of Lutzen, where their great leader, was to die. With
the passing of the years it lost none of its stimulating power.
In the Franco-Prussian war Napoleon III, waiting in his
tent before the battle which was to seal his doom, heard
the German soldiers singing “ Ein’ Feste Burg,” and feeling
the presentiment of defeat fall heavily upon his soul, turned
away saying that it was folly to fight with men who went
to battle singing songs like that.

Both words and music have been changed and modern-
ized since Luther’s day and hosts of translations have been
made of the poem. Julian’s Dictionary of Hymnology men-
tions sixty-three of these. Probably the most famous of all
is the translation of Thomas Carlyle beginning:

“A safe stronghold our God is still,
A trusty shield and weapon;

He'll help us clear from all the ill
That hath us now o’ertaken.

The ancient Prince of Hell

Hath risen with purpose fell;
Strong mail of craft and power

He weareth in this hour.

On earth is not his fellow.”

‘Carlyle has successfully retained what he has heard in
Luther’s verse — ‘““ the sound of Alpine avalanches or the
first murmur of earthquakes; in the very vastness of which
dissonance a higher unison is revealed to us.”

Challenging this version in merit and popularity and
much more generally used, in our country at least, is the
translation of Rev. F. H. Hedge, D.D., of Cambridge, Mass. :

“A mighty fortress is our God,
A bulwark never failing;

A helper he amid the floed
Of mortal ills prevailing.

For still our ancient Foe

Doth seek to work us woe;
His craft and power are great;
And armed with cruel hate,
On earth is not his equal.”
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The form in which we now hear the tune is that given
to it by Bach in his cantata. He is said to have changed it
~ only slightly from the fashion in which it had come down to
him from Luther’s day. Some difference of opinion exists
as to the exact date of Bach’s labors on Luther’s hymn. A
few writers claim that it was written for the bicentenary
Reformation Festival in the fall of 1717, just before Bach
went to Cothen. But Spitta declares that it was either
1730 or 1739, both jubilee years in the Protestant Church
of Germany.

Says this biographer, “ The bold spirit of native vigor
which called the German Reformation into being, and which
still stirred and moved in Bach’s art, has never found any
artistic expression which could even remotely compare with
this stupendous creation.”

Bach wrote two hundred and ninety-seven cantatas, but
“Ein’ Feste Burg” is probably the most famous of these.
It affords striking instance of his effective use of the
Lutheran chorale, which directly connects him with the
Reformation. It had been part of Luther’s campaign to
encourage the use of hymns or chorales expressive of the
new doctrine, and in Bach’s time they were still of great
moment in the church. With “Ein’ Feste Burg” in this
cantata Bach had merged the cantata composed at Weimar
to “Alles was von Gott Geboren” (“All that is of God’s
creation ”’), all of it in fact being from that composition
with the exception of the first and fifth numbers.

The work consists of eight numbers, five of which are
solos and three choruses. FEach of the numbers is in the
form of an elaborate contrapuntal setting of the Lutheran
hymn-tune, thus following through an entire work the
method which Bach so often uses in single numbers of his
cantatas.

The orchestral score calls for three trumpets, one flute,
two oboes, one oboe di caccia, two violins, one viola, one
violoncello, and an organ. The first number is a massive
chorus with bold counterpoint, set to the first verse of the
hymn. There is an independent orchestral accompaniment.
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The second number is an elaborate duet for bass and
soprano, and the third is a bass recitative of reflective nature.
Upon this ensues the soprano aria, “ Within my heart of
hearts, Lord Jesus, make Thy dwelling.”” The fifth num-
ber, a chorus, in which all the voices sing the melody in
unison, is made the most striking of them by means of the
florid orchestral accompaniment with its grotesque figures,
characteristic of the sense of the words—

“And were this world all devils o’er
And watching to devour us.”

The sixth number is the tenor recitative, * Then close
beside Thy blood-besprinkled banner, my soul remain;”’ the
seventh a duet for tenor and alto, “ How blessed are they
who still on God are calling.” The eighth and concluding
number is a chorale, “ That word shall still in strength
abide,” simply but effectually harmonized in four parts.

Many lesser composers experimented with Luther’s
hymn before Bach made it into his celebrated cantata. Since
his day Mendelssohn has used it in the last movement of his
Reformation Symphony; Wagner in the ‘ Kaisermarsch,”
written to commemorate the return of the victorious Em-
peror William from the Franco-Prussian war; Meyerbeer in
“The Huguenots;” Raff in an overture; and Nicolai in his
Sacred Festival Overture.



THE PASSION ACCORDING TO
ST. MATTHEW

Early in the Middle Ages it became the custom to sing
in Holy Week the biblical narrative of the Passion of Our
Lord. The Scriptures had not yet been translated into the
vernacular, and doubtless this means was believed to bring
the story more vividly to the mass of the people. Some-
times, indeed, the Gospel according to the four different
Evangelists, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, was sung on
four different days. In Leipsic, the home of Sebastian Bach,
the Passion music was a part of the Lenten service, and the
master, who was a man of deep piety, made it more than
once his aim to give to the most touching and significant of
all dramas an artistic and appropriate musical setting. He
paid tribute to tradition, however, by using the accepted
form.

Bach is believed to have written five Passions. Two of
these, owing it is said to the regrettable carelessness of his
son Friedemann in the matter of the paternal manuscripts,
have been lost: that *“ according to St. Luke ” is frequently
considered spurious, and in any event is of minor impor-
tance; the St. John’s Passion would impress as a master
work were it not overshadowed by that “according to St.
Matthew.” Perhaps one cause for the superiority of the
last named lies in the fact that the story as told by St.
Matthew exceeds those of his colleagues in vividness and
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sympathy and would naturally afford higher inspiration.
However that may be, the Passion music reaches its highest
level in this work. Since Bach’s day there has been no
attempt to improve upon his ideals; and in fact since his
death, no instance of temerity sufficient to follow in his
steps. It is probable that his peer in the field in which lies
his masterwork will never be known.

Bach’s ““ Passion according to St. Matthew ” was first
presented on the afternoon of Good Friday, which in the
year 1729 fell on April 15, and the walls of St. Thomas’
Church in Leipsic were the first to resound with its noble
strains. Bach was cantor of the St. Thomas School from
1723 until his death in 1750, and he was at the time forty-
four years of age, and in the prime of his activity. The
“ St. Matthew Passion,” it may be said in passing, has done
more than any other single work to perpetuate his fame.
Scarcely less fittingly than of another before him in England
may it be said of this matchless Bach:

“And thou, who didst the stars and sunbeams know,
Self-school’d, self-scann'd, self-honor’d, self-secure,
Didst tread on earth unguessed at.”

The congregation of St. Thomas had not the faintest
idea of the height of the superority of this marvelous work.
Could the composer of the “ St. Matthew Passion” appear
today upon earth by any miracle, he would find his glory
greater than that of kings. Nevertheless, only a short time
after the production, we have record that the Town Council
of Leipsic, whose fussiness has been immortalized from the
circumstances that Bach was its victim, haughtily disre-
garded his suggestion as to the choice of a few of the .
choristers of the school, Bach having an unfortunate pre-
dilection for boys with voices. After its production, the
work was occasionally heard in Leipsic; possibly it would
have been oftener but for the difficulty of performing it
according to the magnificent intentions of the composer,
for in it all the resources then known in the art of music
were utilized. In 1740 it was revised and extended by the
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composer, and after his death it fell into some out-of-the-
way corner of public memory. Eighty-nine years after,
Felix Mendelssohn, then a young man of twenty, and one
of the not too numerous adorers of Bach, considered his
loyalty challenged by the remark of Julius Schubring, an
associate, that Bach’s music was dry as a lesson in arithme-
tic, and brushed from the “ St. Matthew Passion” the dust
of forgetfulness to find under it proof that religious music
had made virtually no progress since Handel and Bach. At
first Mendelssohn gave the work for interpretation to a little
choir of sixteen which practised at his house, and under his
direction. But after a successful tilt with difficulties and
prejudice the sixteen became four hundred, and a great per-
formance of the resurrected work was given at the Sing-
academie in Berlin in 1829, just one hundred years after its
production. This time the world recognized its greatness,
and Mendelssohn, immeasurably impressed by this strange
freak of fate, made the only recorded allusion to his nation-
ality, when he exclaimed “It was an actor and a Jew who
restored this great Christian work to the people.”

The actor referred to, by the way, is Edouard Devrient,
who was also a dramatic writer and playwright, and always
Mendelssohn’s great friend. Dressed alike in given detail,
the two young men made the preliminary arrangements,
such as soliciting the aid of singers from the Opera, and
securing the hall. This “ Bach uniform,” as Devrient calls
it, was made up of blue coats, white waistcoats, black neck-
ties, black trousers and yellow chamois leather gloves.

Not until 1854 did the “ St. Matthew Passion” reach
England. It was given in London on April 6 of that year,
and twenty years after was first heard in America when the
Handel and Haydn Society gave it in Boston. Since then
it has been heard more frequently than any other work of
the great master and has given incalculable impetus to the
growing appreciation of him. Schubring, with his offend-
ing reference to the absolute aridity of Bach’s music, was
voicing the general idea which unfortunately has not yet
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been entirely dispelled. Because Bach possessed an un-
equaled knowledge of the structural part of music, it was
concluded that he could be nothing but a technician. The
world did not know that in him it had nothing to forgive;
that he was a master of expression as well as the greatest
of contrapuntists. He wrote fugues; they knew that a man
absolutely destitute of musical sense could write a correct
fugue; but in the rugged texture of Bach’s fugues was
interwoven the yielding thread of feeling and fancy. Struc-
wurally the “ St. Matthew Passion” is not the most compli-
cated of Bach’s compositions. It is simpler than many of
the cantatas — simpler than the “ Mass in B minor.” But
in its pathos and its beauty of melody it stands out above
all the works of Bach. As Edward Dickinson says of it,
“It is the most touching portrayal in musical art of the
feeling of a devout believer contemplating the suffering and
death of Christ.” And no student of it but is struck by the
immense resourcefulness which has made it possible for
Bach to avoid monotony when the range of emotion to be
portrayed is so limited, joy being quite excluded from the
account of the last sad week before the Crucifixion.

The work is in two parts, the text having been pre-
pared by C. F. Henrici, who wrote under the pseudonym of
Picander. It includes almost in their entirety chapters xxvi.
and xxvii. of the Gospel according to St. Matthew. The
text is interspersed with certain hymns or chorales at that
time in common use in the Lutheran Church, together with
verses written by Picander. The words of the arias, cho-
ruses and chorales which supplement the Bible text are in
the nature of comments upon the events by believers
imagined as witnesses. In the poetic structure of the work
— a mingling of the Gospel narrative and appropriate utter-
ances in lyrical form, partly composed by Picander, partly
chosen from the church hymnody — Bach follows the
liturgic plan which had been developed and prescribed in the
German Protestant Church.

The “Passion” of course deals only with the human
side of Christ, and a review of the episodes touched upon
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would include (Part I.) the announcement of Jesus to the
disciples that he shall be delivered up to be crucified; the
consultation in the High Priest’s palace upon what pretext
to seize Jesus; the annointing of his head with the precious
ointment by the woman in the house of Simon the Leper,
and the Master’s vindication of the act before the criticizing
disciples; Judas Iscariot’s bargain with the high priests; the
Last Supper; Christ’s reference to his betrayal; the pre-
diction of Peter’s denial; the anguish in the garden; Jesus
finding the disciples asleep; his final resignation to the
supreme sacrifice; the betrayal of Judas; the deliverance of
Christ to the mob; his rebuke to one of his adherents who
cuts off the ear of the High Priest’s servant.

Part II. includes Jesus led before Caiaphas; the securing
of the two false witnesses; Jesus’ silence before the charge;
his acknowledgment that he is the Christ; the High Priest’s
hypocrisy and pretended horror at the ‘‘blasphemy;’ the
clamoring of the mob for his death; the indignities heaped
upon him; the denial of the frightened Peter; the deliverance
of Jesus to Pontius Pilate; the contrition of Judas, who
hangs himself; the buying of the potter’s field with the blood
money; Pilate’s disinclination to be responsible for the
death; the plea of Pilate’s wife; the demand of the mob
under the influence of the priests for the release of Barabbas
instead of Christ; the mockery of the scarlet robe and
crown of thorns; the progress to the cross; the crucifixion
and the ignominous accompaniments; the mocking of the
‘Chief Priests, “He saved others, himself he cannot save;”
the earthquake, and rising of the dead from the tombs; and
the belated conviction that he was indeed the Son of God;
the sorrow of the women; the consignment of the body to
the new tomb of Joseph Arimathea; the sealing of the tomb
by the order of the priests and the guard of soldiery placed
about it.

In Bach’s day a sermon was preached between the two
parts of the “Passion,” and the service doubtless was nearly
four hours in duration, as the music in itself requires more
than two hours.
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The “Passion” is arranged for two choirs, each with its
own organ and orchestra. Picander called these two com-
menting choruses “The Daughter of Zion” and “The
Faithful.” The narrative is given in recitative by a tenor,
“the Evangelist,” and when he arrives at direct discourse, it
is consigned to another voice. The speeches of Jesus, St.
Peter, the High Priest and Pontius Pilate are allotted to
bass voices and are also recitative. That of Jesus obtains
distinction from the fact that it is more melodious and is
always accompanied by an orchestra of strings, except in
the one instance of his last cry from the cross, “Eli, eli lama
sabachthani,” (“My God! My God! Why hast thou forsaken
me!”), when solemn chords of the organ alone are heard.
The utterances of the other characters have very simple
accompaniment. The words of the Jews are delivered by a
chorus whose score is always sufficiently vivid to give cause
for astonishment that Bach could so well imagine the fury
of a mob of which he had known no prototype.

One of the most admirable features of the work is the
chorales and choruses sung by choirs representing the
Protestant Church. Chorales occur fifteen times. Some of
these are repeated several times with different words, the
harmonization being varied to suit them to the changing
sentiment. For instance, the old Passion Chorale, O,
Thou whose head was wounded ” (“ O Haupt voll Blut und
Wunden”), is used five times. This was a favorite melody
with Bach, who also has employed it elsewhere. Next
frequently recurring is the hymn “O blessed Jesus, what is
thy transgression?” The chorale stands for the faith of
Bach and the staunch Protestant Germany of which he is the
chief representative in musical art. Davis says: “I believe
it is not too much to say that without the German chorale,
the Protestant revolt against the Church of Rome would
never have been permanent.” Bach’s use of the chorale is
always appropriate, but perhaps in no instance is it used with
greater effectiveness than when after the words, “Jesus cried
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in a loud voice, and gave up the ghost,” there succeeds the
beautiful reflective number,

“When life begins to fail me

I fear not, having Thee!”

b

“This climax,” declares Bach’s biographer, Philipp
Spitta, “has always been justly regarded as one of the most
thrilling of the whole work. The infinite significance of the
sacrifice could not possibly be more simply, comprehensively
and convincingly expressed than in the marvelous prayer.”

The  Passion” is begun with consummate art. The
double choir sings the great chorus, “Come ye Daughters,
weep for anguish,” a solemn lament, anticipating and pre-
luding the tragedy. With this is interwoven a beautiful and
independent chorale melody. To it succeeds the first
chorale, and one of the loveliest of them, “ O Lamb of God,
all blameless.” This strikes the keynote of the whole work,
viz., the mourning of the Church over the sufferings of the
innocent Savior. It is sung by the sopranos, and in turn
makes silence for the beginning of the narrative in recitative
“When Jesus had finished all these sayings.” As fine as is
the chorus, “Come ye Daughters,” there are many others
worthy to bear it company, such as “My Savior Jesus now
is taken,” in which the anguish of the believers at the
betrayal turns into a frenzy of indignation — the thrilling
“thunder and lightning” scene. One critic. speaking in
praise of the choruses, even pauses to mention with admiration
the effectiveness of that one of half a bar in which all the
hatred of the mob is voiced in the shout “Barabbas.” The
work ends chorally, both choirs joining in the exquisite
valedictory of the faithful to Christ lying in the tomb,
“Rest thee, softly, softly rest,” in which breathes the sweet
peace which comes through sorrow and suffering gently
borne, a resignation without hope of the coming glory of
the resurrection, for this thought is precluded from the
office of Good Friday.

But the “St. Matthew Passion” is not rich merely in
choruses, for no other of Bach’s works is more blessed by

~
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its arias. Among the most lovely and touching is the
soprano aria, “Bleed and break, Thou loving heart,” in
which the perfidy of the deed of Judas is commented upon;
the tenor solo and chorus, “I would beside my Lord be
watching;” the alto aria, “Have mercy, Lord on me;” whose
violin accompaniment exceeds in expressiveness even the
voice part; the deeply pathetic soprano aria, “In love, my
Savior now is dying.” Nowhere else has recitative been
used with greater, we are inclined to say with equal effect.
These recitatives are marvelously dramatic, and as some one
says: “Always the exact musical equivalent of the narra-
tive.” Those of Christ and the Evangelist are pre-eminently
expressive, more in arioso are the interspersed recitatives of
which “O Blessed Savior” (alto); ‘“Although both heart
and eyes o’erflow;” ““The Savior low, before His Father
bending ” (bass); and “Now the Lord to rest is laid”
(bass), are especially impressive. In the beautiful song “At
evening, hour of calm and rest,” Spitta finds one of the first
fnstances in which a romantic feeling for nature is visible
in music.



THE CHRISTMAS ORATORIO

The festival of Christmas according to the old German
usage began on December 25, with the Nativity and ended
January 6, with the Epiphany, or the Adoration of the Three
Kings, which in England is known as Twelfth Night. For
the several Protestant holy days occurring in this glad season,
Bach wrote his Christmas Oratorio. We call it an oratorio
because Bach inscribed upon it in Latin “ Oratorium Tempore
Nativitate Christi,” but in reality it is a series of six cantatas,
- each of about an half hour’s duration. These are designed
to be sung upon the six days of the Christmas season, namely,
Christmas, and the two days following, New Years’ Day (the
Feast of the Circumcision), New Years’ Sunday, and the
Epiphany. While it is not unprecedented to give the whole
work upon one occasion, in English speaking countries at
least, the first two or three parts, which contain in themselves
complete stories, are usually heard together, and the per-
formance limited to that.

Bach wrote the ‘ Christmas Oratorio,” in Leipsic, in
1734, five years after the “ Passion according to St. Mat-
thew.” Nothing could furnish a more vivid contrast than the
tone of these two great works. ‘The ‘ Christmas Oratorio” is
jubilant almost throughout, as befits the season for which it
is designed, while the Passion music illustrates a single sor-
rowful mood. The former is naturally designed to take a
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firmer hold on popular favor. It is in the first half of the
oratorio that the Christmas spirit is most marked, this aris-
ing in part from the abundant use made of the Christmas
chorale.

In the “ Christmas Oratorio” we find Bach employing
Handelian tactics; in short, the labor-saving and thrifty prac-
tise of transferring parts of former compositions to new
works. A great part of the oratorio is accomplished in this
fashion. He has levied upon a “ Drama per Musica,” written
for the Queen’s birthday on Dec. 8, 1733; upon a dramatic
cantata, “ The Choice of Hercules,” written for the birthday
of the heir apparent in the same year, as well as upon a piece
designed as a compliment to King Friedrich August III. on
his visit to Leipsic in 1734.

The cheerful atmosphere of the oratorio makes the
appropriate transfer of these pieces possible. Spitta justifies
Bach in this way, “His secular pieces were not generally
secular, as such they scarcely fulfilled their aim, and the com-
poser only restored them to their native home when he applied
them to church music.”

The narrative portion comprises Luke ii,, 1 and 3-21;
and Matthew ii,, 1-12, dealing with the incidents of the
Christmas Story: the Birth of Christ, the angelic announce-
ment to the shepherds, the visit of the shepherds to Beth-
lehem, and the adoration of the three kings. As in the
Passion music, it is interspersed with effective passages in the
shape of chorales or popular hymn-tunes, which in Germany
spring readily to the lips of even the younger children, and
also with original verses set in the form of choruses, airs,
recitatives, and pieces for three or more solo singers. Also,
as in the Passion, the recitative of the evangelist or narrator,
upon arrival at the direct words of a character, gives them
over to another voice or to a chorus. Bach distinguishes the
divine from the human personality by giving the former a
fuller orchestral accompaniment. In this case it is the voice
of the angel which is thus treated; in the Passion the voice
of the Savior. The narrative is alloted to the six parts as
follows:
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The first tells of the imperial decree of taxation and the
necessity arising for the journey of Mary and Joseph from
Galilee to Judea; and the birth of Christ in the manger.

The second tells of the appearance of the angels to the
shepherds watching over their flocks; the announcement of
the birth of the Savior; and the message of peace given by
the heavenly hosts.

Part three deals with the visit of the shepherds to Beth-
lehem, with Mary's silent wonder at the glory which had
befallen her, and the return of the shepherds with the new
joy in their hearts.

Part four is limited to a single verse of St. Luke telling
of the circumcision and naming of Jesus.

In part five the narrative of St. Luke gives place to
that of St. Matthew. It records the coming of the wise men
to Herod, their inquiry as to the predicted place of the Nativ-
ity, Herod’s fear (as well as that of all Jerusalem), roused by
the news that a new King of the Jews had been born, and
Herod’s consultation with the learned, who quote the ancient
prophecy to assure him that Bethlehem shall be the birthplace
of the Messiah.

Part six tells of the duplicity of Herod, who bids the
wise men find exactly where Christ is laid, on the pretext that
he desires to worship him; of the adoration of the wise men;
and of the warning conveyed to them in a dream not to
return to Herod.

One evidence of the intention of unity is the fact that
the first and sixth parts begin and end in the same key, that
of D, and each of the several parts ends in the key in which
it began. Until the arrival of musical iconoclasts this was
considered essential. Unity is further proclaimed by the fact
that the first chorale of part one recurs as the close of part
six in the form of a chorale fantasia.

This serenely lovely work is distinguished for its many
charming airs. As it includes over sixty numbers it is patent
that it would be impossible to speak except of those of espe-
‘cially marked interest.
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The first part begins with a majestic flourish of trumpets
and drums, which establishes the tone of the whole work.
This leads to the first fine chorale,

“ Christians, be joyful, and praise your salvation,
Sing, for today your Redeemer is born.
Cease to be fearful, forget lamentation,
Haste with thanksgiving to greet this glad morn!
Come let us worship, and fall down before him,
Let us with voices united adore him.”

Quite one of the finest pieces in this part, as indeed in
the whole work, is the contralto aria, “ Prepare thyself,
Zion” (Bereite dich, Zion), with its exquisite minor setting.
The fact that all the contralto songs of Bach are treated
with such sympathy and imbued with such grace and charm,
has given rise to the belief that the composer was unusually
fond of his voice. Especial interest pertains to the chorale,
“How shall T fitly meet thee?” This is the melody of the
old Passion chorale, “ O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden” (“ O
Thou whose head was wounded '), encountered five times in
the “ Passion according to St. Matthew.” The object of
giving to the greeting to the new-born Christ so mournful a
tone is evidently to remind even in this joyful hour that the
real reason for Christ’s coming to earth is the Passion. This
part concludes with a chorale set to the words of Martin
Luther’s hymn, ‘““Ah! dearest Jesus, Holy Child.”

The whole of the second part is ideally tranquil and
serene. It opens with an orchestral symphony of remarkable
beauty which illustrates the scene of the angelic announce-
ment to the shepherds on the night of the Nativity. Unlike
the Pastoral Symphony in the ‘ Messiah” and Correli’s
treatment of the same subject, there is no reference to the
traditional pifferari tune of the strolling musicians who at
Christmastide came into Rome from the mountains to pipe
before the image of the Virgin.

At its conclusion the voices unite impressively in the
chorale, “ Break forth, O beauteous, heavenly light.” In this
part we find the famous cradle song, “ Slumber beloved ”
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(“ Schlafe mein Liebster ”’), which is addressed by the Virgin
Mary to the sleeping child. This, too, is for the contralto
voice, and its enchanting melody steals through a harmony
of instruments equally lovely. So celestial is the song in its
tenderness that we half regret to find that Bach wrote it
originally as a lullaby for the crown prince. Probably no aria
ever written by Bach surpasses this. This part usually ends
with the chorale, “ With all Thy hosts, O Lord we sing.”

The third part resumes the cheerful character of the first,
the opening chorus, “ Hear, King of angels,” having been
transferred from the previously mentioned “ Drama per
Musica,” composed for the Queen’s birthday.

A duet for soprano and bass voices, “ Lord, Thy mercy,
Thy compassion,” is notable for its skilful construction. The
aria, “ Keep, O my heart,” in combination with a solo violin
is another example of the composer’s sympathetic treatment
of the contralto voice. The music of the third day opens as
it began with the festive sound of trumpets and drums.

The fourth part is possibly the least interesting and the
least appropriate in spirit, as no Christmas hymn or true
chorale appears in it. One number which has excited much
comment is the soprano aria, “Ah! my Savior, I entreat
Thee,” with a double echo device of a second soprano and
an oboe. This is one of the pieces transferred from the
“ Choice of Hercules,” being that part indeed which deals
with the choice of the hero between vice and virtue.

The fifth and sixth parts are by no means inferior to
the first half. Notable among the numbers are, in the fifth
part, a terzett for soprano, alto and tenor, “Ah! when shall
we see Salvation?” and just before the concluding chorale
in the last part, a beautiful arioso for four solo voices. Again
in the number which closes the work, “ Now vengeance hath
been taken,” we find the now well known Passion chorale,
used so often in the “ Passion according to St. Matthew,” and
previously in the work as a greeting to the Babe, but now by
glowing counterpoint and festive flourishes of trumpets and
drums metamorpliosed into a hymn of triumph.
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ACIS AND GALATEA

“Acis and Galatea,” a secular oratorio or pastoral sere-
nata, somewhat resembling the masque, was composed by
George Frederick Handel at Cannons during his services
there from 1718 to 1721 as musical director for the Duke of
Chandos, just following his residence with the Earl of Bur-
lington. His immediate predecessor at Chandos was Dr.
Pepusch of ““ Beggar’s Opera” fame. Many stories of the
splendor of the “ Grand Duke’s” establishment have come
down to us, though nothing tangible has remained of it save
the music Handel composed while there, the chapel, which is
at present the parish church of Whitechurch, Middlesex, and
Handel’s organ, now in the Church of Holy Trinity, Gosport.

The Duke, who had apparently found his position as
paymaster to Queen Anne’s army very lucrative, spent his
money lavishly, and many of the lions of the day, attracted
by the glare of luxury and splendor, gathered about the table
of this rather commonplace gentleman. Mainwaring in his
Memoirs (1760) says with gentle irony, “The remaining
two years, he (Handel) spent at Cannons, a place which was
then in all its glory, but remarkable for having much more of
art than nature, and much more cost than art.”

Handel, doubtless, was engaged as part of the general
scheme of magnificence, which goes to show that the Duke
was at least discriminating. In the chapel, fitted up in imi-
tation of an Italian church, Handel played the organ and
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directed the choir, the Sunday service being a brilliant and
eagerly attended function. The ducal arrival was splendid
indeed, for he came attended by the hundred Swiss guards-
men, who accompanied him everywhere. Handel now com-
posed much church music and the oratorio “ Esther,” as well
as the one under discussion, beside giving harpsichord lessons
to the daughters of the Prince of Wales and opening the
theatre of the Royal Academy of Music.

More than a decade before, as a youth sojourning in
Italy, Handel had composed “Aci, Galatea e Polifemo,” a
serenata, which, though an entirely different work, is fre-
quently confounded with the later production.

The libretto of “Acis and Galatea ” is notable for having
come from the pens of no less than four of the famous men
of the day. The poem was in the main by Gay. Pope con-
tributed a stanza. Hughes embodies Damon’s advice in the
strophe —

“Would you gain the tender creature?
Softly, gently, kindly treat her;
Suff’ring is the lover’s part.

Beauty, by constraint, possessing,

You enjoy but half the blessing
Lifeless charms, without the heart.”

A passage, “ Help, Galatea, help!” is borrowed from
Dryden’s translation of the seventh fable of the thirteenth
book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, from which the story is taken.
It has been told also by the poet Theocritus. Mrs. Bray in
her sketch of Handel asserts that the words to “Acis and
Galatea ” were written during his stay at the residence of the
Earl of Burlington in Piccadilly. It was here indeed that he
was thrown into association with Addison, Arbuthnot, and
Pope, who so candidly assured him that he cared not a whit
for music.

The tale, which is much loved by composers, is drawn
from classical mythology. Acis was a young Sicilian shep-
herd, the son of Faunus and Symoethis, and beautiful as were
all shepherds beloved by nymphs. The nymph in this case
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was Galatea, daughter of Nereus and Doris, and lovely as
the dawn. She ardently pursued the youth and brought him
to her own frame of mind. The two meet one fair day, and
reclining in the shadow of a rock try to outdo each other in
declarations of love and protestations of happiness. But a
chorus of nymphs and shepherdesses reminds them sadly that
“no joy shall last.” And even now the end of happiness
stalks over the mountains in the person of the giant Poly-
phemus, the Cyclops of Etna, making the forest shake and
“ the waves run frightened to the shore.” The monster raves
of his passion for the nymph, and throwing aside the pine
tree which has served him as his staff, he calls for a hundred
reeds to make a pipe that he may breathe of his love in
music. Finally, looking over the rock he discovers the lovers
and waxes madly jealous. He pursues Galatea, but she
evades his embraces with horror, bidding him invite some
other guest to his frightful feasts of “infant limbs and
human blood.”

Acis, a pigmy in comparison with his rival, valiantly
defies him, and Polyphemus gives him a death as clumsy
and brutal as himself. He crushes the shepherd beneath the
rock which has served as a setting for the amours of the
dainty lovers. But the sorrowing Galatea, exerting her divine
powers, makes Acis immortal by changing his blood into the
crystal waters of a river — the Acis or Acinius, which, spring-
ing from under a rock at the foot of Mt. Etna, still flows
over the verdant plains of Sicily.

“Acis and Galatea ” was first privately performed at the
Duke’s palace either in 1720 or 1721; the doubt exists owing
to the fact that in the autograph copy preserved in the royal
collections in Buckingham Palace the last few pages upon
which were written part of the chorus, “ Galatea, dry thy
tears,” and the date, have been lost. In the original manu-
script several other characters beside the giant, the nymph
and the shepherds Acis and Damon, are mentioned, such as
Clori, and Eurilla, Filli, Dorinda and Silvio. It is certain
that at the Cannon’s performance, “Acis and Galatea” was
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not acted, and that the work was not intended by Handel to
be acted, although it has several times been produced in this
fashion. The character of Polyphemus in itself would
present a serious obstacle to an operatic version, for it would
be difficult, to say the least, to make an ordinary human
being convincing as the raging, roaring monster who could
make mountains tremble under his step.

The serenata, judged by contemporary critics to be “ one
of the most equal and perfect of all his compositions,” is held
after two centuries in the same high favor. It shows that the
great Saxon, in spite of the fact that he was so well at home
with the grand and the majestic, knew also how to be grace-
ful and tender. The work is notable for simplicity of struc-
ture and for sincerity and clearness of characterization, a
virtue by no means common with composers in Handel’s day.
The three principal characters are wonderfully vivid and
distinct. Victor Schoelcher says with enthusiasm, “ He has
known how to be as graceful as Haydn (that is to say to be
the perfection of grace), when he wrote the songs for the
nymphs in ‘Acis and Galatea.” The pictures of Watteau are
not more lovely than that pastoral, which is a gem of fresh-
ness and prettiness.”

The score abounds in charms. The ideal overture, con-
sisting of a single presto movement, depicts the sparkling
rivulet. The opening chorus, “O the pleasures of the
plains,” well expresses the bliss of pastoral life in the age of
fable. Galatea’s recitative, “ Ye verdant plains and woody
mountains,” is followed by her famous air, “ Hush, ye pretty
warbling choir.”

“Never,” says Mrs. Bray, writing in 1857, ““ was there
an air more widely known or that "delighted more every
hearer. Every organist who wants to show the sweetness
of the flute stop of his organ plays it; every flute-player
selects it; and every lady who has a mellifluous treble and a
warbling flexibility in her shake, makes it her choicest song.”

To this song Acis answers in kind with the air, “ Love
in her eyes sits playing,” and Galatea sings back to him ten-
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derly, “As when the dove,” the first part concluding with the
bright chorus, “ Happy! Happy! happy we!”

The stalking shadow of the monster falls with the
chorus, “ Wretched lovers,” and promises a gloomier tone
for the second part. How expressive of terror is the setting
of the lines beginning “ Behold the monster Polypheme!”
Horror dwells in the ogre’s recitative, “I rage, I melt, I
burn,” which leads to the love song, “ O ruddier than the
cherry,” graceful and humorous yet grotesque in the mouth
of such as he. The brutal air, “ Cease to beauty to be suing,”
is more congruous. Acis’ plaintive song, “Love sounds
th’ alarm,” is followed by the trio, “ The flocks shall leave
the mountains,” celebrated as one of the best of Handel’s
numbers of this sort. After the catastrophe Galatea’s lament
begins, “ Must I my Acis still bemoan?” and the serenata
concludes with the chorus, “ Galatea, dry thy tears.”

It is not known that “Acis and Galatea ”’ was again pro-
duced publicly until 1831, when Rich gave it at Lincoln’s
Inn Fields for the benefit of a singer named Rochetti. On
May 17, of the following year, a company directed by one
Arne, an upholsterer, and father of Dr. Arne, the composer,
entirely without Handel's sanction, gave a very pretentious
production of it in operatic form at the Haymarket Theatre,
London, across the street from Handel’s own theatre. Young
Arne, his sister, who afterward became Mrs. Cibber, and
Miss Cecelia Young, who afterward married young Arne,
were principals in the cast. It is truly pity to be forced to
refer to so charming a family group as a pirate combine.

And after all, our burning indignation can be mitigated
by the remembrance of numerous “ musical borrowings” on
the part of Handel himself. It was evidently, however, more
than he could witness with entire equanimity, and for June
10 he announced for performance, “‘Acis and Galatea, a
serenata, revised with several additions, at the Opera house,
by a great number of the best voices and instruments. There
will be no action on the stage, but the scene will represent in
a picturesque manner a rural prospect with rocks, groves,






ALEXANDER’S FEAST

Handel’s French biographer, David, remarks with enthu-
siasm of the master’s setting of Dryden’s “Alexander’s Feast,
or the Power of Music”: “ We have made our loftiest
eulogy when we have said that the music is worthy of the
words.” There is some possibility that the poet would have
taken exception to the word ‘ worthy,” for it was he who,
when assured by a friend that his new ode was the greatest
ever written, returned with becoming modesty, “It is not
only the greatest ode that ever was written, but the greatest
ode that ever will be written.” And strange to say, after
over two centuries he has not yet been proved wrong. This
famous lyric to St. Cecilia was composed in 1697, when
Dryden was sixty-six years of age.

Handel's setting of the poem was first performed Feb.
19, 1736, at Covent Garden Theatre. The text was put into
practical form, that is, divided into strophes, by Handel’s
friend, Newburgh Hamilton, who permitted himself an addi-
tion to the text in the way of a canticle, which is latterly
omitted. Hamilton’s arrangement had been originally made
twenty-five years before, for one Thomas Clayton, who had
failed lamentably to rise to the occasion. No one could have
been found who was more ably fitted to divide this great
poem than was Hamilton. To him the lines of this noble
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poem were so sacred that he was determined to preserve it in
its own form as closely as possible, and the material has lost
nothing in his hands. That one of England’s greatest songs
should be set to music by the gifted Handel was but fitting,
since Handel had long been a great favorite with the English
nation; and the united efforts of Dryden and Handel have
"immortalized Alexander’s Feast. Coming at a time when the
English public had become tired of foreign opera, this home
product was enthusiastically received. Hamilton was so
delighted with Handel’s success that he prefaced the work
with a poetical panegyric which thus concludes:
“ Had Dryden liv’d the welcome day to bless,

Which cloth’d his numbers in so fit a dress;

When his majestic poetry was crown’d,

With all your bright magnificence of sound;

How would his wonder and his transport rise,

While fam’d Timotheus yields to you the prize.”

“Alexander’s Feast” is more than ever admired, as it
now stands with Mozart’s additional accompaniments com-
posed in 1790. In Germany it is one of the most familiar of
Handel’s works.

A description of the first performance is given in the
London Daily Post: ‘ Yesterday evening the Duke of Cum-
berland and the Princess Amelia were at the Theatre Royal
in Covent Garden, where they heard the hymn of Dryden
which Mr. Handel has put to music. There never was upon
the like occasion so numerous and splendid an Audience at
any Theatre in London, there being at least thirteen hundred
Persons present, and it is judged that the receipts of the
house could not amount to less than four hundred pounds.
It met with general applause though attended with the incon-
venience of having the performers placed at too great a dis-
tance from the audience, which we hear will be rectified the
next time of performance.”

It is difficult to understand the apparent -astonishment
over the size of the audience when we read of “Athaliah”
being performed at Oxford and “ vastly applauded” by an
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audience of thirty-seven hundred persons. The singers upon
this first occasion were Signor Strada, Miss Young, the
fiancée of Dr. Arne, Beard the tenor, and Erard the basso.
It was successfully given five times that season. Handel
wrote “Alexander’s Feast ” soon after a period of recupera-
tion at Tunbridge, and not, as frequently stated, after his
successful trial of the baths of Aix-la-Chapelle, which fol-
lowed his complete breakdown in health and fortune. It came
into being when his persecution at the hands of his profes-
sional enemies was at its height, when even the playbills
announcing his performances were torn down as soon as they
were put up.

The text of “Alexander’s Feast ”’ was appropriate matter,
and it is small wonder that Handel found himself in his ele-
ment with it. The poem is generally familiar. Alexander is
pictured at his wedding feast reclining beside his bride, the
lovely Thais. The old Timotheus strikes his lyre, and by
music’s power moves the hero from mood to mood. He
sings of Jove, and Alexander by the power of suggestion,
himself

“Assumes the god,

Affects to nod,
And seems to shake the spheres.”

Bacchus, the “ jolly god,” becomes Timotheus’ theme,
and praise of “ drinking, the soldier’s pleasure,” and Alex-
ander, grown vain, in fancy sees his hosts about him, and
fights ““ all his battles o’er again,” when the notes change to
a sadder strain, Alexander’s pride is checked and a mist of
tears rushes across his eyes as the musician describes Darius,
the once powerful enemy, hurled from glory to infinite degra-
dation, “ with not a friend to close his eyes” when death
claims him. In the gamut of emotion love is next to pity,
and Timotheus gallantly sings the charms of Thais. A crash
of martial sounds rouses him, and he sees his army surround
him to urge him to the fight, the spirits of the fallen Grecian
warriors reminding him of their unrevenged fate. The king
seizes a flambeau and starts forth from the banquet hall with
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his men to fire Persepolis. Holding aloft her torch, before
them all goes Thais, who ‘like another Helen fired another
Troy.”

Having thus illustrated the marvels done by the musician
of ancient days with his lyre and flute, the poet sets forth as
his peer the later Cecilia, traditional inventress of the organ,
whose performance moved an angel from heaven to espouse
her,

Not only the magnificent choruses are notable, although
the work is much stronger in them than in the airs. The
overture with its “ majestic, joyful fugue,” has been described
as inspired. Worthy of mention are the solo, “ Revenge,
revenge, Timotheus cries;”” the recitative, *“ Give the ven-
geance due the valiant crew;” the solos, “ Softly sweet in
Lydian measure,” with violoncello accompaniment; and “ The
King seized a flambeau with zeal to destroy.”

Important among the choruses are the graceful bridal
chorus, “ Happy, happy, happy pair;” the soldiers’ drinking
chorus, “ Bacchus’ blessings are a treasure;” “He sung
Darius great and good;” the bold and dramatic male chorus,
“Break his bands of sleep asunder;” “Let old Timotheus
yield the prize,” a double fugue with four different subjects;
“ The many rend the skies with loud applause,” the last con-
structed upon a ground base of five bars repeated fourteen
times, but so skilfully managed that no monotony has
resulted.

Some confusion has arisen over the fact that in 1739,
for the festival of music’s patron saint, Handel set to music
Dryden’s smaller ode on St. Cecilia’s Day, which preceded
“Alexander’s Feast” by ten years. This begins, “ From
harmony, from heavenly harmony, this universal frame began.”
To judge by a letter written Sept. 3, 1687, by Dryden to his
son, who was then in Italy, this poem was composed in a
rather perfunctory manner. “In the meantime,” says he,
“I am writing a song for St. Cecilia’s feast, who you know
is the patroness of music. This is troublesome and in no way
‘beneficial, but I could not deny the stewards of the feast who
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came in a body to desire that kindness, one of them being
Mr. Bridgeman, whose parents are your mother’s friends.”

There is record that Handel’s score for this was some-
times performed at the same time as ‘“Alexander’s Feast,”
together with two concertos for various instruments and an
organ concerto, and sometimes in performance with “Acis
and Galatea.” It is divided into fourteen numbers and con-
tains some of Handel’s best chorus work. The manuscript
score is in Buckingham Palace, and according to the dates
inscribed in Handel’s handwriting, it was begun September
15, and finished September 24. Sir John Hawkins states that
Handel originally wrote its music for the opera ‘“Alceste,”
but it is too characteristic of the sentiment for his statement
to go unchallenged without other testimony. The custom of
honoring St. Cecilia’s Day with distinguished musical per-
formances had been inaugurated by Dr. John Blow and Henry
Purcell, and was in vogue in Handel’s day. Even Pope, who,
according to Shakespeare, was by nature well fitted for
“ treason, stratagem and spoils,” wrote an ode to St. Cecilia
in order to be in fashion.






SAUL

Of the oratorios of Handel, * Saul ”’ is one of the most
dramatic and suggestive of the glare of the footlights, and
it could very fittingly be presented with scenery, costumes
and action. There is great human interest and therefore
many distinct personalities, among them being some of the
most beautiful and picturesque of the Bible. ‘ Saul” was
finished by Handel Sept. 27, 1738, two months and four
days having been employed for its composition, a short
enough time for the majority of composers; but in view of
the fact that the “ Messiah ” was written in twenty-four days
and “Israel in Egypt” in twenty-seven, we may find some
cause for astonishment in this unusual deliberation. “ Saul”
was the work with which was opened Handel’s oratorio ven-
ture in the King’s Theatre in the Haymarket. (He leased
the theatre for the purpose of giving oratorios there twice
a week.) According to the London Post, the first perform-
ance was held Jan. 16, 1739, at six o’clock. “ Saul” proved
very successful and was heard again several times before the
close of the season. It was the finest oratorio yet written by
Handel, and numbered among its virtues the essential one
of unity.

In this instance there exists some uncertainty as to who
wrote the poem, which follows with fair faithfulness the
biblical narrative. It is believed to have been either Charles
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Jennens or Thomas Morrell, and Newburgh Hamilten, who
prepared ‘“Alexander’s Feast,” has also been suspected of its
authorship. Although the generality of opinion seems rather
to favor Jennens, it savors very strongly of the style of the
text of “Judas Maccabzus,” written by Morrell. The poem
into which the marvelous story of love, friendship and ungov-
erned passion has been put is very conventional, although
out of its general banality occasionally emerges some such
vivid figure as “ Envy, eldest born of Hell.” One may be
guilty of some regret that the Bible phraseology has not been
transferred to the score in all its original force and piquancy,
as was afterwards done with such success in “Israel in
Egypt” and the “ Messiah.” The characters introduced are
Saul, King of Israel; Jonathan, his son; Abner, captain of
the host; David; Apparition of Samuel; Doeg, a messenger;
an Amalekite; Abiathar; Merab and Michal, daughters of
Saul; the Witch of Endor; the Israelites.

The story opens in the camp by the valley of Elah.
The Israelites sing a song of triumph over the slaying of the
huge Goliah by the young shepherd David, and their ultimate
victory over the disheartened Philistines. The scene shifts
to Saul’s tent, where the King and Jonathan, his son, and his
daughters, Merab and Michal, are gathered. Abner presents
the young hero to the royal company, and Saul bestows the
elder daughter’s hand upon him in reward and welcomes him
as a permanent member of his household. The daughter
Merab scorns David on account of his lowly origin (this has
no justification in the original account), but the heart of the
gentler Michal has gone out to him.

The scene changes to a place before an Israelitish city,
and women come “singing and dancing to meet King Saul
with tabrets, with joy, and with instruments of music.” Alas!
they make invidious comparisons, such as “ Saul has slain his
thousands, and David his ten thousands.” The jealousy of
Saul, a creature of moods, is roused to white heat. At the
king’s house they whisper among themselves of how he
mutters in his rage. In his imagination he already sees the
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throne usurped by this comely young warrior who so effec-
tually appeals to the popular fancy. A stranger to self-
control, he angrily hurls his javelin at David, who evades it.

Then Saul charges Jonathan with the task of ridding the
earth of the object of his hatred. But Jonathan, whose soul
is knit to David’s in friendship, struggles with his sense of
filial duty and finally refuses to accept the charge.

The opening scene of part two is laid in the palace. The
danger thickens about David, who confers with Jonathan over
the situation. Saul has contemptuously bestowed Merab, his
gift to David, on Adriel, but David acknowledges his pref-
erence for Michal to the haughty elder sister. When Saul
enters, still raging, Jonathan attempts to calm him and to
plead David’s cause. Saul, realizing that he cannot depend
upon Jonathan as his instrument, craftily changes his tactics,
pretending that David has been reinstated in his affections.
He gives him Michal as a snare, and the two happily plight
their troth. The scene changes to the house of David, who
admits to Michal that Saul’s overtures are insincere. When
he has told her that after destroying Saul’s enemies he has
again had to avoid the King’s wrath, the loving Michal
urges him to fly and lets him down through the window.
When Doeg comes from Saul, Michal shows the chagrined
messenger the bed with the image she has put within it to
conceal her husband’s flight. '

The scene changes to the palace, where the Feast of the
New Moon is being celebrated. Saul has fancied to secure
David when he came to take his place at the board. When
to explain his absence, Jonathan says that David has gone to
attend the annual sacrifice, Saul hurls the javelin this time
at his son, cursing him for the stupidity of a friendship with
a man who will probably rob him of the throne.
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