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Salomon and the Burneys

 
 

Johann Peter Salomon, the celebrated violinist and impresario, made his début in England in March 1781. History has credited Salomon with bringing Haydn to London, yet as Ian Woodfield reveals in this monograph, Salomon’s introduction of the composer to the London musical scene owed as much to luck as to skilful planning. Haydn’s engagement in London proved to be a much-needed uplift to Salomon’s career which, as Woodfield illustrates, had been on the wane for a number of years.

In addition to its reassessment of Salomon’s uneven career in London during the 1780s, this book throws light on the general relationship between public and private spheres of professional music-making at the time, and on the relationship between the social and professional attributes required of musicians if they were to be successful. Nowhere are these tensions better illustrated than in the letters and journals of the Burney family, especially those of Susan Burney, which are drawn on in the book to provide a vivid picture of the fiercely competitive musical world of eighteenth-century London.
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Introduction



The world in which professional musicians had to make their living in late eighteenth-century England was a sharply divided one: on the one hand, there was the public stage, represented by the magnificent Pantheon and its high-society concerts, the King’s Theatre with its aristocratic patronage and its intoxicating, circus-like emphasis on star performers, the elegant concert room at Hanover Square and the impressive Handel Commemorations at Westminster Abbey; on the other, equally important, was the private domain of the domestic lesson, the morning quartet party, the fashionable evening soirée and the summer country weekend, when professional musicians could walk, fish or make music with wealthy amateur enthusiasts. Distinct though these two aspects of musical life may now seem, they were far from unrelated. Indeed, there has probably never been a period in which the public and private spheres of professional musical activity were so closely interrelated. In a later age, it would be possible for a talented musician to develop a successful career on the concert platform through direct contact with the public by means of newspaper advertisements, planted puffs, reviews and handbills. In the eighteenth century such an approach was risky. Neither for a subscription series nor for an individual benefit could publicity of this kind be relied upon to bring in an audience of sufficient size to ensure a return on money and time invested. A substantial element of the concert-going public still consisted of private patrons, whose support was best obtained through personal contact.1 The implication for musicians, especially for those at the top of their profession, was clear: social savoir-faire – the ability to conduct oneself with propriety in aristocratic circles – was every bit as important as technical proficiency or musicianship in building a career.

The relationship between the social and professional sides of the music profession is most evident when a striking failure in one adversely affected the other. An interesting case of a talented musician failing socially is Antonio Lolli, one of the most technically accomplished violinists of the age, who arrived in London early in 1785 with every reason to expect success. A reviewer commented that his playing was brilliant if somewhat eccentric: ‘LOLLI, as far outshone by Cramer and Giardini in the superior excellencies of the violin, taste and pathos, as he outdoes them in excentric oddity, trick and voluble execution, is esteemed at the highest rate in some foreign countries.’2 Despite ranking him ‘a very great, expressive, and admirable performer’, Burney stated that some social difficulty (‘a caprice in his conduct’) led to his being ‘seldom heard’.3 His early departure from England (‘sudden and à la sourdine’) was apparently to enable him to escape a substantial debt owed to his fellow violinist Salpietro.4 But in a very frank letter to her sister Susan, Charlotte Burney reveals that the version of events recorded in A General History of Music was far from the whole truth, and that the violinist had in fact seriously offended Burney himself:




	St. Martin’s Street 15 January 1784[5]
	Charlotte Burney to Susan Burney






Lolli, the very celebrated violin player from Germany, brought my Father some letters from Mr Ebeling,5 & Miss Mathias, & my Father call’d upon him, & I sent a Note (before he made his party) to invite him here, & his answer was ‘that he would not fail’ upon wch all this party was invited professedly to meet him – but at three o’clock the very day, came an ill written French note from Sigr Lolli, to say he was sorry he had forgot an ancient engagement, & cd not come, but that he wd be glad to come another time! This was tolerably provoking to be sure – & absolute impertinence, for supposing that it was true that he had forgot another Engagement he might have come in for an hour to shew his good will! But young La Trobe says he was notorious in Germany for his Caprice – My Father, as you may imagine, was greatly incensed – two days after the gentleman called here, & left a card – two days after that, sent in the morning to know ‘what was the most likely part of the day to find Dr Burney at home?’ My Father was at home then, & only sent word ‘that he was going out for the whole day’ which dry answer has put an end to all intercourse with the great Lolli for the present.6

Burney’s residence was a notable gathering-place for musicians of all kinds. Relations between hosts and guests were high-spirited and friendly, with much good-humoured musical banter. Having committed a serious breach of social etiquette, however, Lolli found himself pointedly excluded, and he discovered to his cost that his thoughtless action would not be lightly forgiven. Burney exercised considerable influence in the London musical world, and the violinist’s prospects might well have been damaged by the affair, especially since a reputation for ‘caprice’ or ‘impertinence’, once acquired, was difficult to shake off. The age of the temperamental virtuoso, waited on by admiring aristocratic patrons, was some time in the future, except perhaps for the top superstars of Italian opera. After a few more public engagements Lolli left England.

A sadder case altogether, illustrating the negative impact that professional decline could have on social relationships, was the composer Sacchini, whose diminishing status during his last London years badly affected his once warm relations with the Burney family. For so long the idol of the Italian opera establishment at the King’s Theatre, he had fallen on hard times. Fanny Burney met him in July 1781 and was shocked at the change:

Sacchini is the mere ghost of what he was, in almost every respect; so altered a man in so few years I never saw. I should not even have known him had his name not been spoken; and the same ill-health which has so much impaired his person, and robbed him of more beauty than any other man ever possessed, seems also to have impaired his mental faculties.7

She now no longer found him ‘pleasant’ even when he tried to be ‘gay’, and she was struck by the way in which the ‘good breeding we so much admired in him’ had degenerated into ‘too much obsequiousness’. This regrettable change of character, she thought, could be attributed to the decline in his professional circumstances, notably ‘his continual distress for money’. The bluntness of this link between ‘good breeding’ and financial success on the one hand and ‘obsequiousness’ and debt on the other strikes a rather chilling note. Sacchini was having to slip out of the country quietly to avoid his creditors. Fanny Burney mused on his fate:

That a man of such extraordinary merit, after so many years giving to this country such works as must immortalise him, should at last be forced to steal away from it, made me, I must own, feel more compassion for him than a man whose own misconduct has been the sole occasion of his distresses has any fair claim to. But to see talents which to all the world can give such delight, so useless to the owner, is truly melancholy.

She then confessed that she had deliberately altered her attitude to him: ‘He seemed both gratified and surprised by my civility and attention to him, which he must long have observed were withdrawn, and which nothing but my present pity for him would have revived.’ With a measure of warmth momentarily restored, the two recalled their days with Millico, and Sacchini sang through arias from four of his London operas, the exertion causing him some ‘pain and fatigue’.8

Tragic cases of once highly regarded musicians having to rely upon charitable support in their later years are all too common in the eighteenth century; stories of lasting success are altogether rarer. A performer whose professional and social reputation had not significantly diminished at the time of his death was Johann Peter Salomon, the celebrated violinist and impresario. By all accounts a polished ‘performer’ in society, Salomon quickly made his mark with upper-class English socialites. As McVeigh has pointed out, he enjoyed the important advantage of being one of the large group of foreign musicians in England who, ‘brought up in the obsequious atmosphere of continental courts, were masters of the correct tone to adopt, cultivated yet respectful’.9 Rohr’s comments on why English aristocrats preferred foreign musicians might have been written with him specifically in mind: ‘they gave the appearance of having a social, cultural and educational status which distinguished them from their English colleagues’; they had ‘foreign accents, the appearance of cosmopolitanism, sometimes a familiarity with several languages, and ingratiating manners’.10 According to the author of the short obituary published in the Harmonicon in 1830, Salomon deployed all these social advantages to immediate effect. Having arrived in England in 1781, his ‘letters of introduction’ quickly made him known to ‘all the amateurs of the day’, whereupon his ‘cheerful disposition’ and ‘great good sense’ soon won for him ‘the friendship of those who at first patronised him on account of his professional talents’.11 This idealized account recognizes the relationship between Salomon’s social and professional success, but its benign view of the competitive world of the late eighteenth-century London music profession is unconvincing. The harsh reality was rather different. Like so many talented players, Salomon made a promising start to his career in England, and for a few years he could reasonably have been described as one of London’s leading violinists, in status broadly equivalent to Giardini or Cramer. But to sustain a position in the competitive field of top leaderships was very difficult, and there is much evidence to suggest that by the late 1780s his career as a public leader was in decline. The triumph with Haydn in 1791 (which irrevocably transformed his reputation and his prospects), far from being the culminating achievement of a career in the ascendant, represents rather an unusual and striking resurrection of one on the wane. Those who, like the author of the ‘Memoir’, later sought to portray his early years in London as the unproblematic preamble to the recruitment of Haydn, were promoting a legend: Salomon as the heroic figure who single-handedly brought the great composer to London.

The aim of the present study is to provide a reassessment of Salomon’s uneven career in London during the 1780s. This was a fiercely competitive period in the world of London concert and opera politics, and Salomon struggled to win a position as regular leader of a prestigious subscription series to rival Cramer and the Professional Concert. The public aspect of this campaign, which culminated in the Haydn visits, has been intensively researched. The sources are well known and only a brief indication of the most important of them need be given here. H. C. Robbins Landon’s panoramic survey of Haydn’s life provides the central documentary resource for the London visits.12 In addition there are articles by Roscoe on the earlier attempts to attract Haydn to London and by Oldman on the composer’s celebrated quarrel with Cramer and the Professional Concert.13 A major study by McVeigh has clarified the institutional context of Haydn’s visits by providing comprehensive documentation of the Professional Concert, which under Cramer’s leadership was the main rival to Salomon both before and after the arrival of Haydn.14 The recent study of Italian opera in London has shed much light on the operatic background to the composer’s first London visit.15 My own work has drawn attention to the significance of the alliance between the music-seller John Bland and Salomon in the period before the successful recruitment of Haydn.16

Sources which illustrate the private side of Salomon’s career in the 1780s are on the whole less well known. Twining’s informative and lively letters to Burney, some entries in John Marsh’s lengthy diary and several letters in the correspondence of the Anglo-Indian Fowke family contain brief accounts of his activities in the 1780s.17 The star source is undoubtedly Susan Burney, whose diary-letters remain to be edited. Some extracts were published as long ago as 1907, but musicologists have made little use of them yet.18 Ribeiro, editor of the first volume of Burney’s letters, was aware of her writings,19 but her true significance as a commentator emerged only in the recent study of the King’s Theatre for which her journal-letter for 1779–80 (in effect an ‘opera diary’) was a major source. The authors of this study aptly characterize her as a ‘witty and lucid writer, one with good Italian, a technical grasp of music, and an insatiable appetite for rehearsals and backstage gossip’.20 The journal-letters drawn upon for this study date from around a decade later. They are to be found in the New York Public Library, the British Library and the Armagh Public Library.21 By then, Susan’s circumstances had changed. Married to Captain Phillips with two young children, she lived in idyllic surroundings at Mickleham in Surrey near the River Mole, a short distance from Norbury Park, home of her close friends the Lock family.22 Susan could now attend opera or concert performances only during her occasional visits to London, but she had lost none of her powers of observation, and in the journal-letters for 1789 and 1790 there are brief but rich descriptions of London concert life on the eve of Haydn’s arrival. Through Susan’s eyes we witness Salomon’s despair at the failure of his 1789 benefit, Giardini’s attempts to compose down for his declining powers in 1790, and Giornovichi’s very successful first appearance in 1790. When she came to London in the spring of 1791, she chose (alas!) to hear her beloved Pacchierotti at the Pantheon, rather than any of the rival concerts at Hanover Square. The value of the journal-letters from the late 1780s lies above all in her acute observations on domestic music-making and the part played by top professional violinists. Salomon and a Swiss violinist known in England as Scheener were regular visitors at Titchfield Street, home of Esther and Charles Burney, and both men made a more extended summer visit to Mickleham. Susan’s reports of the amateur ‘concerts’ put on with their help are full of pointed observations on the refined social and musical etiquette that had to be observed on such occasions.23 Seemingly inconsequential though these delightful descriptions are, they enable us to study the way in which relationships, developed in the private world of amateur music-making, could influence important public decisions. In the case of Salomon, Susan’s letters suggest that, recognizing his public career prospects to be on the wane in London, he attempted to make use of his personal relationship with the family to achieve his as yet unfulfilled ambitions. The reassessment of the early London career of this seminal yet in some ways still enigmatic figure in late eighteenth-century English musical life will clarify the circumstances that led to Haydn’s first London visit.





Notes

I am most grateful to Simon McVeigh for supplying me with a list of references to Salomon in London concert advertisements before 1791 from his database Calendar of London Concerts 1750–1800, Goldsmiths’ College, University of London. This source, together with his published work on the Professional Concert, has been an indispensable aid.

1 During his year in London, Leopold Mozart spent much more time promoting his children at private soirées than he did in arranging public concerts for them. See Ian Woodfield, ‘New Light on the Mozarts’ London Visit: A Private Concert with Manzuoli’, Music and Letters, 75 (1995), 187–208.

2 Public Advertiser, 18 February 1785. Cited in Simon McVeigh, Concert Life in London from Mozart to Haydn (Cambridge, 1993), 146. There was something of a vogue for party tricks on the violin. In a letter to her sister Susan dated 15 January 1784[5], Charlotte Burney wrote that ‘a gentlemanlike young man’ named Mr Head had played ‘all sorts of tricks on the fiddle’. He expressed ‘Howdyo do? & very well thank you, very intelligibly on the fiddle’. London, British Library, Egerton MS 3700A, f. 129.

3 Charles Burney, A General History of Music from the Earliest Ages to the Present Period, ed. Frank Mercer, 2 vols. (London, 1935; repr. 1957), ii, 1020.

4 Public Advertiser, 20 May 1785. Cited by Simon McVeigh, The Violinist in London’s Concert Life (New York, 1989), 118.

5 Christoph Daniel Ebeling, translator of Burney’s Tours and an important German correspondent. See The Letters of Charles Burney, ed. Alvaro Ribeiro, i: 1751–1784 (Oxford, 1991), 115.

6 British Library, Egerton MS 3700A, f. 129.

7 Diary and Letters of Madame D’Arblay (1778–1840), ed. Charlotte Barrett, introduction and notes by Austin Dobson, 6 vols. (London, 1904), ii, 20–1.

8 The circumstances of Sacchini’s departure from England have caused some confusion. In The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie and John Tyrrell, 29 vols. (2nd, rev. edn, London, 2001), xvi, 370, David di Chiera states: ‘Faced with the threat of imprisonment, Sacchini left England in 1781 and went to Paris.’ The source of this is clearly the passage from Fanny Burney cited above, in which she states that Sacchini was having ‘to steal away privately, lest his creditors should stop him’. Assuming that Fanny Burney’s date of 1781 for this meeting was not an error, Sacchini returned to England for one final season, no longer, apparently, under threat of imprisonment. His final departure from England in June 1782 came in the wake of the plagiarism controversy with Rauzzini.

9 McVeigh, Concert Life, 209.

10 Deborah A. Rohr, ‘A Profession of Artisans: The Careers and Social Status of British Musicians 1750–1850’, (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1983), 98.

11 Anon., ‘Memoir of Johann Peter Salomon’, Harmonicon, 8 (1830), 45–7. See McVeigh, Concert Life, 187–8.

12 H. C. Robbins Landon, Haydn at Esterháza 1766–1790 (London, 1978); Haydn in England 1791–1795 (London, 1976).

13 Christopher Roscoe, ‘Haydn and London in the 1780s’, Music and Letters, 49 (1968), 203–12; Cecil B. Oldman, ‘Haydn’s Quarrel with the “Professionals” in 1788’, Musik und Verlag: Karl Vötterle zum 65. Geburtstag am 12. April 1968, ed. Richard Baum and Wolfgang Rehm (Kassel, 1968), 459–65 (p. 465).

14 Simon McVeigh, ‘The Professional Concert and Rival Subscription Series in London, 1783–1793’, Research Chronicle of the Royal Musical Association, 22 (1989), 1–136.

15 Curtis Price, Judith Milhous and Robert D. Hume, Italian Opera in Late Eighteenth- Century London, i: The King’s Theatre, Haymarket, 1778–1791 (Oxford, 1995); Judith Milhous, Gabriella Dideriksen and Robert D. Hume, Italian Opera in Late Eighteenth-Century London, ii: The Pantheon Opera and its Aftermath, 1790–1795 (Oxford, 2001).

16 Ian Woodfield, ‘John Bland: London Retailer of the Music of Haydn and Mozart’, Music and Letters, 81 (2000), 210–44.

17 British Library, Additional MS 39929; San Marino, Huntington Library, MS HM 54457 (microfilm in the British Library, RP 4744). The John Marsh Journals: The Life and Times of a Gentleman Composer (1752–1828), ed. Brian Robins (Stuyvesant, NY, 1998); British Library, Oriental and India Office Collection, European MS D546/26. See Ian Woodfield, Music of the Raj: A Social and Economic History of Music in Late Eighteenth-Century Anglo-Indian Society (Oxford, 2000), 210, 214–17, 222.

18 The House in St Martin’s Street: Being Chronicles of the Burney Family, ed. Mary Constance Hill (London and New York, 1907).

19 The Letters of Charles Burney, ed. Ribeiro, i.

20 Price, Milhous and Hume, Italian Opera, i, 23.

21 New York Public Library, Berg Collection, Susanna E.
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