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The Life of George Frederick Handel

Beloved not only in Britain, George Frideric Handel (1685-1759) is admired
as a composer the world over. His inventive and sensitive melodic genius
and his exuberant brilliance in depicting the spectacular are best displayed
in his Messiah and Zadok the Priest. Larger than life, Handel impressed all
who met him and was adept at promoting his works, arranging for their
publication and even selling them from his home in London’s Brook Street.
His dogged determination to triumph over the many reverses of his career
and the fickle enthusiasms of the Georgian public is the stuff of three-volume
novels. This sympathetic and highly readable biography by the composer

and author William Smith Rockstro (1823-95) was first published in 1883.
Wherever possible, autograph manuscripts have been consulted and the book
contains the first detailed catalogue of Handel's output. Among other works,
Rockstros biography of Mendelssohn is also reissued in this series.
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NOTICE.

ConsmeEriNG the position which Handel holds in
England, and the manner in which certain of his
compositions have penetrated the existence of a
large portion of the English people, it is remark-
able that so long an interval should have elapsed
without a satisfactory memoir of him being
attempted in English. It is probably accurate to
say that his name is as widely known in this
country as Shakespeare’s; at any rate it may be
taken as certain that no play of that great poet’s
has been performed as often as the Messiah has.
And yet until recently Mainwaring’s Memoir was
the only attempt at a biography of this popular
and influential writer; and that book—an octavo
of two hundred pages—is not only an inadequate
compilation, but has proved its inadequacy by
never having demanded a reprint, and by becoming
so rare that many persons well informed on such
b
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vi NOTICE.

subjects have never even seen it. The other books
dealing with Handel’s life, by Mattheson, Burney,
Coxe, Hawkins,! &ec., are mere collections of anec-
dotes and desultory memoranda, equally inacces-
sible and unknown to the general reader with
Mainwaring’s work. Still they are the work of
Handel’s contemporaries, and therefore show that
the absence of an adequate Biography is not due,
as it is in Shakespeare’s case, to the want of sound
materials.

Within the last few years two attempts have
been made to fill the blank, but neither of them
with success. Dr. Chrysander’s ¢ G. F. Hindel,’
though a model for pains and enthusiasm, is not
only in German, and old German type, but shares
with many other German biographies the defect
of excessive length, and of stating every fact
regarding its subject in equal proportions, mixing
up the sources of information and the conclusions of
the writer in one dense and difficult mass, without
divisions into paragraphs, head-lines, marginal
notes, or any other aid to a decipherment of the
impenetrable page. Moreover—probably owing
to Dr. Chrysander’s absorption in the magnificent
edition of Handel’s works to which he has devoted

1 See page 377, &c.
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NOTICE. vii

his money, his knowledge, and his time during a
quarter of a century—his Biography has, since
1867, remained a fragment of two volumes and a
half, reaching down only to the year 1740, and
hardly likely now ever to be completed.

The curious book of M. Schelcher (‘The
Life of Handel,” 1857), though in English, and
satisfactory as to size, is deformed by such rampant
partiality, by such a want of method and technical
knowledge, and by so unfortunate a style, as to be
equally inadequate for its purpose with Chrysander’s
work, though on different grounds.

Mr. Rockstro’s Biography has at least the
advantage of avoiding some of the errors of its
predecessors. Whatever else the book is, it is
readable and well-proportioned. We are carried
along through Handel’s life, with his commanding
figure always well in front; while the back and
sides of the picture are filled with landscapes,
buildings, persons, all characteristically drawn, and
all helping on the course of the story. On this
point nothing farther need be said. But the book
is much more than this. It is the work of one
who is not only a practised writer, but an able
technical musician. Its readableness and pic-
turesqueness are based on ample materials, skilfully

]
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viii NOTICE.

and cautiously used, often for the first time. A
prominent instance of this is the admirable way
in which the original manuscripts of Handel’s
music in the Queen’s Library at Buckingham
Palace, the British Museum, the Fitzwilliam
Library at Cambridge, and other places—a strong
contrast, if the parallel may be again permitted,
to the total want in Shakespeare’s case—have
been utilised. Mr. Rockstro has himself pointed
out the vast importance of such autographs in the
case of a man whose letters are as few as Handel’s
are. Among the rich material yielded by these
precious documents, not the least valuable are the
minute memoranda of date, which Handel in the
latter part of his life was so careful to make
throughout his scores. In Mr. Rockstro’s Bio-
graphy we have, for the first time, a complete
reproduction of these interesting and important
statements (pages 167, 213, &c. &c.), which may
all be traced by means of the very copious Index.
We have here also for the first time a complete
Catalogue! of the whole of the Composer’s works,
in every department; in itself a truly prodigious
picture of a long life spent in untiring industry.
All that can be done to connect the works them-
1 See pages 432-439.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108064811
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-06481-1 - The Life of George Frederick Handel: With an Introductory
Notice by George Grove

William Smith Rockstro

Frontmatter

More information

NOTICE. ix

selves with the active, frivolous, intriguing society,
in the midst of which they were created, and to
bring out the gigantic personality, and the indo-
mitable and versatile character, of the great artist-
manager who produced them so rapidly, and under
such unfavourable conditions, is given with all pos-
sible vivacity and force. The book will, I think,
be found to solve satisfactorily the difficult problem
of writing the life of an artist so that it shall be
welcome and interesting at once to the scientific
and the general reader.

One subject alone seems to demand more notice
than it has here received; I allude to the singular
question of Handel's borrowings and adaptations
from his own works and those of other composers.
On this Mr. Rockstro has touched more than once
(pages 221, 275, &c.). But since to do it justice
would require very full investigation and long
quotations, quite out of place in a popular ‘Life’
like the present, he is no doubt wice to have
refrained from going farther into it here. It is,
however, a subject which continually calls more and
more earnestly for examination, and I trust that
either Mr. Rockstro, or some equally competent
writer, will before long treat the whole matter
from its foundation, with the care and knowledge,
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x NOTICE.

and freedom from partiality, that so very difficult
a question emphatically demands.

With these few remarks I leave Mr. Rockstro’s
excellent Biography to the appreciation of its

readers.

GEORGE GROVE.

LoweErR SYDENHAM,
May 25, 1883.
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE.

TrE purpose of the following Memoir will be found
so fully explained in the course of the work itself,
that it only remains for the Author to express his
obligation to the kind friends who have assisted
him in its preparation.

And first, in fulfilment of this pleasant duty,
he begs to offer his best thanks to Mr. W. G.
Cusins, for the courtesy with which, by Her
Majesty’s gracious permission, he afforded him
every possible facility for subjecting the magnificent
collection of Autographs in the Royal Library to
a minute and exhaustive examination, of inde-
scribable value for critical purposes.

To the kindness of the Rev. Sir Frederick
Ouseley he is indebted for permission to describe
the famous ¢ Dublin MS.” of the Messiah; and for
valuable information, and assistance of various
kinds, he begs to offer his sincere acknowledg-
ments to the Lady Llanover, the Earl of Aylesford,
Mr. Otto Goldschmidt, Dr. John Hullah, Mr. W, H.
Husk, Mr. W. Barclay Squire, Mr. H. Barrett
Lennard, Mr. W. H. Longhurst, Dr. F. Hoggan,
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xii AUTHOR'S PREFACE.

Mrs. Lyttleton, Mr. W. S. Wintle (Secretary to
the Foundling Hospital), the Rev. J. R. Lunn, and
other friends, whose help has tended greatly to
increase the value of his work.

If, assisted by these kind coadjutors, he has
been able to throw any new light upon the Art-life
of the Composer to whose transcendent genius the
English School of the eighteenth century is in-
debted for its brightest triumphs, he will be more
than satisfied.

W. S. R.

Eix Court, BaBBICOMBE, TORQUAY,
1883.
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