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Henry Purcell (1659-1695)



Henry Purcell: 
His Music

� Sacred Music
� Music for Special Occasions: 

Welcome Songs and OdesWelcome Songs and Odes
� Instrumental Music
� Pub Songs
� Operas
� Theatre Music



...and his influence on 20 th century composers



Historical Background

� The great Renaissance composers –
Tallis, Dowland, Holborne, Byrd, Gibbons

� 1642-1651: English Civil War

� The Commonwealth (the “English 
Interregnum”) 1649-1660



Historical Background

During the Commonwealth:
� Choral foundations dismantled and 

many of their music libraries burned
� Royal music establishment abolished � Royal music establishment abolished 

and their members scattered
� Play-acting banned as a precaution 

against seditious satire
� Henry Purcell born (1659) into a 

musical family



The Restoration (1660)
� Within a few months of 

Henry Purcell’s birth, 
Charles II began rebuilding 
the royal musical 
establishmentestablishment

� Choral services resumed in the 
Anglican church (initially the repertory 
was late Renaissance)

� Having been in exile on the continent, 
Charles II had acquired a penchant for 
French musical style



The Restoration (1660)

� Because of Lully’s 
dominance in Paris, 
several French composers 
tried their luck in England

� Matthew Locke (1621 -1677) � Matthew Locke (1621 -1677) 
emerged as the senior 
royal musician

� John Blow (1649-1708)
became Royal Choirmaster

Matthew Locke

John Blow



Historical Background

� The Plague, 
1665

� The Great Fire, 
1666
Matthew Locke � Matthew Locke 
died in 1677 
and was 
succeeded by 
the young 
Henry Purcell



Charles II died in 1685, to be 
succeeded by his brother James II. 
James fled in 1688, and William III & 

Mary II shared the throne



William Byrd

Matthew Locke

John Blow

JB Lully

Arcangelo Corelli

Major Continental and British Composers: 
mid-16th to mid-18 th centuries
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Sacred Music



Anthem: Rejoice in the Lord Alway
(The Bell Anthem) Z49

From Robert King’s notes:
� Purcell’s famous ‘Bell Anthem’, dating from 

his prolific period for anthems with strings 
of 1682-5, is one of his most popular 
anthems.  anthems.  

� It acquired its nickname from its opening 
‘Prelude’.  The pealing of bells is in the bass 
part and in the intertwining upper parts, 
giving a juxtaposition of joyous scales with 
Purcell’s wistful harmonies. 



Anthem: Rejoice in the Lord Alway
(The Bell Anthem)

Trio:
Rejoice in the Lord 
alway and again I say 
rejoice

James Bowman Charles Daniels Michael George
(countertenor) (tenor) (bass)



Anthem: Rejoice in the Lord Alway
(The Bell Anthem)



Anthem: Rejoice in the Lord Alway
(The Bell Anthem)

Rejoice in the Lord Alway 
And again I say rejoice

Let your moderation be Let your moderation be 
known unto all men     
The Lord is at hand



The Purcell Revival Part 1: 1876-1930

� Purcell Society founded in 1876
� Stanford’s production of Dido and 

Aeneas (1895)
� Parry’s Invocation to Music – An Ode 

in Honour of Henry Purcell (1895)in Honour of Henry Purcell (1895)
� Holst’s productions of The Fairy 

Queen (1911) and King Arthur
� Elgar’s version of Jehova Quam Multi 

Sunt Hostes Mei (1929)



Motet: Jehova Quam Multi Sunt 
Hostes Mei (Psalm 3) Z135

� Jehova, quam multi sunt hostes mei
(1680) is one of only two sacred Latin 
motets by Purcell

� It seems improbable that such a work �
could have been performed at the 
Anglican Chapel Royal.  Perhaps it was 
written for the Catholic chapel of King 
Charles’s Queen Catherine? 



Motet: Jehova Quam Multi Sunt 
Hostes Mei (Psalm 3)

� For a seven-minute work, ‘Jehova’ is 
remarkably varied in moods and 
styles.  Some is progressive, some is 
Italianate, and some sections look 
back to the English masters of the late back to the English masters of the late 
Renaissance. 



Motet: Jehova Quam Multi Sunt 
Hostes Mei (Psalm 3) arr. Elgar

� Harmonically the work 
shows Purcell at his 
most adventurous. 
Elgar is said to have 
enquired, when enquired, when 
orchestrating 
‘Jehova’, whether the 
score he was using 
contained misprints!



Purcell: Jehova Quam Multi Sunt 
Hostes Mei (Psalm 3) arr. Elgar



Purcell: Sacred Music

� 66 anthems, three services, 48 hymns/ 
sacred songs etc.

� Among Purcell’s finest sacred works 
are his Te Deum and Jubilate , which he 
composed in 1694 with full orchestral 
accompaniment

� They were performed in 1694 for the 
King and Queen, and were later used 
at the opening of St. Paul’s Cathedral



Odes and Welcome Songs



Terminology

� Ground Bass :  a repeating bass part, usually 
of four bars duration, over which melodic 
variations took place. The ground is 
repeated without change, except sometimes 
by transposition.  One of the most famous 
examples is ‘ When I am laid in earth ’ in Dido examples is ‘ When I am laid in earth ’ in Dido 
and Aeneas

� Ritornello : the short instrumental 
conclusion added to an aria or other type of 
song, or short instrumental sections 
alternating with the arias/songs



Terminology

� Countertenor : High male voice, 
popular in Purcell’s and Handel's  
lifetimes, with a strong, almost 
instrumental purity of tone 

� Its use faded away during the Classical 
and Romantic eras

� Several modern composers (e.g. 
Britten in his opera Midsummer Night's 
Dream), have written parts for 
countertenor. 



Music for Special Occasions: Welcome 
Songs and Odes

1) Be Welcome Then Great Sir 

From an early welcome ode , Fly Bold 
Rebellion, Z324 , for the return of 
Charles II to Whitehall in 1683.
This was written after the Rye House 
Plot to assassinate Charles II had been 
foiled.  The Ode asserts the supremacy 
of Charles and brands any opposition  
as disloyal.



Music for Special Occasions: Welcome 
Songs and Odes

1) Be Welcome Then Great Sir 
from Fly Bold Rebellion

“Over a three-bar walking ground bass, 
the alto winds an entrancing melody the alto winds an entrancing melody 
which then develops into a string 
ritornello of quite ravishing beauty”.



1) Be Welcome Then Great Sir 

Alto (James Bowman):

Be welcome then great sir 
to constant vows of to constant vows of 
loyalty never to vary more
Welcome to all that 
obedience owes to a 
Prince so mild and gentle 
in power.





2)  At Thy Return the Joyful Earth

From Ode for the Birthday of 
Queen Mary, 1691, Z338

Besides the usual strings, the ode also 
utilises pairs of oboes and trumpets.  
This duet leads to a glorious 
instrumental ritornello before the 
chorus enters with Welcome Glorious 
Morn .



2)  At Thy Return the Joyful Earth

Rogers Covey-Crump (tenor); 
Michael George (bass): 

At thy return the joyful Earth
Renews the blessings of Maria’s 
birthbirth
The busy Sun prolongsprolongs his Race
The youthful year his earliest 
tribute pays
And Frosts forsake his head and 
Tears his face.





3) May her blest example chase from 
Love’s Goddess Sure Was Blind Z331

Soprano (Gillian Fisher): 
May her blest example chase
Vice in troops out of the land
Flying from her awful faceFlying from her awful face
Like trembling ghosts when day’s at hand.

May her hero bring us peace
Won with honour in the field
And our home-bred factions cease
He still our sword and she our shield.





� Sir Michael Tippett 
was one of the 
leading late 20 th

century composers

The Purcell Revival Part 2: 1940s/50s

� He explored 
Purcell’s music 
with the Morley 
College choir, and 
later edited it



� Professor Sir Curtis Price, 
KBE was Principal of the 
Royal Academy of Music 
from 1995 to 2008

The Purcell Revival Part 2: 1940s/50s

� Sir Nicholas Kenyon CBE  
was responsible for the BBC 
Proms 1996-2007, following 
which he became Managing 
Director of the Barbican 
Centre



“This really came by a 
kind of accident.  I did 
know about him (Purcell) 
before, but I was 
absolutely ignorant”

Sir Michael Tippett’s Recollections

absolutely ignorant”



“Then when Morley 
College itself was 
destroyed by a ‘land 
mine’, except for the 
Holst Room, there 

Sir Michael Tippett’s Recollections

Holst Room, there 
was a library that 
was covered in dust, 
and I could go and 
hunt about in it”



“And there I found  three 
of the large-scale Purcell 
volumes – the first time I 
saw any scholarly things 
about him – and one of 

Sir Michael Tippett’s Recollections

about him – and one of 
them contained the St.Celilia’s Day Ode, 
and I thought it was a glorious piece.”  



“The word setting was 
something which I 
wanted – they are 
wonderful songs!  But it 
was the structure of this

Sir Michael Tippett’s Recollections

was the structure of this
piece to begin with and then the whole 
way it was set out.  So I determined 
somehow I would perform it.”



� John Amis is a 
broadcaster, classical 
music critic, music 
administrator, and 
writer. 

The Purcell Revival Part 2: 1940s/50s

writer. 



� The missing element 
was the 
countertenor!   But 
Tippett’s problem 
was solved when he 

The Purcell Revival Part 2: 1940s/50s

was solved when he 
heard Alfred Deller, 
who revived the role 
of the countertenor 
in the 20 th century.   Alfred Deller



Hail Bright Cecilia (1692 ) Z328:
Instrumental version of Thou tuns’t this 

World below, the Spheres above



Hail Bright Cecilia (1692)

With Rapture of delight dost see
Thy Favourite Art
Make up a Part
Of infinite FelicityOf infinite Felicity

Here we have a mature Purcell work, 
already foreshadowing Handel 

Hail! Bright Cecilia, Hail to thee!
Great Patroness of Us and Harmony!



� Tippett’s First Symphony (slow 
movement) and his Fantasia on a 
theme of Corelli adopt ground bass 
principles drawn from Purcell 

� At the age of 90,  
Tippett came out Tippett came out 
of retirement to 
compose a new 
ode to celebrate 
the Purcell 
tercentenary.



Other Music for Special Occasions

� Coronation of James II (1685), 
including My Heart is Indicting and 
I Was Glad

� Come Ye Sons of Art Away (1694) –
“the greatest of his works for “the greatest of his works for 
Queen Mary during her lifetime”

� Processional music and funeral 
sentences for Queen Mary (1694) –
also used at Purcell’s own funeral a 
few months later



Purcell: Instrumental Music

� 13 Fantasias for strings
� 22 Sonatas for two violins and bass
� 8 Suites and about 30 other pieces for 

harpsichord  harpsichord  

� No concertos



Purcell: Songs

� Over 100 secular songs (not counting 
about 150 in the stage works)

� 53 catches
� 4 three -part songs� 4 three -part songs
� 42 vocal duets



Purcell: Songs

�



Purcell: Pub Songs

Examples: As Roger Last Night to Jenny Lay Close

Once, Twice, Thrice Julia I Tried

Once in Our Lives Let Us Drink to Our Wives



Purcell: Operas



� Masque: An entertainment consisting 
of a combination of poetry, vocal and 
instrumental music, dancing, acting, 
costume, pageantry, and scenic 
decoration, applied to the 
representation of allegorical and 

What is a 17 th century Opera?

representation of allegorical and 
mythological subjects

� Semi-Opera: A clumsy term for many 
of the English dramas combining 
acting (spoken parts) with vocal and 
instrumental music

� Opera: Everything is sung.





King Arthur includes the famous 
song “Fairest Isle” and the 

famous frost music



Dido and Aeneas (1689) Z626

� Purcell composed his opera to a 
libretto by Nahum Tate (from a play 
called The Enchanted Lovers of 1678). 

Nahum Tate, Irish 
poet, hymnist, and 
lyricist, who became 
England's poet 
laureate in 1692



Dido and Aeneas (1689)

� The opera was written for a girls’ school 
in Chelsea. The school was run by a 
dancing teacher called Josias Priest, 
and the opera contains several dance 
movements. movements. 

� Dido, Queen of Carthage, falls in love 
with Aeneas, a handsome Trojan Prince 
who has landed in Carthage having fled 
from Troy after defeat in the Trojan War. 



The union of Dido and Aeneas leads to: 
A Triumphing Dance

Aeneas recounting the Trojan War to Dido, 
a painting by Pierre-Narcisse Guérin



Dido and Aeneas (1689)

� All is well until some witches, who 
despise Dido, instruct Aeneas (through 
a spirit that claims to have come from 
The Gods) that it is his duty and fate to 
leave and be the founder of the new leave and be the founder of the new 
Troy (Rome) 
(in Virgil’s Aeneid there are no witches)

� Aeneas obeys the command and orders 
his crew to get ready to set sail
� Sailors’ Song
� Sailors’ Dance



Dido and Aeneas (1689)
Sailors’ Song

Come away fellow sailors, your 
anchors be weighing
Time and tide will admit no delaying
Take a bouzy short leave of your Take a bouzy short leave of your 
nymphs on the shore
And silence their yearning
With vows of returning
But never intending to visit them 
more!



Dido and Aeneas (1689)
Sailors’ Dance



Dido and Aeneas (1689)

� The witches, not 
content with seeing 
Aeneas about to 
depart, plan further 
mischief:mischief:
� Sorceress solo
� “Jolly nasty 

chorus” 
� Witches’ Dance.



Dido and Aeneas (1689)
Sorceress’s solo

Our next motion must be to storm 
her lover on the ocean
From the ruin of others our 
pleasures we borrowpleasures we borrow
Elissa bleeds tonight 
and Carthage flames tomorrow!

[Elissa is another name for Dido, 
Queen of Carthage]



Dido and Aeneas (1689)
Witches’ “Jolly nasty chorus” 

Destruction’s our delight
Delight our greatest sorrow
Elissa bleeds tonight
And Carthage flames tomorrowAnd Carthage flames tomorrow
Ho Ho!

[Elissa is another name for Dido, 
Queen of Carthage]



Dido and Aeneas (1689)
Witches’ Dance



Musical Preferences
from 19 examples at our first session

� Elgar: Nimrod (Enigma Variations) 13
� Vivaldi: Four Seasons 12
� Mozart: Clarinet Concerto 11
� Beethoven: Symphony 5 11
� Bruch: Violin Concerto 11
� Handel: Zadoc the Priest 10
� Bach: Brandenburg Concertos 10

Votes

� Bach: Brandenburg Concertos 10
� Puccini: La Boheme 10
� Bizet: Pearl Fishers 9
� Wagner: Ride of the Valkyries 9

� Purcell: Dido’s Lament 2
� Plainchant 0







Stowkowski’s Purcell Suite

� The suite comprises five 
movements.  Two of these 
are based on Purcell’s The 
Fairy Queen

� This is his 
arrangement of 
Dido’s Lament
from Dido and 
Aeneas



� Dido’s Lament 
When I am laid in 
earth, may my 
wrongs create no 

Stowkowski’s Purcell Suite

wrongs create no 
trouble in thy 
breast
Remember me, 
but ah! forget my 
fate.



Dido and Aeneas (1689)

� The tragic ending is unusual: In most 
pre-19 th century operas, there was a 
happy ending.  Even if the main 
protagonist’s life was threatened, 
usually something happened to ‘save usually something happened to ‘save 
the day’ (e.g. a god descends with a 
benevolent act in the nick of time).



Dido and Aeneas (1689)

� It was just as well that this opera was 
not performed for the general public.  
The story of an indigenous queen who 
marries and shares her throne with a 
foreign prince who then leaves to fight foreign prince who then leaves to fight 
his wars abroad was probably “too 
close to home” in the days of Mary II, 
William III and his wars in Europe and 
Ireland.



Influence of Purcell: Late 20 th century

� Michael Nyman built 
the score of Peter 
Greenaway's 1982 film 
The Draughtsman's 
Contract on grounds 
by Purcell.  He by Purcell.  He 
credited Purcell as a 
“music consultant”! 

� He also used Purcell's 
Cold Genius aria in  
Memorial .



Nyman: Chasing Sheep is Best Left to 
Shepherds from The Draughtsman’s Contract

Michael Nyman's score 
is derived from grounds 
by Henry Purcell 
overlaid by new 
melodies.  melodies.  

The ground for Chasing 
Sheep Is Best Left to 
Shepherds is taken from 
Purcell’s King Arthur, 
Act III, Scene 2, Prelude 
(as Cupid descends).



Influence of Purcell: Late 20 th century

� In a 2009 Radio 4 
programme called 
“Baroque and Roll” , Pete 
Townshend of The Who 
identified Purcell's identified Purcell's 
harmonies as an 
influence on the band's 
music in songs such as 
"Won't Get Fooled 
Again " (1971) and " I Can 
See for Miles " (1967)



Theatre Music: Comedies

� A Fool’s Preferment, or The Three Dukes of 
Dunstable 

� Amphitryon, or The Two Sosias 
� Cuckold-Haven, or An Alderman no Conjurer 
� Epsom Wells � Epsom Wells 
� Rule a Wife and Have a Wife 
� Sir Anthony Love, or The Rambling Lady 
� Sir Barnaby Whigg, or No Wit Like a Woman’s 
� The Canterbury Guests, or a Bargain Broken 
� The Comical History of Don Quixote
� The Double Dealer 
� The English Lawyer



Theatre Music: Comedies

� The Female Virtuosos 
� The Gordion Knot Unty’d 
� The Maid’s Last Prayer, or Any Rather than Fail 
� The Marriage-Hater Match’d 
� The Married Beau, or The Curious Impertinent � The Married Beau, or The Curious Impertinent 
� The Mock Marriage (includes the famous song “ Man 

is for the Woman Made ”)
� The Old Batchelor 
� The Richmond Heiress, or A Woman Once in the 

Right 
� The Virtuous Wife, or Good Luck at Last 
� The Wives’ Excuse, or Cuckolds Make Themselves



Theatre Music: Tragedies

� Abdelazar, or The Moor’s Revenge
� Aureng-Zebe, or The Great Mogul 
� Bonduca, or The British Heroine 
� Circe 
� Cleomenes, the Spartan Hero � Cleomenes, the Spartan Hero 
� Distress’d Innocence, or The Princess of Persia 
� Henry the Second, King of England 
� Oedipus, King of Thebes (includes the famous song 

“ Music for a While ”)
� Oroonoko 
� Pausanias, the Betrayer of his Country 
� Regulus, or The Faction of Carthage



Theatre Music: Tragedies

� Sophonisba, or Hannibal’s Overthrow 
� The Fatal Marriage, or The Innocent Adultery 
� The History of Timon of Athens, The Man-Hater 
� The Indian Emperor, or The Conquest of Mexico 
� The Massacre of Paris � The Massacre of Paris 
� The Rival Sisters, or The Violence of Love
� The Sicilian Usurper (The History of King Richard 

the Second) 
� Theodosius, or The Force of Love 
� Tyrannic Love, or The Royal Martyr 



Among the Playwrights/Librettists:

� John Dryden
� Tom D’Urfey
� William Congreve
� Aphra Behn� Aphra Behn

� London’s foremost 
woman Restoration 
playwright and 
novelist

� She wrote the play 
Abdelazar

Aphra Behn



Benjamin Britten

� Conducted/recorded 
many of Purcell’s works  
e.g. The Fairy Queen ; the 
famous Chaconne

� About 40 realizations of 
Purcell songs and other 
works

� Composed the famous Variations and 
Fugue on a Theme of Purcell



Britten: Variations and Fugue on a 
Theme of Purcell 

(The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra)
based on Purcell’s Rondeau

from Abdelazar, Z570

� Theme and 
initial initial 
variations

� Fugue



� Henry Purcell died in November 1695. 
Like his uncle and his father, he was 
buried in Westminster Abbey.



“Sometimes a Hero in an age appears,
But once a Purcell in a Thousand Years!”


