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			Giuseppe Verdi’s first success was Nabucco, given in Milan on 9 March 1842. Although this was Verdi’s third opera,1 the composer referred to it as the first milestone in what would become a life-long, successful career. “With Nabucco,” he declared to Count Opprandino Arrivabene years later, “my career can be said to have begun.”2 However, when Verdi made his first appearance as the young Italian composer with the necessary talent to forge an international reputation, Italian opera was said to be in a state of decadence. 

			Gioacchino Rossini, already a classic, had long quit the composition of operas to devote himself to smaller works and chamber music. Gaetano Donizetti, whose first works bear witness to the Rossinian influence, would die in 1848, but his last operas—Don Pasquale, Maria di Rohan, Dom Sébastien—premiered in 1843. Vincenzo Bellini, who had pushed traditional Italian opera towards a more dramatic style, passed away in 1835. Contemporary critics often remarked on Bellini’s innovative use of canto declamato, and some were preoccupied with the alarming turn taken by modern vocal composition. Under the influence of Bellini’s works, proper vocalisation was all too often sacrificed on the altar of dramatic poignancy, they believed, a choice that revealed the younger generation’s limited talent. Saverio Mercadante, who outlived most of his colleagues and died in 1870, never attained the popularity of either Donizetti or Bellini. Having abandoned the bel canto style for the highly declamatory singing style adopted by Bellini, Mercadante for many years was said to be the only Italian composer to stand comparison with Verdi. However, although his operas were produced internationally, they were rarely revived and soon forgotten. In a contribution appearing in the Gazzetta Musicale di Milano on 30 January 1842, the author elaborated on the sad state of Italian opera and listed Giovanni Pacini, Federico and Luigi Ricci, Pietro Coppola and Alberto Mazzucato as the only representatives of the younger generation who were worth mentioning in the same breath as Bellini, Donizetti and Mercadante.3 Although their names mean little or nothing to modern operagoers, their works enjoyed a certain degree of popularity in the first half of the nineteenth century. In a letter published in the Gazzetta Musicale di Milano on 6 February 1842 (one month before the premiere of Nabucco), the Belgian music critic François-Joseph Fétis summarised the reasons for the diminished state of Italian opera: “An exaggerated preference for the declamatory style, the shouting of the actors (I dare not call them singers), and a noisy instrumentation have become a necessity for the Italians; they no longer understand dramatic music but in this form.”4

			Verdi made his appearance when Italy, the cradle of bel canto, was craving fresh blood. As early as 1836, Giuseppe Mazzini, the man whose political writings and ideas were to contribute enormously to the cause of Italian unification, expressed the hope that a young composer would soon appear who might regenerate Italian opera. He prophesied the rise of a genius who would give birth to a new operatic genre and dreamed that the false ideals of classicism would be abandoned for a more strongly realistic music drama. The new genre should bring together two features traditionally associated with either Italian or German music: melody and harmony. Mazzini pronounced the epoch of Rossini over and the traditional combination of separate set pieces and pointless recitatives surpassed. It was time to restore the recitative to its original dramatic function and dignity, and get rid of the stereotyped manners that then prevailed. In a word, it was time to emancipate opera from the bulky figure of Rossini and his worthless imitators. Of course, had he had the authority, Mazzini would have forbidden singers to add any arbitrary embellishments and cadenzas to operatic arias, for they impinged on the true expression of their dramatic content.5 Since Verdi’s first opera, Oberto, Conte di San Bonifacio, would be premiered in 1839, Mazzini could not yet be aware in 1836 that a young composer of genius was already at work to give Italian opera a fresh start.

			When Alberto Mazzucato, a composer of some reputation and also the first editor of the Gazzetta Musicale di Milano, reviewed the premiere of Verdi’s Nabucco in Milan, he drew the readers’ attention to the innovative features the new opera presented and to the courage the composer thus demonstrated. Verdi, Mazzucato claimed, had put himself at the head of a group of composers who, regardless of the bad taste then prevailing, were committed to interpreting the dramatic content of the libretto and breaking away from the long hackneyed operatic conventions consisting of the unavoidable cabalette, finali, strette and rondo.6 However controversial this claim may sound to us today—soon after the introductory choir Nabucco opens with the “Recitativo e Cavatina di Zaccaria,” which consists of a typical cavatina-cabaletta structure, while the “Finale I” ends with a stretta—the degree of novelty represented by Verdi could not escape the critic’s attention. In a review appearing on 20 March 1842, Mazzucato returned to Nabucco and elaborated further. Verdi’s melodies were spontaneous, smooth and free from superfluous flourishes; they reached their highest point when, on occasion, they were given to the choral masses and sung in unison. In general, Verdi’s melodiousness reminded the critic of Bellini, Rossini and even Giovanni Paisiello, whose Nina, o sia La pazza per amore (1789) was also mentioned as a reference model. More tranquil than Bellini’s, less artificial than Mercadante’s, less brilliant than Donizetti’s, Verdi’s melodies, although belonging to the Rossinian school, came to establish a new mould of song.7

			Of course, not everybody agreed with Mazzucato on the value of Verdi’s operas. To others, the popular success Verdi enjoyed in the 1840s meant little or nothing since, as someone suggested, the public also lay in a state of decadence. All too often, operagoers yielded to the blandishments of false idols, ignorant as they were of the difference between the true art that never perishes and the musical platitude they were served in its stead. With Nabucco the question of plagiarism was also raised, and Rossini’s Mosè in Egitto (1818) and Le siège de Corinthe (1826) were hinted at when it came to specifying the models Verdi might have taken inspiration from.8 Abramo Basevi, who contributed music reviews to the Gazzetta Musicale di Firenze (1853–1855), L’Armonia (1856–1859) and Boccherini (1862–1882), insisted repeatedly on the line of continuity that connected Verdi’s Nabucco to Rossini’s operas. With regard to the grandioso character and the melodic treatment of Verdi’s arias, he recognised the strong influence exerted by Rossini’s style rather than Bellini’s or Donizetti’s.9 Basevi can also be counted among those critics who objected to the treatment Verdi reserved for the voice: “Considering the human larynx as an instrument, for such it is, Bellini treated it like a wind instrument while Verdi, one may occasionally say, like a percussion.”10 Verdi was well aware of these reproaches and as early as 1844 admitted to the librettist Salvatore Cammarano that he was accused of cherishing noise and punishing song.11 On the other hand, in 1846 Benedetto Bermani, a contributor to the Gazzetta Musicale di Milano, claimed that Verdi knew very well how to employ the voice and how to make use of the individual artists he had to work with.12 

			This last issue was long at the core of the critical discussion regarding Verdi’s new dramatised style. Some contemporary commentators sympathised with those unfortunate singers who had to bear with the composer and endure the repeated strains he put on their voice. Even in the 1860s Francesco Lamperti, who taught singing at the Milan Conservatory and counted Sophie Cruvelli and Emma Albani among his pupils, lamented that the art of singing lay in a terrible state of decadence owing to the new and overwhelming tendency to assume a more dramatic character at the expense of true melody. This change was deplorable, leaving even a strong and sonorous voice sounding monotonous and wanting in the character and dramatic accent required by the lyrics and the quality of the music.13 Basevi coined the expression that best describes the manner in which many commentators conceptualised Verdi’s dramatic orientation: “The effect, nothing but the effect.” In his view, composers like Verdi aimed uniquely at the applause of the public, for no matter how short a moment.14 Basevi did not intend to pay Verdi and his colleagues compliments, for these composers, by feeding countless “effects” to their public, could be compared to those courtesans who manage to attain their prince’s benevolence by way of blandishment and adulation. For this reason, he could not recognise in Verdi the founder of a new school, prone as he was to the ephemeral appetites of the public. In contrast to Basevi, however, Filippo Filippi,15 who also advocated a radical reform in Italian opera, understood Verdi’s mannerisms, that is to say Verdi’s adherence to a distinctive manner or style in relation to each different operatic libretto he set to music. He considered this approach a quality and not a fault. Verdi’s striving for new effects depended on the careful attention he paid to the dramatic content of the chosen librettos. His style stemmed from a deep sense of music drama and not from a gratuitous propensity for pointless mannerisms.16 

			Three main issues appear to have characterised the critical discussion that accompanied the first appearance of Verdi’s operas in Italy: the continuity with an operatic tradition considered at its lowest ebb; the composer’s arguable preference for strong dramatic effects; and the new singing style, to which he sacrificed proper vocalisation. Although not every critic agreed on Verdi’s talent and some objected that Italian opera had taken a dangerous turn owing to his works, Verdi’s popular success in Italy was undeniable and in a few years he came to symbolise his country’s artistic excellence and cultural identity.

			But while the figure of Verdi in nineteenth-century Italy has been investigated at length, and a number of scholarly contributions have recently appeared which explore the manner in which his operas were received and his figure was conceptualised, little attention has been paid to Victorian London and its music milieu.17 What was the London critics’ initial response? Why did some of them react so harshly? When did their initial antagonism change? Who were these journalists, and what credentials did they possess? What biases and prejudices influenced their critical response? Why did London opera managers continue to produce Verdi’s operas, in spite of their alleged worthlessness? 

			This story begins in 1845, when Ernani was performed in London for the first time, and unfolds chronologically until the first performance of Falstaff at Covent Garden in 1894. Each chapter touches upon the circumstances that led to the London premiere of a new opera, describes the contextual conditions of their performance and expands upon the manner in which they were received by the press. 

			Not every opera composed by Verdi reached London in his lifetime. Macbeth (1847), Verdi’s tenth opera and the first set to a Shakespeare play, was not given in London until 1960. Others were performed in London during Verdi’s lifetime but only after years of waiting, a circumstance that caused critical misunderstandings of his compositional development. A case in point is represented by Luisa Miller, which was premiered in Naples on 8 December 1849 and first given in London in 1858. Basevi considered Luisa Miller the turning point between Verdi’s first and second style; in the first style, the composer followed Rossini’s example, resulting in the grandioso and the passionate prevailing over other dramatic features.18 In contrast, Verdi’s second style was characterised by a more tranquil treatment of the voice and a more careful portrayal of the dramatis personae, a trait that Basevi associated with Donizetti.19 In La traviata (Venice, 1853) Basevi recognised a third style and argued that Verdi was then looking to the French comic opera.20 As we will see, in London Luisa Miller was performed for the first time in 1858, two years after La traviata (1856), three after Il trovatore (1855) and five after Rigoletto (1853). Nor was Simon Boccanegra (Venice, 1857) performed in London in Verdi’s lifetime; according to Basevi, with this opera Verdi attempted a fourth style, which emerged from a closer look at Wagner and the German music drama.21 The mismatch between the chronology of Verdi’s compositions and that of their London performances gave rise to different interpretations of the models the Italian composer was taking inspiration from. No trace of Basevi’s periodisation can be found in the contemporary English press and only occasional reference was made to the manner in which Verdi’s operas were reviewed in Paris. As one might expect, Verdi’s late operas were often conceptualised in relation to the theories and, to a more limited extent, the works of Richard Wagner. Giacomo Meyerbeer also continued to be cited as an important model for the Italian composer.

			Ernani, performed at Her Majesty’s Theatre on 8 March 1845, was the first opera bearing the name of Verdi to reach London. Nabucco and I Lombardi followed in 1846, I due Foscari and I masnadieri in 1847, Attila in 1848. These works triggered quite diverse critical reactions, in a manner similar to what we have observed in Italy. Although it was clear that Verdi possessed a strong dramatic power, not every critic agreed that this feature should be understood as a positive quality. The most conservative commentators attacked the composer and objected to both the librettos he chose and the manner in which he set them to music. The choice of the plays from which Verdi derived his librettos revealed his tendency to look to the French Grand Opéra, which was characterised by the crudest passions and the strongest human conflicts. This seemed to explain, at least in part, why such features as melodiousness and melodic ornamentation were no longer to be found in Italian opera. In fact, strong dramas qualified by crude passions and strong human conflicts called for tragical declamation rather than cheerful tunefulness. English critics such as Chorley from The Athenaeum and Davison from The Musical World conceptualised Verdi’s first compositional and dramatic achievements in counterpoint to Rossini and his predecessors, Domenico Cimarosa and Giovanni Paisiello, then considered imperishable classics. In this light, Verdi’s passionate compositional style, characterised as it was by a strong preference for declamation—to which proper singing was all too often sacrificed—and a noisy orchestration, was pronounced devoid of any merit. On the other hand, some critics showed signs of sincere appreciation, as The Herald, The Daily News and The Post testified. 

			On 30 May 1846, The Illustrated London News published a portrait of the young Italian composer and acknowledged the prominent position Verdi now held by the side of the beloved Rossini, Bellini and Donizetti.

			We offer to our readers, in the present number, a portrait of the great star of the musical world at this day—Giuseppe Verdi—on whose production the fate of lyrical art would now seem to depend, as the great maestri whose works for the last thirty years have had possession of the Italian lyrical stage, Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti, are precluded from any longer wielding the pen for our profit—one by advance of years and exhaustion of mind, the other by premature death, and the third, alas! by a still more terrible fate, loss of reason.22

			The enthusiastic appreciation in Italy of a composer of Verdi’s stamp would appear strange to those who imagined Italian musical taste to be represented by the sickly, sentimental composition until lately classed as “Italian music” par excellence. But Verdi’s works showed that the ‘fatherland of song’ had newer and vigorous resources, attributes that promised a brilliant future.

			In the late 1840s, Verdi’s strong dramatic feeling, energy, passion and exuberant conception prompted words of open hostility from some of the most influential Victorian critics. In the years to come, as Verdi’s popular success could be neither denied nor ignored, they mitigated their tone. In the period spanning the years 1849–1852, no new opera bearing the name of Verdi was given in London, despite the fact that four new operas of Verdi premiered in Italy: La battaglia di Legnano (Rome, 27 January 1849), Luisa Miller (Naples, 8 December 1849), Stiffelio (Trieste, 16 November 1850) and Rigoletto (Venice, 11 March 1851). In spite of the popular success Verdi had scored in London, it was not until 14 May 1853 that Rigoletto was produced at Covent Garden for the first time. Verdi strengthened his position and his operas came to be incorporated into the regular repertoire of both Her Majesty’s Theatre and Covent Garden, notwithstanding the repeated attacks of the most hostile music critics.

			With Rigoletto some commentators referred to what had been said on the continent about Verdi having entered a second, more mature compositional stage. Of course, not everybody agreed and some critics claimed that no sign of such a change could be noticed in his music. The only audible difference consisted in the composer neither overloading the music with trombones and drums nor terminating each act with the usual choirs singing in unison. This change resulted from the different librettos Verdi was setting to music, since they no longer called for strong, noisy effects. When Il trovatore was produced at Covent Garden in 1855, even some of the severest critics pronounced much milder judgments. Among them, The Musical World expressed a first tentatively positive opinion. In general, Verdi’s growing popularity in London was plain and it would have been absurd to deny that he was to some extent gifted; however, the question concerning the basis on which his popularity was founded was still open to debate. More often than not, Verdi was dismissed as a composer devoid of any true merit, while the interpreters were credited with the success of his operas.

			With La traviata, which premiered in Venice in 1853, it was clear that Verdi was pursuing the dramatic truth even at the expense of the musically beautiful. After the lofty dramas of the early years he was now shifting his attention towards dramatic subjects closer to contemporary everyday life. This explained at least in part the extensive and—according to some—objectionable use Verdi was making of parlanti, that is the dramatised style that lies halfway between recitative and proper singing. As previously mentioned, Basevi saw in La traviata the rise of a third style in Verdi. The critic lamented that the composer had chosen an immoral subject and argued that under the influence of French literature the notion of true love had now come to justify adultery and concubinage. According to this objectionable tendency, passion if sufficiently spontaneous and sincere might justify any human mistake and redeem any piece of guilt. When applied to marital life this idea could excuse any inconsiderate deviation from the path of virtue.23 

			However, not every critic saw a threat to public morality in the subject of La traviata. When in 1856 Alberto Mazzucato reviewed the opera, he ignored that question and instead emphasised what, in his opinion, was one of the composer’s highest achievements. Verdi had brought together the dramatic and the musical without mutually sacrificing either; in his opera music and drama were joined in perfect harmony to give rise to moments of intense beauty.24 Other critics expressed different opinions and some attacked both the composer and the librettist. Carlo Lorenzini, alias Carlo Collodi, deemed the libretto that Francesco Maria Piave had derived from La Dame aux camélias by Alexandre Dumas fils an unworthy patchwork made up of bad verses and indecent words. The music, despite some beautiful moments, would never last, owing to a complete lack of dramatic consistency. The moral question, Lorenzini added, was not worth considering since a number of plays of much more dubious morality had long overcrowded the Italian dramatic scene. The morbid reaction exhibited by some members of the female public found no justification in the operatic subject, despite the scandalous text from which it had been derived. According to Lorenzini, a number of reasons could be given to explain why La traviata was perfectly harmless. Among them was the role played by the music, to which the text was constantly sacrificed, and the nature of opera as such, which privileges grandiosity and subordinates the meaning of the lyrics to the music.25 

			In 1856 London, La traviata triggered a huge discussion and provoked strong reactions. The idea of having a lorette on stage was perceived as outrageous and offensive, while the negative influence exerted by French literature was declared deplorable. Of course, not every critic agreed that La traviata was immoral, its subject shameful and its music worthless. Nor was it necessarily wrong to disguise corruption by means of beautiful singing. La traviata, some critics held, was no less immoral than any other opera of the same kind and, in the end, dealing with morality was still a business of the stage. Even the theatre manager, Benjamin Lumley, had to intervene in the discussion, arguing that the subject was worthy of consideration since it reflected the continuous conflict between good and evil, although in a new shape. The immense popular success La traviata scored in London, a success which the moralising positions expressed by the press did much to arouse, also drew the critics’ attention to the role played by individual interpreters. Although many a critic agreed that Marietta Piccolomini, the first Violetta in London, was inadequate as a singer, most of them claimed that the enormous success of the opera depended on her dramatic talent. In fact, the composer was confined to a marginal position and La traviata was pronounced a success despite Verdi’s music.

			Luisa Miller was first performed in London in 1858. Little or no attention had been paid to this opera since its premiere nine years earlier. Nor had the debate concerning Verdi’s new style found significant resonance in the London press. Furthermore, its success in London was limited and did not add to the composer’s fame. But by the late 1850s, Rigoletto, Il trovatore and La traviata had entered the regular operatic repertoire and established themselves as “stock operas” together with Ernani and Nabucco. A theatre manager could put them on stage at a moment’s notice, and rely upon them in order to secure a large audience, all the more so if a cast of cherished interpreters were attached to them. Two singing styles were now generally accepted, depending on the repertoire; while the Rossinian coloratura continued to lie at the foundation of Italian bel canto, Verdi’s new declamatory manner, no longer condemned as the epitome of a sad state of decadence, came to be considered a more suitable style for modern dramatic operas.

			I vespri siciliani reached London in 1859, Un ballo in maschera in 1861, Don Carlos and La forza del destino in 1867. By the end of the 1860s Verdi was the only living Italian composer enjoying an international reputation. Some London critics still held, however, that this fortunate condition rested less on his artistic merits than on the desperate condition of Italian opera generally. It was felt that although in Un ballo in maschera the composer had advanced his dramatic and compositional skills, the attempt to imitate Giacomo Meyerbeer did not result in an improvement, but rather in a reduced effectiveness in the melodies and in a less spontaneous dramatic genius. 

			In 1862 Verdi’s cantata Inno delle nazioni was the object of an animated discussion and caused some embarrassment in the press. Having commissioned a march for the inaugural ceremony of the Great London Exhibition, the Royal Commissioners refused to have a cantata performed in its stead, for reasons that were never made entirely clear. Therefore, Verdi’s Inno delle nazioni, was instead performed on 24 May at Her Majesty’s Theatre, upon the conclusion of a performance of Il barbiere di Siviglia.

			In 1867 Don Carlos and La forza del destino were given in London. Some critics argued that in Don Carlos Verdi had assimilated the lessons of the “German school,” although it was unclear how this influence was manifested in his compositional style. Nor was it evident whether by “German school,” Wagner’s works and theories were meant to be understood. In fact, many critics were still referring to Meyerbeer as Verdi’s main reference model.

			In 1875, Verdi himself conducted his Requiem Mass at the Royal Albert Hall, while in 1876 Aida was given at Covent Garden for the first time, featuring Adelina Patti in the title role. In the 1870s, the London musical milieu underwent major changes, mostly due to the prominent position now occupied by Richard Wagner’s works and theories. In 1870 Der Fliegende Holländer was performed in Italian at Drury Lane, while in 1872 the London Wagner Society was founded. Lohengrin and Tannhäuser were given at Covent Garden in 1875 and 1876, respectively. Some critics could not resist the temptation to draw a comparison between Verdi and Wagner, and some suggested that while Wagner’s lofty theories represented an overwhelming challenge to both the musical cognoscenti and the uneducated operagoers, Verdi’s music had a merely entertaining function. The Times drew a comparison between the poverty of Aida’s libretto and the manner in which Wagner’s works were characterised by a more stringent sense of dramatic necessity. However, the critic did not agree with those commentators who argued that Wagner’s influence was audible in Verdi’s music. Although it was not possible to deny that Verdi’s style had developed over time, the claim that he was imitating his German colleague was devoid of any concrete justification. Other periodicals acknowledged a change in Verdi’s style and suggested that, having abandoned the Italian models, he had begun to found himself upon Meyerbeer and Wagner. The imitation of the first resulted in Don Carlos, while the influence of the great prophet of the future was thought evident in Aida.

			By the time Otello and Falstaff were performed in London (1889 and 1894), the image of Verdi had undergone a radical change. No longer a young composer to be treated with scorn and contempt, he now commanded respect. The Milan premiere of Otello offered itself as an opportunity for the English critics to report on a momentous event in the history of Italian opera. Some of the correspondents published ample retrospectives covering Verdi’s career and works, while others indulged in portraying him as a country gentleman, a landed proprietor and successful breeder of horses who now used composition as a means of relaxation. In the 1870s music journalism in London was transformed, largely because a group of well-known personalities passed away and a new generation of young music critics made their appearance. The critics of the young generation treated Verdi with respect, and the hostility that had been meted out to his early operas can no longer be found in the later reviews. Some commentators continued to insist on the relationship between Verdi’s late style and Wagner’s music-drama. Whether Verdi was considered an imitator of Wagner or not, the compositional technique of the second was constantly hinted at as the benchmark against which the music of the first should be examined. The question concerning the use of leitmotivs was often raised, especially when it came to specifying the discriminating factor between Wagner and Verdi. However, no one could deny that with his last operas Verdi had realised two unparalleled masterpieces.

			This investigation does not aim at exhaustiveness and four journals occupy a prominent position: The Athenaeum, The Times, The Musical World and The Musical Times. Periodicals like The Illustrated London News, The Spectator, The Saturday Review, The Literary Gazette, The Musical Gazette and The Leader have also been taken into consideration in order to reflect the extent to which, on specific occasions, the critical debate could be pervasive. Limited attention has been paid to the figure of George Bernard Shaw, whose complete musical criticism has long been available, selections having also appeared in monographs focusing on specific aspects of his journalistic activity. Although each Victorian periodical followed a slightly different style, with titles often appearing enclosed in quotation marks rather than italicised, the excerpts reproduced in this volume have been standardised according to the current practice. Titles of operas and other long musical compositions or literary works, plays and poems have been italicised, while titles of single arias, scenes, etc. are enclosed in quotation marks. In order to avoid confusion, the names of the characters, which were often italicised in the originals, are reproduced without any typographic emphasis.
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			To describe the conditions of music journalism in Victorian London and define the manner in which Verdi’s operas were conceptualised by those critics who attended and reviewed their productions week after week for almost sixty years represents an overwhelming task. Although individual responses can be fruitfully investigated and certain shared tendencies noted, broader generalisations are almost impossible. In Victorian times, around 200 periodicals provided well-informed coverage of music and musical events.1 Moreover, music journalism underwent a transformation of paramount importance during this period, which involved the rise in the socio-cultural status of journalists and the advance of music criticism from the literary gentlemanly amateurism of an earlier age to a more solid professionalism.2 However, by 1850 the coverage of music was still uneven in quality and, to make things more complicated, by the end of the century music critics were still publishing anonymously, with one individual often contributing to many different journals. 

			Four periodicals have particular relevance for this investigation, since they gave uninterrupted coverage to music and musical events between the years 1845 and 1894: The Athenaeum, The Musical World, The Times and The Musical Times. 

			The Athenaeum and Literary Chronicle was one of the most prominent journals in Victorian London. Launched in 1828 by James Silk Buckingham and Henry Colburn, it ran until 1923 and dominated the weekly periodical market; it was considered “an outstanding popular literary journal with mildly liberal principles.”3 Although a literary journal, in January 1834 it assigned a dedicated space to music in the “Music and the Drama” columns. There, Henry Fothergill Chorley, who had joined The Athenaeum in 1833, shot his merciless darts. Chorley ruled supreme as the mouthpiece of the journal from the mid-1840s to 1868. A short description of his conspicuous figure has been left by the English writer, politician and Punch contributor Rudolph Chambers Lehmann in his Memories:

			Of Henry Fothergill Chorley I have a very distinct recollection, though he died thirty-six years ago. He was tall and thin. His eyes blinked and twinkled as he spoke; and his quaint packing gestures and high staccato voice made an impression which caused one of his friends to describe him as the missing link between the chimpanzee and the cockatoo.4

			Chorley was one of the most influential music critics of his time and was regarded as the most severe, conservative and uncompromising of them all.5 He disliked Robert Schumann’s music and favoured Mendelssohn’s, and he was said to have neither the natural gifts nor the education necessary for such a responsible position since, as Lehmann put it, “he took the most violent likes and dislikes; an important matter, seeing that he, so to speak, made public opinion.”6 

			As Henry Gay Hewlett was already suggesting in 1873, Chorley’s music education was qualified by a tint of amateurism;7 he nurtured and developed his fervour for music in Liverpool in the 1830s thanks to his intimate friendship with the poetess Felicia Hemans (1793–1835), to whom Chorley would dedicate a biographic essay in 1836.8 James Z. Hermann, alias Jakob Zeugheer Hermann, conductor of the Liverpool Philharmonic, was his only music teacher; his attendance of the symphonic concerts in Liverpool, together with the composition of small lyric works on texts by Felicia Hemans herself, provided Chorley with the credentials and qualifications necessary to his future career as a critic. 

			That he was gifted with a singularly acute ear and retentive memory; that, thanks to his Liverpool teachers, his passionate love of the art was based upon a sound knowledge of the science of music; and that he had acquired a familiarity with the works of its greatest masters that was wide if not profound, are facts about which there can be no dispute. To one thus endowed and informed, a regular course of attendance during several months of the year at the choicest performances of sacred and secular music in London, must of itself have constituted a professional education of no ordinary value.9

			In addition to its strong tint of conservatism, Chorley’s career was characterised by an equally strong commitment to the ethics of art, literature and journalism:

			The whole tenor of his critical career, so far as I have been able to follow it, seems pervaded, and consecrated by a single aim. That Art should be true to herself, her purpose high, her practice stainless, was a creed which he never wearied of preaching. Against any tradition of the past, or innovation of the present, that savoured of falsehood or trick; against all pretenders, who concealed their nakedness by meretricious display or arrogant self-assertion, he ceaselessly protested and inveighed. Alike to the bribery of managers, the venality of journalists and claqueurs, the extravagant assumption of composers, and the insolent vanity of singers and instrumentalists, he showed himself a bitter, almost a remorseless, enemy.10

			During his lifelong career as a critic Chorley came to be accepted by the best musicians of England and Europe as a thoroughly competent authority, listened to by amateurs with more deference than any other contemporary critic. “In many houses, it has been said, The Athenaeum was habitually read solely for the sake of its musical column.”11 However, the extent to which Chorley’s criticism could really affect both the general public and the professional musician appears to be problematic, owing to the often excessive quality of his opinions.12

			In 1830 Charles Wentworth Dilke assumed the editorship of The Athenaeum, his involvement with the journal having begun already in the late 1820s.13 Dilke was strongly committed to the cause of independent journalism and refused to practice puffery, a principle that dovetailed nicely with Chorley’s strong sense of professionalism. On this account, Dilke’s Athenaeum was regarded as a journal of integrity. Upon Chorley’s retirement in 1868, it continued to select its music critics on the basis of their competence and experience in the field.14 Although in the 1870s it developed a more open attitude towards the newest musical ideas and a more lenient position regarding Richard Wagner, it remained a journal of strongly conservative opinions throughout the century.

			As suggested by Richard Kitson, The Musical World was possibly the only British music journal comparable in quality and authoritativeness to La Revue et Gazette musicale (1835–1880), Die Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (1834–1909) and the Gazzetta Musicale di Milano (1842–1902). Founded by the well-known music publisher Joseph Alfred Novello, it was printed weekly in London from 18 March 1836 to 24 January 1891 and was entirely devoted to music.15 In 1839, George Alexander Macfarren (1813–1887) took over its editorship. In 1840, Alfred Day (1810–1849) was entrusted with the position of music critic but, his “laconical bitterness” having dissatisfied the editor, James William Davison (1813–1885) was soon asked to take over the role.16 In 1844 Davison himself announced an important shift; he assumed half proprietorship of the journal and became its editor, a position he was to hold until his death.17 Two years later, in 1846, Desmond Ryan (1816–1888) joined him as sub-editor and contributor. 
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			Fig. 1  James William Davison from a picture reproduced in Joseph Bennett, Forty Years of Music, 1865–1905 (London: Methuen & Co., 1908).

			If Henry Fothergill Chorley reigned supreme as the mouthpiece of The Athenaeum, Davison exerted full control over The Musical World. His personality was clearly characterised by a strong commitment to the cause of English national music and, even in his earlier career, “he formed one of that group of young men who, about 1835, cherished the idea of a modern native school, an idea for whose maintenance he diligently used his journalistic pen.”18 No less interested in presenting the works of the great modern masters to the general public, he had two maxims that epitomise his thoughts and beliefs: England is not an unmusical country; the people at large can be trusted to appreciate the best music.19 His knowledge of music was limited to the modern composers and his interest in the music of earlier ages did not go beyond such leading figures as Johann Sebastian Bach and Georg Friedrich Handel. His conservatism regarding artistic matters can be defined in terms of continuity and deference to the masters of past epochs.20 Francis Burnand, Punch contributor for 45 years and its editor for 25, from 1880 until 1906, wrote of Davison that “where his personal likes and dislikes were not concerned, his criticisms were reliable; but where there was a bias, then to read between his lines was an absolute necessity in order to get at anything like the truth.”21 Joseph Bennett, music critic of The Daily Telegraph from 1870 and assistant editor of The Musical World after Desmond Ryan, entertained a close and long-lasting friendship with Davison. According to Bennett, Davison exerted a strong influence over many colleagues. Among them were Desmond Ryan, long-time critic of The Standard and assistant-editor of The Musical World; Howard Glover, critic of The Morning Post and a respectable composer himself; and Henry Sutherland Edwards, who followed Glover on The Morning Post and was a regular contributor to The Pall Mall Gazette.22 Bennett provides us with a detailed account of the peculiar way in which Davison loved to address different issues by assuming fictitious identities and appearing under different pseudonyms collectively called the Muttonians. They were “personal figments of Davison’s very quaint and curious intellect—puppets he used for the expression of ideas and sentiments, which through their very plastic individuality, he could represent in the most fantastic forms.”23 The ruling Muttonian, a tall person with a sheep’s head and long tapering legs, was Mr Ap Mutton, who stood for Davison himself, but other names, such as Dishley Peters, were also chosen by the critic. Mr Ap Mutton was supported by a council of imaginary figures; behind them a real person was occasionally recognizable (Henry Sutherland Edwards was Shaver Silver, Joseph Bennett was Thaddeus Egg, and Flamborough Head was George Grove), while others were completely imaginary (Dr Blidge, Dr Grief, Alderman Doublebody, etc.). These figures bear a strong resemblance to Robert Schumann’s Carnival.
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			Fig. 2  Mr Ap Mutton, alias James William Davison. Davison loved to address different issues by assuming fictitious identities and appearing under different pseudonyms collectively called the Muttonians. The ruling Muttonian was Mr. Ap Mutton, a tall person with a sheep’s head and long tapering legs. From a drawing by Charles Lyall published in Joseph Bennett, Forty Years of Music, 1865–1905 (London: Methuen & Co., 1908).

			Together with important articles and reviews of major musical productions, The Musical World included short notices as well as detailed correspondences from the provinces and abroad. The growing concert life in Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham and Leeds was described in reports from local correspondents; English translations of reviews and articles from the French and German press also made regular appearances, very often reflecting or even supporting the editor’s personal inclinations and biases. Authors other than Davison who contributed to The Musical World are difficult to identify; since the journal supported the convention of anonymous criticism, most articles appeared unsigned while some bore a pseudonym. This position was overtly advocated in 1859, in contrast with the French system.

			The writers of the London press are at present anonymous, and, according to existing regulations, it is not in their power to print their names if they would. Let us add that in no respectable journal is advantage taken of the anonymous position. The general public is indeed unacquainted with the names of the persons who contribute so much towards its daily recreation; but all the classes that are immediately affected by criticism can, without the slightest difficulty, point to the critic. Nay the leading actors, musicians, painters—artists, in fact, of all descriptions—are personally acquainted with every writer in the respective departments of the press that concern their interests, and would speak openly if they considered themselves unfairly treated. Far from using the “anonymous” as a shield, the Critic of the press goes to work with the perfect conviction that he will be considered accountable for his opinions to any artist who feels himself unjustly assailed.24

			As controversial as this position may appear, The Musical World reflected the viewpoint of its chief editor, Davison, and never operated as the mouthpiece of any particular party; nor was it the advertising tool of any music publisher.25 Its orientation was conservative, and its proselytism in favour of English national music stemmed from Davison’s personal beliefs; this characteristic resulted in a general hostility towards foreign musicians. Although in the late 1860s its preeminent position was to some extent eroded by The Musical Times, The Musical World remained a music journal of pivotal importance in Victorian London; it addressed a wide national and international readership that included practicing musicians, both amateurs and experienced professionals. Upon Davison’s retirement Joseph Bennett appears to have continued to supervise the journal until 1886, when Francis Hueffer took over. In 1888 the editorship passed into the hands of Edgar Frederick Jacques.

			James William Davison also dominated the columns of The Times, which he joined in 1846. As the chief music critic of the most prominent and authoritative daily journal in the United Kingdom he exerted an influential role in the English press for over thirty years. However, while as co-proprietor and editor of The Musical World he was in a position to trumpet his opinions with no fear of direct consequences, in the capacity of music critic of The Times he was expected to express himself in more respectful terms. Because of his aggressive and often overtly biased attitude, he received complaints on more than one occasion during his career, even from the newspaper’s editor, John Thaddeus Delane, to whom the journal owed its unprecedented prestige. Therefore, the quality of Davison’s writings could be very diverse, mainly depending on the journal he was contributing to. While the reviews he published in The Times were usually clear and correct, his vocabulary classical with humorous expressions inserted occasionally here and there, his contributions to The Musical World were generally much wittier if not derisive or even blatantly offensive.

			Later on in the sixties, while continuing to write for The Times and The Musical World, Davison started contributing to the Saturday Review and the Pall Mall Gazette.26 His leading position granted him the opportunity to attend some of the most relevant musical events of the century, among them the Wagner festival in Bayreuth in 1876, which he recorded as “the triumph of the originator of an artistic cause he regarded as mortally hurtful to Art.”27

			In 1878, upon Davison’s retirement, Francis Hueffer was appointed chief music critic of The Times. This led to a major shift in the journal’s editorial policy for, contrary to his predecessor, Hueffer was a strong supporter of Wagner’s music and ideas.28 After Hueffer, John Alexander Fuller Maitland assumed the position of chief music critic at The Times from 1889 until 1911. He was a strong advocate of English music and served the cause of the English Musical Renaissance not only as a critic but also as George Grove’s successor on the Dictionary of Music and Musicians and as a committed music historian.29 The Times gave ample coverage to music and music events throughout the whole century, never missing a concert or an operatic performance. Its critics seemed to enjoy a certain degree of freedom, and the editor intervened only when the quality of the piece or the position of the critic failed to comply with the journal’s editorial policy, as was the case with Davison.

			The initial success of The Musical World was such that in 1844 its original owner Joseph Alfred Novello decided to get back to the journalistic business and acquire The Musical Times and Singing Class Circular. This journal, which had been founded two years before by Joseph Mainzer (1801–1851) in order to promote his teaching system, was re-named The Musical Times and subsequently published as a monthly under the personal editorship of Novello.30 Mary Cowden Clarke, Novello’s sister, edited the journal from 1853 until 1856, granting ample space for the publication of continental musical treatises (Hector Berlioz, Adolf Bernhard Marx, François-Joseph Fétis and even Leopold Mozart). However, it was not until 1863 that The Musical Times achieved prominence, thanks to the work of Henry Charles Lunn. Under Lunn’s editorship, which lasted until 1887, not only did the journal increase in size, but it also improved with regard to its “intellectual strength and breadth of interest.”31 After 1870, opera performances received regular notice and particular attention was paid to Verdi’s last works (Requiem, Otello and Falstaff). Among its contributors we find the name of Filippo Filippi; editor of the Gazzetta Musicale di Milano until 1862 and then critic of the Milan periodical La Perseveranza until his death, in 1884 he contributed articles and reviews from Milan.32 While staff members of the journal did not sign their articles, other external contributors did. Besides Filippo Filippi, the names of Joseph Bennett, George Alexander Macfarren and Edward Holmes are worth mentioning. In 1887 William Alexander Barrett (1834–1891), vocalist, organist, composer and music critic, succeeded Lunn as editor, a position that he kept until his death in 1891.

			It has been already pointed out that the quality of the articles published in Victorian London varied. As we shall see, the issue was already raised in the 1890s, when some commentators drew attention to the pitfalls that seemed to be most common in the journalistic profession, all the more so when it came to reviewing a new opera. A certain wariness and a discomforting tendency to be either too superficial or too technical were particularly noticeable. While to be too wary made it impossible for the reader to understand whether the critic liked the opera or not, to indulge in a detailed description of the plot seemed to defy proper criticism. Nor did musical parsing lead to a better understanding of the true merits of the composer.

			Although it is not entirely true that English music critics were necessarily that cautious when called upon to express their opinion (witness Henry Fothergill Chorley from The Athenaeum and James William Davison from The Times and The Musical World), and even though generalisations are hazardous, it is possible to argue that, at least until the 1870s, Victorian music journalists tended to favour the old and cherish the classics at the expense of everything that sounded threateningly new. This conservative attitude prompted some of them to antagonise modern composers in a language that would be considered unacceptable today. In the 1850s scornful and offensive comments on Verdi, although sporadic, were not entirely absent; occasionally, the most disrespectful critics ended up trivialising the work and scoffing at the composer instead of expressing a genuine, although antagonistic, value judgment. In some cases, as the example of Davison suggests, this attitude was accompanied and reinforced by a strong nationalistic feeling; everything that sounded too new and progressive was understood as dangerous to the cause of English national music. Here and there a certain Philistinism can be also recognised; the idea advocated by Chorley that Art (with a capital A) should be true to herself, her purpose high, and her practice stainless was not devoid of consequences. The resulting hierarchy of the arts, while favouring Mendelssohn’s symphonies and oratorios on the one side and Rossini’s operas on the other, pushed the modern tendencies of operatic composition down to the lowest position on account of their being either too cumbersome or too trivial. Richard Wagner belonged to the first class, while Giuseppe Verdi was long considered a worthy representative of the second.

			What did a music critic’s job consist of? As far as opera is concerned, they were expected to review both the newly-composed works that such entrepreneurial managers as Lumley and Frederick Gye brought to London each year and those stock operas that had already entered the regular repertoire and could be mounted at very short notice any time during the season. This resulted in countless reviews appearing especially in daily and weekly newspapers. General magazines and quarterly literary reviews published at a more leisurely pace and included lengthy music analyses and essays addressing larger issues such as compositional style, music aesthetics and even theatrical morality.

			More often than not, the review of a newly-composed opera consisted of three main sections. The first introduced the opera to the public in general terms; it touched upon the circumstances leading to its composition, the manner in which it had been received on the continent and the extent to which it could be said to represent a progress in the composer’s artistic development. The second section included the analysis of the libretto and the transformation its literary source had undergone in order to achieve the final result; the reviewer indulged in a narrative of the plot and detailed all its intrigues and machinations for the benefit of the uninformed reader. The third and often final section reviewed the quality of the performance and elaborated on the vocal and dramatic skills of the interpreters. Finding faults with a poor voice, an endless tremolo, a fragile intonation and an excessive gesticulation was not uncommon. On the other hand, expressions of enthusiasm and words of strong appreciation were not rare, and personalities like Jenny Lind or Marietta Piccolomini did not pass unnoticed. Their merits were generously scrutinised, and their weaknesses mercilessly pinpointed. In some case, the manner in which Verdi was said to abuse singers and harm their voices prompted expressions of sympathy and concern; then the soloist in question came to be portrayed as the unjustly wronged victim of a progressive composer of unequal competences. Or else, when in 1850s it was no longer possible to argue against Verdi’s international prominence, the most reluctant among the critics insisted on crediting only the performers with the success of his works. 

			Finally, a verdict was pronounced on the true merits of the opera. The work was generally evaluated either with reference to those composers from the past who were said to have established the yet unsurpassed aesthetic canons of the musical art, or to the same composer’s earlier achievements. While Ernani and Nabucco could not bear comparison with Rossini’s masterpieces, Don Carlos and Un ballo in maschera were pronounced Verdi’s worst operas when judged against Ernani and Nabucco. In the 1840s and 1850s Verdi seemed to represent the living evidence that Italian opera was constantly at its lowest ebb. 

			Once a new opera had successfully entered the regular repertoire the critic’s task changed only slightly. It consisted of reminding the reader of the circumstances leading to its composition, drawing attention to the manner in which the London public had already bestowed strong signs of appreciation upon it (perhaps notwithstanding the critic’s negative verdict), and reviewing its performance. If a stock opera was staged, the critic focused on the interpreters’ merits and drew a comparison between them and those who had already distinguished themselves in the same role. 

			In fulfilling their task, Victorian critics could rely on and make reference to the verdict their colleagues on the continent had already pronounced; this was especially true when a new opera was put on stage. A case in point is offered by the repeatedly uttered complaints regarding guitar-like rhythmic figures in the orchestral accompaniment, the too numerous unison choruses and the prominence given to the brass instruments that qualify the general critical response to Verdi’s operas in London in the late 1840s. These opinions seem to echo the denigrating criticisms uttered by François-Joseph Fétis in the columns of the Revue et Gazette Musicale de Paris in the same years.33 Explicit references to value judgments that had already appeared in the French and German press became more common during the second half of the century. Surprisingly, the same cannot be said about the Italian press. In fact, no explicit indication can be found in the columns of the periodicals taken into consideration that suggests whether the English critics took a real interest in the critical discussion going on among their Italian colleagues. Nonetheless, they seem to have been well informed about the manner in which Italian operatic conventions were evolving, and they were able to make use of the related musical jargon. 

			But what competences did these music critics possess? If William Ayrton in the monthly Harmonicum could assert in 1830 that “not one musical critic in five has the slightest knowledge of the elements or even the language of the art in which he sits on judgment,”34 the same cannot be said about later generations of critics. Chorley and Davison were not the only critics possessed of strong credentials. The German-born Dr Francis Hueffer, from The Times, studied philology and music in London, Paris, Berlin and Leipzig, gaining his doctorate in Göttingen for a critical study of the troubadour Guillem de Cabestanh. John Alexander Fuller Maitland, also from The Times, entered Trinity College, Cambridge in 1875 and graduated in 1882. While Joseph Bennett was a professional organ player, other representatives of late Victorian music journalism such as Henry Sutherland Edwards (1828–1906) and Hermann Klein (1856–1934) gained prominence on account of their often fertile scholarly production, which included biographies of past composers and essays on opera and music history. Although Victorian music critics possessed competences of different kinds and levels, the amateurism that was said to qualify English music journalism of an earlier era is no longer to be found among the later generations, at least as far as the most prominent music journals are concerned. 

			Not surprisingly, the verdict of the specialist did not necessarily match the response of the general public. Music critics often took it upon themselves to highlight the difference between the abiding and the ephemeral in music matters; whether they were successful or not in fulfilling this task is another question. As was the case with La traviata in 1856, the strong objections raised against the immoral quality of the libretto and the triviality of the music could do nothing to dissuade the public from thronging the theatre night after night. The negative verdict of the knowledgeable critic could not affect the enthusiastic response of the unsophisticated.

			Finally, an operatic performance in Victorian London was still a fashionable event. The composition of the Victorian public was heterogeneous, with representatives of the old aristocracy occupying their boxes side by side with the members of the new upper middle class. Queen Victoria herself was quite passionate about opera and even took singing lessons from Luigi Lablache; accompanied by Prince Albert, she was often reported to have attended one performance or another. The response of the audience was also habitually recorded in the periodicals; vivid descriptions of the enthusiasm of the public in asking for a certain aria to be encored, in calling for the singers to reappear before the curtain, in throwing bouquets and applauding warmly were common. Some reviewers called attention to the manner in which the vast majority of the subscribers paid less attention to the music than to the interpreter. This was well described by the critic of The Musical World in 1845, who argued that “the singers, and not the composers, occupy their thoughts: they think not of what they hear, but of who they hear. An opera, to them, is a species of composition full of delightful solos for the principal vocalists, and the dreary filling up between these solos gives them ample time to look round the house and converse with their friends.”35 While the vast majority of the public idolised the singer, only a select few paid attention to the composer and the score. Therefore, when a cherished star was announced a crowded audience could be easily predicted. The public flocked to the theatre and packed it to the ceiling night after night. Meanwhile, we do not find reviews reporting on singers being hissed or booed by the audience. Strong negative reactions were quite unusual, and it was enough for operagoers to desert the theatre in order to communicate their disapproval, dislike or simple lack of interest. Of course, the audience’s behaviour affected the theatre managers’ decisions and influenced the composition of the operatic programmes season after season. If a new opera was a failure, the theatre manager was ready to withdraw it after a night or two, and revive an old favourite. If it made a furore it was presented over and over again at the expense of the other titles initially announced in the prospectus. Opera in Victorian London was a business strongly dependant on the star system, and music critics could do little or nothing to guide the public response, influence the reception of a new opera or even determine its success.
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As early as 1844, Henry Fothergill
Chorley, whose tastes and beliefs
were marked by a strong tint of conservativism, introduced his
readers to the operatic composer who was creating a furore all over Europe. The
critic, who had not yet had the occasion to hear any of Verdi’s
works, availed himself of the recent publication in London of some
of his operatic airs. Chorley felt
obliged to turn his attention to the emerging Italian composer
because of his increasing popularity and on account of those recent
events that “had called attention of our English public to the
modern style, or rather no-style, of Italian singing.”1 Popularity, rather
than value, had compelled him to take into account the recent rise
of the young Verdi. Chorley’s
conservative attitude emerges as soon as he sets his aesthetic
coordinates and defines the criteria determining success in any
operatic undertaking.

But first, we must remind the reader
that the distinctive basis of Italian Opera, from its outset, has
been melody—melody in recitative, in air, in concerted piece, and
in chorus; the dramatic expression of the moment being largely left
to the singer. Even in the German musical drama, though the voice
has been often assigned tasks too ungracious to be ever well
performed, under the notion of rendering it a mere instrument in
the composer’s hands, and the adaptation of sound to sense has been
more closely studied, still melody has been indispensable to
success—in the orchestra if not on the stage.2

Chorley defined
melody not only as the true foundation of Italian Opera, but also
as a condition for success in the more rational German musical
drama where melody, even if associated with the orchestra rather
than with the voice, could not be neglected. Dramatic expression
was to be understood as an additional ingredient left to the
singer’s acting skills. In his analysis of the current state of the
musical and dramatic arts, Chorley
referred to what, in his eyes, appeared to be a widespread tendency
all over Europe: getting rid of what was essential, melody, and
emphasising what he thought to be of secondary importance,
shapeless dramatisation. This lamentable tendency was noticeable
also in Hector Berlioz and, more
interestingly, in Richard Wagner,
whose operas, Chorley held, “we have
heard rapturously bepraised, because they contain no tunes which
any one can carry away.”3

Chorley’s idea
of melody involved form and symmetry, features dear to
Rossini but neglected by
Bellini and his successors under the
pretence of “dramatizing the style.” Melodic dramatisation, on the other hand, consisted of vocal
passages—shapeless recitatives—which merely functioned as the
dramatic expression of the crudest passions and were devoid of any
melodic interest; compounding this degradation was the intolerable
volume of the orchestra, increased for dramatic effect, which
reminded Chorley of the janissary
bands, with the strident sound of the wind instruments, the massive
boom of the drums and the metallic clash of cymbals. Even when
modern composers strove to respect the tenets of canonical
composition by adopting symmetrical dispositions of phrases, they
failed to reach a sufficient degree of novelty:

Bellini’s
successors, less vigorous in invention, have outdone him in
renouncing all firmness and ordinance of construction, producing,
it is true, tunes in the canonical number of bars required by the
poetic ear, but without the slightest novelty of combination or
phrase. In short, Italian invention seems fast advancing towards a
point at which, whether the idea be old or new it matters little,
so that the singer has a spianato passage to bawl or to
sigh out, either solus or in unison with his
comrades, a semblance of intensity and contrivance being given by a
use of the orchestra, licentious enough to make Cimarosa and Paisiello (those colourists as tender but as
consummate in their art as Watteau) turn in their
graves.4

Having outlined the general framework,
Chorley moved on to address Verdi’s
Ernani, which did not belie the general
trend: as he could see from the score, Verdi’s work was devoid of
any new melody, while the concerted music struck “as a shade
worthier and more individual than his songs.”5 Despite the presence
of the much longed-for ordinance in construction and symmetry, this
music was likely to produce a peculiarly monotonous effect because
of the intrinsic lack of inventiveness that the continuous
repetition of the first melodic idea manifested. Verdi’s melodies
were worn, hackneyed and meaningless, his harmonies and
progressions crude, while only his orchestration appeared to have
value. Chorley lamented that Verdi’s
music lacked that fresh and sweet melody which he considered the
true foundation of vocal music. However, Chorley’s antagonism was tentative, as he had not
been afforded the opportunity to attend any of Verdi’s operas at
that time.6

On 17 February 1845, The Times announced the
programme of the forthcoming ante-Easter opera season at Her
Majesty’s Theatre: it promised great
brilliancy. Giulia Grisi was the
prima donna, while
Napoleone Moriani and Mario, alias Giovanni Matteo De Candia were both
engaged as tenors; the tenor Leone Corelli, the inimitable primo basso Luigi
Lablache and the baritone Luciano
Fornasari were also announced. Other
names were Marietta Brambilla,
Giovanna “Juana” Rossi Caccia, Anaide
(Jeanne Anaïs) Castellan, Rita
Borio, Felice Bottelli, and Paul-Bernard Barroilhet. Michael Costa would conduct the orchestra. The first
opera of the season was Ernani
by the young composer Giuseppe Verdi, a work that—it was stated—had
created a furore on the continent.7

A similar announcement was published in
The Athenaeum on 22 February,
an issue which included further previews, among them Verdi’s
I
Lombardi and Nabucco, Luigi Ricci’s Scaramuccia
and Donizetti’s La favorita. In conclusion,
the piece remarked on the difficulty involved in preparing a
successful operatic programme, for the manager must appeal to three
different parties: “the fashionable many, who only care for what is
the mode of the hour, the amateur few, who are apt to be somewhat
impracticable in their requisitions, and the singers, whose name
‘as a legion’ is Egotism and Indolence.”8

Finally, on 8 March, Ernani
was performed at Her Majesty’s Theatre, followed by the ballet Eoline, ou la
Dryade, taken from Johann Karl August
Musäus’s Libussa. However, as Benjamin Lumley—manager of Her Majesty’s Theatre—put it,
Ernani did not
contribute in any marked degree to the theatre’s financial
prosperity of that year.9 The London public,
before which it was the manager’s duty to bring the greatest
novelties of the day, reacted with a sense of indifference that was
absolutely consistent with its notoriously conservative habits:
“That it excited the general enthusiasm awarded to it so lavishly
in Italy, cannot be asserted; that it was a failure, may be
emphatically denied. The general result of the first introduction
of Verdi to the English public was a feeling of hesitation and
doubt.”10
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Fig. 3
Benjamin Lumley, in a portrait from the frontispiece of his
Reminiscences of the
Opera (London: Hurst & Blackett, 1864).

Chorley’s
review of Ernani, published on 15 March in the
columns of The Athenaeum, shows no sign
of either doubt or hesitation. His review touched on three issues:
the operatic libretto and its dramatic implications; Verdi’s
musical treatment; the singers and their interpretation. The choice
of the libretto showed at first sight that Italians were now
looking to the French Grand Opéra for their model of serious
musical drama. Both the length of the drama, with its four acts,
and its treatment revealed a tendency that seemed to explain, at
least in part, why such features as melodiousness and melodic
ornamentation were no longer to be found in the Italian operatic
music. “Violent passions, elaborate groupings and combinations of
incident are treated fearlessly; tragical declamation and situation
are obviously now thought to be as necessary as the setting-off the
singers.”11

This new tendency strongly contrasted with
the tradition embodied by Domenico Cimarosa, whose Gli Oriazi e I
Curiazi now seemed to belong to another
world, a remote past to look at and long for with a sense of
nostalgia.12 However, although
much had been recently achieved with regard to both drama and
music, the same could not be said about the vocal art. While drama
had gained in force, probability and contrast, and the new school
had established greater musical scope, vocal art seemed now to
signify what Chorley defined as “arms
and legs” gesticulation that left no space for proper vocalisation.
Chorley even wondered whether the
dramas of Victor Hugo were any better
than the less complicated traditional plots of such operas as
Norma
or La
sonnambula.

The scrutiny of Verdi’s compositional
achievement was not flattering; the critic accused the composer of
plagiarism and was able to point out a good number of passages that
supported his claim. On the other hand, Verdi showed “a disposition
to study new effects in the concerted music, caused possibly by the
present depreciated state of Italian vocal accomplishment, and by
the consequent disposition to emulate the energy and grandeur of
French theatrical music of combination.”13 The tendency to
imitate the Grand Opéra depended, to a large extent, on the poor
condition of vocal music in what was once the Land of Song. Verdi’s
choruses were spirited and able to move the audience, and in fact a
certain number of pieces were encored; still, Chorley reproached the way Verdi treated the
voice:

Music without uncouthness of interval
more ruinous to the voice than Signor Verdi’s has, probably, never
been produced. The soprano part is perpetually
above the stave;—requiring, moreover, force and declamation, and not such silvery warblings as
Cimarosa and the more considerate
elder Italians delighted to allot to the soprano sfogato. To make
matters worse, the orchestra is for the most part at full
strength—very frequently fortissimo, leaving the poor
prima donna no
choice, save scream or pantomime.14

Again, Chorley
longed for those palmy days in which Cimarosa was able to string pearls of flourishing
music by accommodating a captivating melody to the natural compass
of the voice, in opposition to the ruinous treatment Verdi now
reserved for it. Furthermore, the noisiness of the orchestra left
singers in a state of exhaustion and frustrated all their efforts
to make their voices audible. Chorley’s review concluded with a survey of the
performers, addressing both the dramatic and vocal skills of each
individual and explicitly suggesting that the older school of
singing and interpreting had been replac [...]
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