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WhatWe Know – andWhatWe don’t Know –
about Handel’s Career in Rome

Donald Burrows

»The chronology of Handel’s Italian journeys is distressingly vague, and we know
not whether Handel stayed in Venice for the Carnival, or kept his Christmas in
Rome«.1 Thus wrote Robert Streatfeild in his biography of Handel, published in
1909. Two years previously he had been given permission by his employer, the Brit-
ish Museum, to transfer eight days of annual leave to 1908 in order to visit Italy to
conduct research for his book.2 Given the limited time that he had for this excursion,
Streatfeild’s achievement in Chapter III of his book (»Handel in Italy, 1706–1710«)
was impressive, drawing upon published literature in Italian and German as well as
English, in addition to his own first-hand investigations. Nevertheless, as the sen-
tence quoted above reveals, he also felt some frustration and disappointment that
he had not been able to bring greater definition to his narrative of Handel’s Italian
career: his research visit had, in that respect,met with only limited success in discov-
ering relevant material.

At this time, I feel considerable sympathy for Streatfeild. In 2007 I was awarded
a major project grant from the Arts and Humanities Research Council in Britain to
support research towards a new published collection of ›Handel Documents‹ – that
is, transcriptions of contemporary documentary materials relating to Handel’s life
and career.3 The principal reference resource in this area has hitherto been Handel:
a Documentary Biography by Otto Erich Deutsch, first published in 1955. Deutsch’s
book was a remarkable achievement in its time, but half a century of scholarship
has revealed its factual errors and contributed new documents to the repertory. The

1 Richard Alexander Streatfeild, Handel, London 1909 (Preface dated »August 1909«), London
²1910; p. 40, relating to winter 1707.
2 Alec Hyatt King, Printed Music in the British Museum. An Account of the Collections, the
Catalogues and Their Formation up to 1920, London 1979, p. 131.
3 The project runs to the end of 2010 and is based at the Open University’s regional centre in
London with three permanent staff: myself as Project Director, Anthony Hicks (Research Fellow)
and Helen Green (Research Assistant). Publication in book form is planned, and we are receiving
assistance from German colleagues over the incorporation of sources existing outside Britain.
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German version of 1985, as volume 4 of the Händel-Handbuch, incorporated some
new material but otherwise avoided serious modification of Deutsch’s text.What is
needed for the twenty-first century is not a ›revised Deutsch‹ but a fresh start,which
involves obtaining copies of all the known documents and re-transcribing them
carefully in a consistent style.New contextual commentaries on the documents will
be essential, but the matter of ›biography‹ is now recognised as a separate interpreta-
tive exercise, beyond the immediate scope of the project.

The first step in the research programme involves identifying all known relevant
archival materials, and acquiring copies of the originals or, at second best, transcripts
of the best reliability, which can be checked against the originals. This immediately
raises the problem of a serious inequality of coverage. Handel’s activities in London
can be documented fairly comprehensively, sometimes even day by day, from thea-
tre notices, news items in contemporary newspapers, dated musical autographs, and
private letters or diaries. Half a century of Handel’s career, accounting for a high
proportion of his creative output, occurred in London, but this does not diminish
the importance of German and Italian documentation, which may refer directly
to Handel’s periods of residence in (and visits to) those countries, or may include
relevant correspondence that took place between London, Germany and Italy on
musical topics. With regard to German sources, there has been some progress since
1955: new documents concerning Handel’s early years in Halle, and some extra texts
from contemporary German sources, were included Händel-Handbuch 4, and there is
additional material relating to Handel’s relationship with the Hanover court.4

However, this only serves to highlight the limited range of known Italian docu-
mentary materials relating to Handel. In part this is a reflection of good fortune else-
where: the rich chronicle of activity, including musical and theatrical events, that we
derive from the London newspapers was the result of circumstances that were not
likely to be repeated in other countries.5 Nevertheless, in contrast to England and
Germany, it is very difficult to discover what new documents of any sort are known,
or might exist, in Italy. The research difficulties for the outsider are large, even in the
establishment of simple biographical outlines.My former colleague Patricia Howard
has recently established the birth and baptismal dates for the castrato Guadagni from
an Italian parish register;6 her article on the subject is short (four pages), but its
achievement involved an incredibly tortuous and expensive process. To take another
example, the early years and musical experiences of Giulia Frasi and Caterina Galli,
who were leading soloists in Handel’s later London oratorio performances, are as

4 See Donald Burrows,Handel and Hanover, in:Bach,Handel, Scarlatti: Tercentenary Essays, ed.
Peter Williams,Cambridge 1985,pp.35–59.Little new documentation has been published concern-
ing Handel’s period of residence in Hamburg.
5 These circumstances included a rather absent-minded failure in the 1690s to renew an Act of
Parliament affecting press censorship, and the circulation of manuscript news-letters that provided
models for the printed texts as newspapers developed.
6 Patricia Howard, Happy Birthday, Cosimo Gaetano Guadagni, in: The Musical Times 148
(2007), pp.93–96.
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yet undocumented. Their biographies in The New Grove are very sketchy in this
respect: they were born somewhere, sometime, in Italy, and only become tangible
from the time that they are hired in the 1740s by the London opera company.7 Italy
receives small coverage in the International Genealogical Index, there are no central-
ised national or regional Family Records Centres, and there is no national guide to
surviving Italian parish records comparable to the English ›Phillimore‹.8

What, therefore, can be achieved in terms of Italian documentation? The first
step is to define possible archival areas, with some assessment of the chances for
progress. Although I am going to concentrate mostly on Rome, this is really an
›all-Italy‹ topic, because at various times during 1706–1709 Handel is known (or
suspected) to have been somewhere else. Indeed, the geographical frame of reference
becomes wider still if we take into account John Roberts’s proposal that Handel’s
period of residence in Italy may have been interrupted by one or two return visits to
Hamburg.9 The combined lacunae in Italian and German documents will perhaps
for ever prevent a definitive reconstruction of the process and period for Handel’s
removal from Hamburg to Rome in 1706.

This brings me to the central question that I have been asking in relation to the
Handel Documents project: »what kinds of documents may once have existed?« The
immediate scope of the project concerns presently-known documents, rather than
the initiation of new archival research,but the question nevertheless remains relevant.
Furthermore, the diversity of possible archival material is such that some of it may
more likely be discovered by researchers working in other disciplines. It would help
to know what we are looking for, so it is worth trying to define the documentary
areas that are relevant to Handel’s years in Italy, and particularly in Rome. I propose
that there five such areas.

The first area, travel documents, is at the moment a complete ›no-show‹ for Handel’s
journeys to Rome, and indeed for nearly all of the places involved in his career.
Three letters of recommendation are known, all of them relating to Handel’s travel
to and from Florence;10 that of 19 October 1707 refers to his journey from Rome.

7 Winton Dean, art. Frasi, Giulia and Galli, Caterina, in: The New Grove Dictionary of Music
and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie, London ²2001, vol. 9, pp.214, 448. I was alerted to the obscurity of
the early careers of these singers in the course of evolving a dissertation topic for one of my students.
8 Cecil R. Humphery-Smith (ed.), The Phillimore Atlas and Index of Parish Registers, Chich-
ester 1984.
9 John H. Roberts, A New Handel Aria, or Hamburg Revisited, in: Georg Friedrich Händel –
ein Lebensinhalt: Gedenkschrift für Bernd Baselt (1934–1993), ed. Klaus Hortschansky, Konstanze
Musketa, Halle an der Saale 1995, pp.113–130.
10 Letters of 19 October 1709, 9 November 1709, and 9 March 1710: see Carlo Vitali, Antonello
Furnari, Händels Italienreise – neue Dokumente, Hypothesen und Interpretationen, in: Göttinger
Händel-Beiträge 4 (1991), pp.41–66: 61–64; the first and third letters are printed in Händel-Hand-
buch, vol. 4: Dokumente zu Leben und Schaffen. Auf der Grundlage von Otto Erich Deutsch:
Handel, a Documentary Biography, Kassel etc. 1985, pp.43, 45.
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While it would be anachronistic to view the matter from our experience of modern
immigration procedures, there nevertheless must have been both political and per-
sonal documentation relating to all of Handel’s travel, presumably letters of authority
and identification that served as passports.11 If any such documents were preserved
by Handel himself, they might still have been kept at his house in Brook Street at
the time of his death. When and how did Handel travel from Florence to Rome,
from Rome to Venice or Naples, and who paid for it? Perhaps it is not surprising
that eighteenth-century coaching receipts or passenger lists are among the world’s
vanished ephemera, but nothing has yet been discovered, as far as I know, in shipping
records.This is as relevant to Handel’s journeys between Germany and Italy as it is to
his travels between continental Europe and London.The assumption is usually made
that Handel travelled to and from Italy by land, but this was not necessarily either
the fastest or most convenient mode of transport before the age of railways. Ham-
burg was of course a major European port in Handel’s day, as it remains today. If the
20-year-old Handel indeed travelled to Italy at his own expense, the budget option
was surely to join one of the boats to the Mediterranean. I have not been able to dis-
cover much about this trade route, but my guess is that it was rather seasonal, in view
of the hazardous area around the Bay of Biscay. The timing, and the journey times,
may well be critical to the possibility that Handel returned to Hamburg briefly, even
during the periods when he is known to have been mainly resident in Rome. Even
if Handel did not trust himself to the seas, he could probably have covered the first
part of his journey from Hamburg on the River Elbe, to a faster schedule than could
have been achieved overland.

A second documentary area concerns evidence from the music itself. In the
absence of any surviving letters in Handel’s hand from the Italian period, our best
documentary evidence, though limited in quantity, should be the annotations of date
and place that were written by him on his musical autographs. So they would be,
if Handel did not appear to have been so confused about the year when he wrote
the date on Dixit Dominus, and if we knew what calendar he thought he was using
when he dated the Naples trio.12 Then there is the matter of the various batches
of music paper, characterised by watermarks and rastra, that he used in Italy. There
are certainly plausible ›Roman‹ paper types in Handel’s musical autographs, though
this evidence is less specific to time and place than is the case with the paper stocks

11 The international scope of Handel’s activities must have also been the subject of consular activ-
ity between different courts.
12 In the date at the end of »Dixit Dominus« (GB-Lbl,R.M. 20.f.1, f. 82v) Handel altered »1706«
to »1707« and left a space for the day-number in April. On the autograph of the Trio HWV 201a
Handel wrote »li 12 di Luglio / Napoli«, but according to Kirkendale, Handel with Ruspoli (see
note 19, below), p. 388, he was back in Rome on 14 July: this is just possible if Handel finished the
Trio early in the morning and travelled by express coaches, but the alternative is a more leisurely
timetable and a movement between different calendars.
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that he used subsequently in London.13 A chronological framework based on such
evidence lies beyond the scope of the Documents Project, and it relies on subjective
judgments of interpretation concerning the role that composition played in Handel’s
life at various periods. If structured activity in the way of writing music on paper
was some form of emotional necessity, or even an obsession, for Handel, then the
evidence vacuum with regard to music from 1706 is a problem.Consequently, if the
first stage of his Italian career did indeed involve a period of residence in Florence,
it seems unlikely that he did not write any music there, or that we have lost every
page.14 Nevertheless, the first compositions from the Italian period that we can docu-
ment with reasonable certainty at the moment were composed in Rome, probably
towards the end of 1706.

The third documentary area comprises eye-witness diaries. The earliest docu-
mentary evidence of Handel’s presence in Rome is the now-famous entry in Vale-
sio’s diary about the »Saxon« playing the organ at the church of St John Lateran,
generally regarded as an description of Handel.15 The curious circumstance of Han-
del’s immediate access to a church so closely associated with the Papacy is perhaps
less significant than the fact that St John Lateran had what was probably the most
interesting organ in Rome. I am disposed to accept the »Saxon« description, here
and in other contemporary Roman sources, as referring to Handel, but the local
usage remains curious.Why do the documents not refer to Handel by name?16 Was
this a phonetic problem – pronunciation versus spelling? »Saxon« seems to have been
a conventional geographical usage, and its application was strictly inaccurate: politi-
cal authority in Halle had passed from Saxony to the Elector of Brandenburg five
years before Handel was born there, though he still referred to »Halle in Saxony« in
his last will.What was the perception of Handel’s nationality, and its significance, by
his Roman patrons? His success as a Protestant at the centre of religious Roman-
ism has been explained variously as proof that the recognition of his musical talent
transcended sectarian cultural boundaries, or as evidence of Handel’s entrepreneurial
skills in promoting himself in an unlikely market (raising questions about the integ-
rity of his religious beliefs). The political aspect is, however, just as anomalous. In
Rome he was closely associated with several patrons whose political affiliations in
the War of Spanish Succession were reflected in his French and Spanish cantatas, yet

13 See Donald Burrows,Martha J.Ronish, A Catalogue of Handel’s Musical Autographs,Oxford
1994, p.xxvi.
14 Apart from the letters referred to in note 10, the only ›Handel document‹ from Florence is the
word-book for the 1707 production of »Rodrigo«.
15 See Ursula Kirkendale, Organ Playing in the Lateran and Other Remembrances on Handel:
a Report on the Voiage historique of 1737, in: Warren and Ursula Kirkendale, Music and Meaning.
Studies in Music History and the Neighbouring Disciplines, Florence 2007 (Historiae musicae
cultores 113), pp.351–360.
16 It is striking that, by contrast, the three letters of reference associated with Florence (see
note 10) all refer to Handel by name, though not Merlini’s letter of 24 September 1707, referred to
below.
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Handel was born a child of the Empire: how did he resolve this with his apparently
very public identification with the opponents to the Habsburgs?

Unfortunately contemporary Roman diarists do not seem to give us any help
on this matter. Nor did they write much about his music or the circumstances of
its performance in Rome. Valesio’s diary has some short entries relating to La resur-
rezione in 1708, but otherwise I can identify only two relevant documents that were
available in 2008. De Blainville’s description of Ottoboni’s concert on 14 May 1707,
already known to Streatfeild, does not mention Handel as among those present, so
we have to decide whether that is in fact a ›Handel document‹.17 Annibale Merlini’s
letter of 24 September 1707 says that »a famous Saxon« (presumably Handel, since
the letter was addressed to Ferdinando de’ Medici, who could have understood the
reference) had performed along with a child prodigy at the Casa Ottoboni and Casa
Colonna, but gives no account of the musical programme of the concerts. Important
references discovered in a new source were published in 2009, from the diary of
Prince Anton Ulrich of Saxe-Meiningen, who visited Rome in 1707.18 These con-
firm Handel’s involvement with the service of vespers for the Carmelites on 15 July,
but are also significant for their descriptions of the private academies. The Prince
went to the Collegium Apollinare on Saturday 23 July and Ottoboni’s »music« on
Wednesday 17 August, and named Handel as performing at both.He attended six of
Ruspoli’s Sunday concerts. At the first (24April, Easter Sunday) a »berumten Saxen«
performed, but by the next occasion a week later he had learned Handel’s name; all
five concerts up to 4 September mention Handel’s participation, and on 23 October
he noted Handel’s absence, because the composer had moved on to Florence. The
performance at Ottoboni’s apparently involved »9. Meistern«, but at Ruspoli’s it
seems that the repertory was of continuo-accompanied cantatas:Handel is described
as playing the »Clavir« and accompanying the singers.The Meiningen diary confirms
the regularity of Ruspoli’s concerts and adds information about dates, the members
of the audience, and the names of the singers, but unfortunately does not record the
names of the pieces performed, or even their subject-matter. (This is a common pat-
tern in many European eighteenth-century diaries that refer to musical events.)

It seems likely that there were performances of at least 40 Italian cantatas by
Handel in Rome between December 1706 and September 1708, some with basso
continuo accompaniment and some including a string ensemble. Ursula Kirkendale
has suggested a timetable whereby a new cantata from Handel was performed each
week for Ruspoli, and indeed that the provision of the cantatas was one of his main
contractual obligations.19 A few of the cantatas can be associated with particular

17 Streatfeild, Handel (see note 1), p. 34.
18 Rashid-S. Pegah, »anno 1707«. Neue Forschungsergebnisse zur Tätigkeit von G. F. Händel in
Rom und Florenz, in: Die Musikforschung 62 (2009), pp.2–13.
19 Ursula Kirkendale, Handel with Ruspoli: New Documents from the Archivio Segreto Vati-
cano, 1706 to 1708, originally published in Studi musicali 32 (2003), pp.301–348 and Händel-
Jahrbuch 50 (2004), pp.309–374. References here are to the revised version in Warren and Ursula
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occasions on account of references in their texts, and can thus be speculatively attrib-
uted to particular performances for the Arcadian Academy (Saturday) or Ruspoli’s
»conversazioni« (Sundays), but most of them leave no clues as to whether they might
have been intended for the regular concerts of the Arcadians, Ruspoli, Ottoboni or
Pamphilj. Furthermore, from Kirkendale’s proposed schedule it seems likely that the
provision of a weekly cantata for Ruspoli continued even when Handel was away
from Rome, on his visit to Naples; under those circumstances, there may have been
other periods of similar absence from Rome that are disguised by the apparent conti-
nuity of the cantata timetable.Who directed the performances in Handel’s absence?

In addition to the cantatas,Handel’s professional activity in Rome seems to have
been as a keyboard player (largely undocumented,not surprisingly), and in the area of
church music. The recent history of research on his Roman church music has been
dominated by two controversies: over the musical content of the ›Carmelite vespers‹
in the 1980s, and more recently over the authorship of a setting of the Gloria that
survives in a later English source.20 Both topics generated strong disagreements, rival
performances and recordings, and bizarre situations that would make good material
for extended comedy films, but this was partly because the documentary record for
Handel’s Roman repertory of Latin church music is thin, and the circumstances of
his performances are thus open to a number of different possible interpretations.
(There have also been some impossible interpretations.) It is an area, again, in which
no help is to be found from contemporary diarists.

Fourthly, there are possible sources from official or personal archives of Handel’s
Roman patrons. I referred in passing to Ursula Kirkendale’s suggested timetable
for the performances of Handel’s Italian cantatas, arising from her valuable work
on the papers from Ruspoli’s domestic archive. Newman Flower’s 1923 biography
of Handel had included some quotations from documents in the Ruspoli papers,21

but Kirkendale’s first article on the references to Handel in the Ruspoli archive,
published in 1967, more than doubled the quantity of documentary material (not
counting the pages of the music itself) relating to Handel’s career in Rome.22 Up to

Kirkendale,Music and Meaning (see note 15), pp.361–415. For the suggested cantata timetable, see
pp.367 f., 384, 388 f.
20 The controversies are only partially represented in published articles and reviews, but late stages
are marked by the following articles: Watkins Shaw, Graham Dixon, Handel’s Vesper Music, in:
The Musical Times 126 (1985), pp.392–397, and Clifford Bartlett, Anthony Hicks, Hans Joachim
Marx, Michael Talbot, The ›Handel‹ Gloria Reconsidered (colloquy), in: Early Music 30 (2002),
pp.252–262.
21 Newman Flower, George Frideric Handel: His Personality and Times, London 1923, revised
edition 1959; the Ruspoli material appears in Chapter IV (»The Italian Journey«), and was almost
certainly contributed by L. A. Shepherd [Leslie Alfred Sheppard] of the British Museum, whom
Flower acknowledges »for research in Italy« in the Preface to the first edition.
22 Ursula Kirkendale,The Ruspoli Documents on Handel, originally published in: Journal of the
American Musicological Society 20 (1967), pp.222–273, 518; revised version in Warren and Ursula
Kirkendale,Music and Meaning (see note 15), pp.287–349.
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that point, apart from some investigation of the ›Vespers‹ music by James Hall in the
1950s, there had hardly been any additions to the documentary material since Streat-
feild, and indeed since Chrysander’s Handel biography of 1858.23 The transcriptions
of the Ruspoli documents published in 1967 included financial accounts relating to
the copying of named works by Handel,which opened up some interesting questions
about the relationship of the Ruspoli lists to the music copies that survive today in
the Santini collection at Münster. Although these manuscripts carry no evidence of
the identity of their original owners, it seems likely that many of the relevant copies
of Handel’s music at Münster are the actual items referred to in the Ruspoli accounts.
However, the provenance for this section of the Santini Collection seems to be
undocumented.Where did Santini obtain the Handel material from, and under what
conditions? The Münster collection certainly includes manuscripts that originated
during Handel’s time in Rome, but these may have come from a number of different
collections that had already have been combined before Santini acquired them. Any
such transactions must also have taken place in Rome, so in the background is another
important documentary vacuum,concerning the provenance of the manuscripts dur-
ing their first century of existence, which must lead us to be cautious about making
direct links with the lists of copying assignments from the Ruspoli archive.

The results of Ursula Kirkendale’s continuing work on Handel’s Italian years
have appeared in a recent article.24 A large part of this is interpretative, but it clearly
includes some statements based on documents that she has surveyed and examined
since 1967, in the archives of Handel’s Roman patrons. The new material has both
positive and negative aspects. Kirkendale has discovered several new references to
»Monsù Endel« in Ruspoli’s libri mastri (an important series not covered in the ear-
lier article),25 though it is difficult to form a comprehensive picture of the references
to the »Sassone« and to Durastante (and other singers) that might be relevant: it is
regrettable that the article was not accompanied by an appendix of transcriptions, as
in 1967, and a summary of the proposed performance calendar for Handel’s works.
On the negative side, Kirkendale notes that »Handel’s name is mentioned nowhere
in the extant accounts of Ottoboni« (presumably also including a silence about »Sax-
ons«) and »no documents indicate that Handel ever resided with the cardinals Pam-
philij, Ottoboni or Colonna«,26 but I wonder if the archives have anything that may
relate to performances in which Handel was involved. I respect the large extent of
Kirkendale’s experience in the Roman family archives, but there may be reasons why
Handel’s association would not have been recorded there. In that case, where should
we be looking instead?

23 It is remarkable that much of the initiative for investigation of Handel’s Italian career and its
music has come from Britons (Edward Goddard, Streatfeild, Sheppard, Hall, Shaw and Dixon) and
that the subject received little attention from Italian scholars until recent times.
24 Kirkendale, Handel with Ruspoli (see note 19).
25 Kirkendale, Handel with Ruspoli, p. 362.
26 Kirkendale, Handel with Ruspoli, p. 393.
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This brings me to the last category of ›Handel Documents‹, the narratives writ-
ten long after the events, and most importantly the section on Handel’s Italian career
from John Mainwaring’s Memoirs, published in 1760.27 Mainwaring’s reputation, par-
ticularly with regard to this part of the Memoirs, has varied dramatically at the hands
of successive Handel scholars,who have challenged or re-affirmed various anecdotes
and aspects of the chronology. Either way,Mainwaring cannot be ignored, since the
Memoirs have so much detail and narrative that does not appear anywhere else and, as
Anthony Hicks has pointed out, the earlier part of Handel’s life (including the Ital-
ian years) occupies a surprisingly large proportion of the book.28 Deutsch included
whole sections of the Memoirs in the relevant chronological part of the Documentary
Biography, because they were – and indeed remain – one of the essential docu-
mentary sources for this period.29 The quotations concerning Handel’s Italian years
appear in the sections of Deutsch’s book for 1706–1709, but we need to remember
that, as a ›document‹, the Memoirs originated half a century later.

There are two fundamental questions relating to the interpretation of Mainwar-
ing’s account of Handel’s Italian years. The first concerns the very fact that it is a
narrative:what was the author trying to do by putting the story together in that way?
Possibly the author regarded chronology as being subsidiary to the story-line. The
story has some major interruptions: if we want to know about Handel’s time in Italy,
then there are some irritatingly large diversions about the Abbé Du Bos and about
the state of the music profession in Italy, while the information about the singer
»Victoria« and her relationship with Handel is presented in a manner that seems to
be deliberately obfuscated.The statement that »Florence, as is natural to suppose,was
his first destination« may record a fact, though the limiting clause introduces an ele-
ment of doubt: did Mainwaring know this for a fact, or was it inferred from Handel’s
contact with the Medici family in Hamburg? The relative sequence of Handel’s time
in Rome and Naples is given correctly, but it is difficult to assess Mainwaring’s narra-
tives about Florence and Venice,or even to be certain about the number of visits that
are being described.My impressions are that the story was constructed to lead up to
Rome as the climax of Handel’s Italian years; that Mainwaring was not interested in,
or was unable to achieve precision in, the details of the route that led towards it; and

27 Memoirs of the Life of the Late George Frederic Handel, London 1760. No author is named
on the title page, but Mainwaring’s identity is established from letters in the Gerald Coke Handel
Collection concerning royalty payments. Pages 39–69 of the »Memoirs« are devoted to Handel’s
Italian years, with the section on Rome occupying pp.54–65. A summary biography of Handel
derived from the »Memoirs« was also published in The Gentleman’s Magazine, April and May 1760:
the sections covering the Italian years are on pp.161 f., 213 f.
28 Anthony Hicks, Handel’s Early Musical Development, in: Proceedings of the Royal Musical
Association 103 (1976–1977), pp.80–89: 81.
29 Otto Erich Deutsch, Handel: a Documentary Biography, London 1955, pp.16–18, 26 f.; the
section from the »Memoirs« referring to Handel’s visit to Venice, which Mainwaring placed be-
tween his descriptions of Handel’s career in Florence and Rome, was transferred by Deutsch to the
year 1709.
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that he tended to play down the untidy elements that would have been introduced
by descriptions of further excursions during the ›Roman period‹.

The second question about theMemoirs is the most obvious one – was the infor-
mation based on a reliable source? I think that there is now general agreement that the
description of the early part of Handel’s life must have originated from the composer
himself, for there was no one else in London during the 1750s who could have had
that information. It is unlikely that Handel had any motive for writing autobiograph-
ical notes before 1751, and after that he was unable to do so, on account of his blind-
ness. Therefore the material for the Memoirs must have been gathered by interviews,
probably in the later 1750s: the front-weighting of the narrative suggests that Handel
told (or was prompted to tell) the story from the beginning, but died, or became
unable to give the matter sustained concentration,while the process was still only half-
way through.Forty years later Coxe’s Anecdotes of Handel and John Christopher Smith
junior stated that the Memoirs were »written under the inspection of Mr. Smith«,30

but this does not necessarily imply that Smith himself had been the interviewer.
The proposition that theMemoirswere at least partly based on interview material

from the composer of course relies on the assumption that Handel co-operated with,
or even initiated, this procedure, and that he was willing to relate autobiographical
information. Here we are on much firmer ground. Charles Wesley’s account of the
musical education of his talented eldest son (also Charles) includes an incident when
a gentleman who had taken the young prodigy to John Stanley »told us he never
before believed what Handel used to tell of himself, and his own love of music, in his
childhood«,31 and a yet better piece of evidence comes from a diary entry by George
Harris, dated 29 May 1756 (see the illustration), recording a dinner party given by
Charles Jennens, which I need to quote in full:32

30 [William Coxe], Anecdotes of George Frederick Handel; and John Christopher Smith, Lon-
don 1799; the phrase occurs in the »Advertisement« (unpaginated) that was bound at the beginning
of the book. Coxe was Smith’s stepson.
31 The Rev.Charles Wesley’s Account of His Two Sons, transcribed in Erik Routley, The Musi-
cal Wesleys, London 1968, p.44. I thank Anthony Hicks for drawing my attention to this reference.
32 Diary of George Harris, 29 May 1756, in the Malmesbury Collection at Hampshire Record
Office,Winchester (GB), 9M73/G57; see Donald Burrows, Rosemary Dunhill, Music and Theatre
in Handel’s World: The Family Papers of James Harris 1732–1780,Oxford 2002, pp.314 f.

Dined at Mr Jennings’s, Ormond Street. [Those present:] The Master, Handel, Hethering-
ton. Handel quite blind, but pretty chearfull, & after dinner play’d finely on Mr J[ennens]’s
piano forte.Handel said, that Corelli was at the head of the orchestra at Rome when he first
went thither; that twas a rule with Corelli’s band of music that when any one made a grace
[i.e. introduced additional ornamentation], he should forfeit a crown;& one poor fidler lost
his whole salary before he could be cured of gracing.
Handel was 2 years at Rome in Cardinal Ottoboni’s family.
– Handel by birth a Saxon.
When first he came over to England, he played on the fiddle; but this not succeeding, he
then took to the harpsichord.
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This anecdote confirms that, in the right circumstances, Handel was very willing to
tell stories about his early career. It is understandable that someone who had been
present at such a conversation would have attempted a more systematic attempt to
record as much as possible of what the composer, who was clearly in his last years of
life,was able and willing to talk about. Furthermore, it is very likely that such activity
would have been undertaken in 1756–1757 when Handel seems to have been more
active, physically and socially, than was general in his last years.

Harris’s diary report is strikingly parallel to the material that we find in Main-
waring’s Memoirs in two ways: Handel’s concentration on recollections of the early
part of his career, and the occasional factual slippage that appears in the transcription.
The sentence beginning »When he first came over to England« must refer to Ham-
burg rather than London. (If it does not, then we would have to radically reconstruct
our view of Handel’s biography for 1711, and the nature of his possible contacts with
the Duke of Manchester in Venice.) So on one hand Handel was loquacious about
his early career, and on the other hand either he misremembered the facts, or he did
not make himself clear on some details, or Harris, in writing up the conversation
afterwards, recorded some details incorrectly or made his own interpretation of what
he thought he had heard. (It is not unreasonable to suppose that Harris wrote down
what he remembered as being particularly interesting, from a much longer conver-

Illustration: Entry in the diary of George Harris, 29 May 1756: Hampshire Record Office, Winchester (GB),
9M73/G57 (Reproduced by courtesy of the Earl of Malmesbury)
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sation, which had covered incidents in Hamburg, Italy and Handel’s early years in
London.) In a similar way, as Colin Timms has pointed out, an anecdote that John
Hawkins recorded about Agostino Steffani seems most likely to have come from a
conversation with Handel, but it needs chronological re-interpretation because of
the mistaken or casual presentation of its place in Steffani’s career;33 it seems in fact
to relate to an incident at one of Ottoboni’s concerts in Rome during the winter
or spring of 1708–1709, which may have been the principal occasion for Handel’s
contact with Steffani during his Italian years.34

The circumstance that George Harris’s diary entry apparently confused Handel’s
early careers in Hamburg and London does not,of course,undermine the value of his
delightful anecdote about Corelli’s violinist, either as a report of Handel’s conversa-
tion or as a record of the incident itself.The other striking thing about Harris’s diary
entry is his phrase »Handel was 2 years at Rome in Cardinal Ottoboni’s family«, and
the lack of any mention of Ruspoli. Perhaps Harris only remembered the part of the
conversation about Roman patrons which included a name that he recognised, or
perhaps (as Kirkendale has suggested) Handel had, for personal reasons, painted out
Ruspoli from his declared narrative of his career in Rome. From the documents that
we have, the significance of Ruspoli in Handel’s Roman career is not in doubt, but
that does not entirely explain the remarkable emphasis on Ottoboni that we find in
the descriptions of Handel’s life in Rome, by Mainwaring, George Harris and John
Hawkins.35 It seems that there is still something essential that we do not know about
Ottoboni’s patronage of Handel, and somewhere there may be contemporary docu-
ments that could explain this anomaly. As with the other aspects of Handel’s Roman
career that I have outlined, the questions remain: what material may still exist, and
where it is to be found?

33 Colin Timms, Polymath of the Baroque: Agostino Steffani and His Music, NewYork 2003,
p.99; the passage concerned comes from Hawkins’s »Memoirs« of Steffani (c. 1750).
34 The only other occasion for contact between Handel and Steffani in Italy would have been at
Florence in May 1709, but not in Venice (as recorded in Mainwaring,Memoirs [see note 27], p. 70):
see Timms, Polymath of the Baroque, p.100.
35 Mainwaring gives primacy to Ottoboni among Handel’s Roman patrons (Memoirs, pp.54 f.).




