Henry Purcell (1659-1695)


Born: September 10, 1659, St Ann's Lane, Old Pye Street, Westminster.
Died: Westminster, 21 November 1695)

HENRY PURCELL’S FAMILY BACKGROUND

Purcell was born in St Ann's Lane, Old Pye Street, Westminster. His father, Henry Purcell3rd , was a gentleman of the Chapel Royal, and sang at the coronation of King Charles II of England. Henry the elder had three sons, Edward, Henry, and Daniel. Daniel Purcell who died in 1717, the youngest of the brothers, was also a prolific composer.

After his father's death in 1664, young Henry Purcell was placed under the guardianship of his uncle, Thomas Purcell who also died in 1682.

Thomas showed him great affection and kindness.

PURCELL’S EARLY MUSIC EDUCATION:

Thomas was himself a gentleman of His Majesty's chapel, and arranged for Henry to be admitted as a chorister.

Henry studied first under Captain Henry Cooke who also died in 1672,a master of the children, 

Pelham Humfrey who had succeeded Cook took over Henry Purcell but later died in 1674.

After Humfrey's death, Purcell continued his studies under Dr John Blow.

He attended Westminster School and in 1676.

He was a chorister in the Chapel Royal until his voice broke in 1673,

PURCELL’S MUSIC PROFESSION:

After his attendance in Westminster School and in 1676, Purcell was appointed organist, at Westminster Abbey and in the same year he composed the music to John Dryden's Aureng-Zebe, and Thomas Shadwell's Epsom Wells and The Libertine.

These were followed in 1677 by the music to Aphra Behn's tragedy, Abdelazar, and in 1678 by an overture and masque for Shadwell's new version of Shakespeare's Timon of Athens. The chorus "In these delightful pleasant groves" from The Libertine is still performed.

· In 1673, Purcell was then made assistant to John Hinges ton, whom he succeeded as organ maker and keeper of the king's instruments in 1683.
· In 1677 he was appointed composer-in-ordinary for the king's violins.
· 1679 succeeded his teacher, Blow, as organist of Westminster Abbey still only at twenty-two.

· Between 1680 and 1681 Purcell began writing music for the theatre.

·  In 1682 he was appointed an organist of the Chapel Royal. James II renewed his court appointments in 1685.

· Again William III renewed his court appointments in 1689.

· He was also responsible on each occasion to provide a second organ music for the coronation. The last royal occasion for which he provided music was Queen Mary's funeral in 1695. 

PURCELL’S SOCIAL AND FAMILY LIFE:
It was probably in 1680 or 1681 that he married.

HENRY PURCELL’S MUSIC COMPOSITION:
Purcell was one of the greatest composers of the Baroque period and one of the greatest of all English composers.

Purcell incorporated Italian and French stylistic elements but devised a peculiarly English style of Baroque music.

Purcell is said to have been composing at nine years old but the earliest work that can be certainly identified as his is an ode for the King's birthday, written in 1670.
His earliest surviving works date from 1680 but already show a complete command of the craft of composition.

Purcell’s works became increasingly in demand as a composer, and his theatre music in particular made his name familiar to many who knew nothing of his church music or the odes and welcome songs he wrote for the court.

SOME OF PURCELL’S FAMOUS WORKS AND CONTRIBUTION TO THE MUSIC WORLD:

· In 1679, he wrote some songs for John Playford's Choice Ayres, Songs and Dialogues, and also an anthem, the name of which is not known, for the Chapel-Royal

· Purcell wrote several anthems at different times for this extraordinary voice, a basso profundo, which is known to have had a range of at least two full octaves, from D below the stave to D above. 

· In 1685 he wrote two of his finest anthems, "I was glad" and "My heart is inditing", for the coronation of King James II.
· Fantasias for viols.

· In 1687, he resumed his connection with the theatre by furnishing the music for Dryden's tragedy, Tyrannick Love. 
· In the same year 1687 Purcell also composed a march and quick-step, which became so popular that Lord Wharton adapted the latter to the fatal verses of Lillibullero; 
· January 1688 he composed his anthem Blessed are they that fear the Lord, by express command of the King. 
· A few months later he wrote the music for D'Urfey's play, The Fool's Preferment.
· In 1690 he wrote the songs for Dryden's version of Shakespeare's The Tempest, including Full fathom five and Come unto these yellow sands, and the music for Betterton's adaptation of Fletcher and Massinger's Prophetess (afterwards called Dioclesian) and Dryden's Amphitryon.
· In 1691 he produced his dramatic masterpiece, King Arthur, also written by Dryden, and first published by the Musical Antiquarian Society in 1843.

· In 1692, he composed songs and music for The Fairy-Queen (an adaptation of Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream).

· Purcell's Te Deum and Jubilate was written for Saint Cecilia's Day, 1693, the first English Te Deum ever composed with orchestral accompaniment. This work was annually performed at St Paul's Cathedral until 1712, after which it was performed alternately with Handel's Utrecht Te Deum and Jubilate until 1743, when both works were replaced by Handel's Dettingen Te Deum.

· He composed an anthem and two elegies for Queen Mary's funeral.

· Besides the operas already mentioned, Purcell wrote Don Quixote, Boudicca, The Indian Queen and others, a vast quantity of sacred music, and numerous odes, cantatas and other miscellaneous pieces.

· Masterpieces of contrapuntal writing in the old style.

· Church music 

· The odes and welcome songs, which he wrote for the court.

· Modern sonatas for violins, which reveal some acquaintance with Italian models. 

· Theatre music consists of songs and instrumental pieces for spoken plays.

· Semi-operas 

· One of 17th-century operas “Dido and Aeneas”, written for a girls' school at Chelsea; despite the limitations of Nahum Tate's libretto it is among the finest. 

Purcell himself was dead; he was buried in Westminster Abbey on 26 November 1695.

HENRY PURCELL’S LAST DAYS:

He died at his house in Dean's Yard, Westminster, in 1695, at the height of his powers; he was only in his mid-thirties.

His wife and three of his six children survived him and his widow died in 1706, having published a number of his works, including the now famous collection called Orpheus Britannicus, in two volumes, printed in 1698 and 1702 respectively.

The cause of Purcell's death is unclear: one theory is that he caught a chill after returning late from the theatre one night to find that his wife had locked him out; another is that he succumbed to chocolate poisoning; perhaps the most likely is that he died of tuberculosis. The beginning of Purcell's will reads:

In the name of God Amen. I, Henry Purcell, of the City of Westminster, gentleman, being dangerously ill as to the constitution of my body, but in good and perfect mind and memory (thanks be to God) do by these presents publish and declare this to be my last Will and Testament. And I do hereby give and bequeath unto my loving wife, Frances Purcell, all my estate both real and personal of what nature and kind soever... 

Purcell is buried adjacent to the organ in Westminster Abbey. His epitaph reads, "Here lyes Henry Purcell Esq., who left this life and is gone to that blessed place where only his harmony can be exceeded".                                                                                                                       
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