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HE London music scene that Haydn experienced
during his two triumphant visits in 1791– 2 and
1793 – 4 was very different from that which had
dominated his professional life in Austria up to

that point. To take one example, concert culture in Vienna was,
broadly speaking, private and exclusive, with music being
performed in palatial residences for select audiences made up
of aristocrats, courtiers and other members of the upper classes.
By contrast, music-making in London was driven by market forces,
with concerts organised by canny entrepreneurs who turned a
profit by staging events that appealed to the prosperous middle
classes. More generally accessible and certainly more commercial,
music in London was also managed on an altogether larger scale.
To quote one basic fact, London in the 1790s had a population
of about a million, nearly four times that of Vienna, which was
home to approximately 270,000 people. In an upwardly mobile
mercantile society the English urban middle classes had money
to spend and they demanded to be entertained.

Haydn felt these cultural contrasts acutely in May 1791, five or
so months after his arrival in England in January of that year,
when he attended the Handel Festival in Westminster Abbey.
More than a thousand musicians (1,068 to be precise), including
the foremost singers and instrumentalists of the time, gathered

Portrait of Joseph Haydn by John Hoppner, commissioned by the Prince of
Wales during the composer’s vist to London in 1791– 2. The portrait is
unfinished, but the prince considered it ‘so striking a likeness to the great man’

that he would not permit Hoppner to touch it after Haydn’s departure.
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to perform Israel in Egypt, ‘Zadok the Priest’, Messiah and
numerous extracts from Handel’s other works. The latest in a
series of festivals that had taken place annually since the
groundbreaking Handel Commemoration of 1784, this was a
markedly national occasion, patronised by George III, who
regarded Handel’s music as a ‘dynastic soundtrack’ (to quote
Matthew Head). Its roots stretched back to the benefit
performances of Messiah in the Foundling Hospital that Handel
himself staged every year from 1749 until his death in 1759. 

Haydn was deeply affected by what he heard and saw, both as a
musician and also as a patriot who was able to witness at first
hand the immensely powerful role music could play in the life
of a nation. As one early biographer records:

When he heard the music of Handel in London, he was
struck as if he had been put back to the beginning of his
studies and had known nothing up to that moment. He
meditated on every note and drew from those most
learned scores the essence of true musical grandeur.

The sacred oratorios current in Haydn’s Vienna were nothing like
Handel’s Messiah. Employing Italian libretti, and originally
designed to be performed during Lent, when the opera houses
were closed, these were essentially unstaged opera seria (operas
on serious subjects) with biblical plots. As in eighteenth-century
Italian operas more generally, the main musical interest of these
aristocratic entertainments lay in the virtuoso solos, framed by
recitatives; the role of the chorus was consequently much
reduced. Haydn’s own two-part Il ritorno di Tobia (1775), with
a narrative derived from the Book of Tobit, is typical: it has only
three choruses (two more were added in 1784), just one duet,
lots of lengthy recitatives and a great deal of ornate coloratura. 

The contrast with Handel’s English oratorios could hardly be
greater. Feeling the lack of virtuoso Italian singers, Handel turned
a potential weakness into a monumental strength by developing
a genre that exploited the accomplished English choral training
available in the cathedral schools. In the process, he also
supplied a market primed to consume musical works that were
unabashedly nationalistic and populist in tone, an aim that was
aided by the choice of Old Testament subjects capable of
sustaining contemporary political meanings. The ironies are
manifold! Here was a German composer, writing music
interpreted by the Hanoverian royals as their very own ‘dynastic
soundtrack’, which was otherwise universally regarded as the
quintessence of Englishness.

This combination moved Haydn greatly and left him with the
desire to write a work on a comparable scale, charged with
similarly comprehensive emotional power. The glimmer of an
opportunity arose in August 1795. As he was leaving London at
the end of his second visit, an English libretto was thrust into
the composer’s hands by Johann Peter Salomon, the impresario
whose blandishments had tempted Haydn to visit England in
the first place. This was the text that was shortly afterwards
bilingually reworked to form the basis of The Creation.

JOSEPH HAYDN: THE CREATION

1. Origins
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Edward Edwards (1738–1806), Interior View of Westminster Abbey on the Commemoration of Handel, Taken from the Manager’s Box, c. 1790.
Oil on canvas, 147.3 x 121.9 cm. Yale Center for British Art, New Haven, CT.
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2. The Words
OBODY knows the identity of the author of the
libretto that Haydn took back with him to Vienna.
What is clear is that it had been prepared for Handel
some fifty years previously, but for unknown reasons

Handel declined to set it. In the meantime the text probably
found its way into the possession of Thomas Linley the elder
(1733–95), the father of eight musical children and part-owner
and musical director of the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. Linley
apparently passed it on to Salomon, who in turn gave it to Haydn.

Haydn liked the look of what he saw, but his English wasn’t
particularly good, so he resolved to wait until he was back in
Vienna before deciding whether or not to set the words to music.
Soon after his arrival in the Austrian capital he showed the
libretto to his influential music-loving friend Gottfried van
Swieten (1733–1803), a diplomat, imperial librarian and
government official of Dutch extraction, whose father had
been Empress Maria Theresa’s personal doctor. Van Swieten,
who was personally instrumental in the awakening of interest
in Handel and Bach in Austria, responded with enthusiasm:
‘I recognized at once that such an exalted subject would give
Haydn the opportunity I had long desired to show the whole
compass of his profound accomplishments and to express the
full power of his inexhaustible genius; I therefore encouraged
him to take the work in hand.’

Having spent twenty years as a diplomat in Brussels, Paris,
Warsaw and Berlin, Van Swieten spoke several languages, and he
was asked to take on the difficult task of preparing a text for
Haydn to set. Writing in December 1798, he explained his role:

My part in the work, which was originally in English, was
certainly rather more than mere translation; but it was far
from being such that I could regard it as my own. Neither
is it by Dryden … but by an unknown author who had
compiled it largely from Milton’s Paradise Lost, and
intended it for Handel. What prevented the great man
from making use of it is unknown; but when Haydn was
in London it was looked out, and handed over to the latter
with the request that he should set it to music.

Van Swieten’s words provided the framework for what Nicholas
Temperley has described as ‘the first large-scale work in musical
history to be published with a bilingual text’. He first translated
the libretto into German and then adjusted the original English
words so that they more closely matched the rhythms and
cadences of his German translation. Large parts of the English
text were taken from the Authorized Version (1611), a source that
Handel’s librettists had of course used extensively, and Van
Swieten’s task was complicated by the fact that these passages
from Scripture, so revered by English audiences in their familiar
English phraseology, could not be changed.

Since it first appeared, the English libretto has been heavily
criticised, sometimes perhaps unfairly, for its linguistic oddities,
and many attempts have been made to improve it. Reviewing a
performance of The Creation at Westminster Abbey in June 1834,
Edward Taylor was unequivocal in his condemnation, calling the

text ‘ludicrous and vulgar’, and going on to say: ‘It is discreditable
to the taste of a nation to listen to anything so stupid, so
monstrous.’ Supposed monstrosities permeate the libretto: ‘eagle’
and ‘cattle’ pronounced as monosyllables; ‘glides’ pronounced
‘glid-es’, and ‘stately’ pronounced ‘state-e-ly’, with three syllables.
Nicholas Temperley picks out some particularly unfortunate lines
from Part 3 (here transcribed as lines of verse) concerned with
the fall of Adam and Eve:

O happy pair, and always happy yet, 
If not, misled by false conceit,
Ye strive at more, as granted is, 
And more to know, as know ye should!

German and English chaotically intermingle to make ‘nonsense’
(as Temperley says) of a passage that swiftly narrates the
temptation and fall of Adam and Eve. Eschewing intervening
attempts to ameliorate it, the text sung this evening, published
by Carus in Germany, reinstates Van Swieten’s English words in
all their idiosyncratic glory. The problem, however, is not thereby
resolved, and the debate about the merits of the English text will
doubtless rage on.

Portrait of Gottfried van Swieten, c. 1790.
Engraving by Johann Georg Mansfeld, after a drawing by J.C. de Lakner.
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3. Ethos
HE principal sources of the original English words
of Creation are Genesis and the Book of Psalms,
as found in the Authorized Version, and Milton’s
Paradise Lost (1674). In addition, as Neil Jenkins

has shown in an article that appeared in 2005, the first librettist
drew on a long poem by James Thomson (1700–48) called The
Seasons that was first published over a period of about four years
between 1726 and 1730, and then thoroughly revised in the
mid-1740s. Thomson’s poem, comprising about 5,500 lines of
blank verse, divided into four books and a concluding hymn, was
extremely popular in the second half of the eighteenth century,
not only in Britain but also further afield. It was translated into
German in 1745 by Barthold Heinrich Brockes, published in a
handsome bilingual edition with English and German on facing
pages. Brockes’ German text formed the basis of the libretto
written by Van Swieten for Haydn’s other great oratorio, The
Seasons, first performed in 1801.

Thomson’s principal claim to fame these days is probably as the
author of ‘Rule Britannia!’ – a lyric he wrote for a masque about
Alfred the Great, with music by Thomas Arne. Otherwise, he’s not
much read, except by a few lean and threadbare academics, one
of whom happens to be me! Many years ago I included a chapter
on Thomson’s Seasons in a thesis. The poem is, in fact, extremely
interesting, not least because of Thomson’s background. He
studied philosophy and science, or natural philosophy as it was
then called, in Edinburgh, and retained an avid interest in

science, especially Newtonianism, for the rest of his life. Newton
is celebrated in The Seasons, and after Newton’s death in 1727
Thomson produced a Poem to the Memory of Sir Isaac Newton
in which the poet imaginatively accompanies the great
mathematician’s soul on a cosmic journey.

Accordingly, when Thomson looks at the landscape in The
Seasons, what he sees is underpinned by his scientific
understanding of the world, which is intricately woven into the
work’s poetic texture. One very small illustration will perhaps give
an idea of what this might imply. Two phrases in Haydn’s Creation
that might seem artificial to the modern listener are ‘winged
tribes’ and ‘finny tribes’, both found in Raphael’s recitative near
the beginning of Part 2. This is the characteristic language of
natural description that was used by many poets, particularly in
the eighteenth century, but popularised by Thomson, who speaks,
for instance, of ‘aerial tribes’, ‘plumy people’ and ‘gay troops’
(birds); the ‘finny race’ and ‘finny swarms’ (fish); and ‘busy
nations’ and ‘happy people’ (bees). 

These are just three examples of this type of construction that
have been chosen from many hundreds (Thomson has sixteen
different ways of referring to birds alone). The terminology might
seem mannered and overelaborate, but these periphrases, as they
are called, serve the definite purpose of suggesting links between
distinct groups of living creatures, indicating kinship and
difference. They are, in a sense, poetic versions of what Carl
Linnaeus (1707–78) was doing in a thoroughly methodical way
at exactly the same period when he worked out his classificatory
nomenclature for the animal, vegetable and mineral ‘kingdoms’
(Linnaeus’ word) that make up the natural world. 

The urge to sort the world out like this, as Thomson makes clear
in The Seasons, was based on an idea of nature known as the
Great Chain of Being. This is the belief that God created nature
in a highly systematic way, as a hierarchy, with God and the
angels at the top, descending by orderly degrees all the way down
to animals, insects, plants and inanimate nature. Every rung on
the ladder is occupied so that the whole chain forms a gapless
plenum, and right in the middle, partaking both of divinity and
dust, are human beings.

Discovering God by investigating the orderliness of creation is
known as natural theology. But if God is manifest in nature, what
purpose does Scripture serve? Looking at the world, and conceiving
of God’s role in it, in this way leads inevitably away from scriptural
revelation to another ‘book’, the book of nature. This is precisely
the route that many eighteenth-century thinkers took. In its most
contentious form the movement is known as Deism – the belief
that God created the universe, set the cosmic mechanism in
motion, but did not subsequently interfere with its workings –
and, as even this very brief description makes clear, it tends
inescapably to nullify the worth of biblical revelation.

In The Seasons Thomson doesn’t go this far; nor do Haydn and
his librettist in The Creation. Related ideas are clearly present in
Creation, however; as, for example in ‘The heavens are telling the
glory of God’ in Part 1. This paraphrase of Psalm 19 (as Temperley
remarks) bears affinities with ‘The Spacious Firmament on High’,
a poem by Joseph Addison, written in 1712; indeed, Addison’s

T

Portrait of James Thomson, eighteenth-century copy of a lost original by
John Patoun, c. 1746. Oil on canvas (feigned oval), 76.2 x 63.5 cm.

© National Portrait Gallery, London.
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words were later sung to Haydn’s tune. ‘The Spacious Firmament’
concludes with the poet contemplating the stars and planets in
the night sky: 

In Reason’s Ear they all rejoice,
And utter forth a glorious Voice,
For ever singing, as they shine,
‘The hand that made us is Divine.’

By the same token, the celebratory tone of The Creation as a
whole radically plays down the darker aspects of the biblical
narrative. Unlike in Milton’s Paradise Lost, where it is at the
heart of everything, little mention is made of the sin of Adam
and Eve, and there is accordingly no mention at all of Christ –
without the fall, there is no need for a redeemer. Similarly, Lucifer
and the devilish crew who brilliantly populate the opening
books of Paradise Lost are swept away in a short phrase in The

Creation (‘Despairing cursing rage’ in Part 1), after which the
music promptly reverts to its characteristically joyful mood
(‘A new created world’). The Creation is, as Martin Stern has
written, the expression of a fundamentally Enlightenment attitude
to religion. Consequently, as it praises God by celebrating the
beauty and rational order evident in nature, the work gives
pride of place to images of light, most notably in the grand
chorus at the beginning. As such it seems perfectly at one with
Haydn’s own cheerful optimism in matters of religion, as described
by a contemporary:

Haydn left every man to his own conviction and
recognized all as his brothers. In general, his devotion
was not of the gloomy, always suffering sort, but rather
cheerful and reconciled, and in this character, moreover,
he wrote all his church music. His patriarchal, devout
spirit is particularly expressed in The Creation.

Robert Fludd, The Great Chain of Being, 1617. Engraving from Fludd’s The Metaphysical, Physical, and Technical History of the Two Worlds,
Namely the Greater and the Lesser, published in Latin in Germany in 1617, followed by an enlarged edition in 1624. The outermost circles

represent the celestial spheres containing paradise, the stars, the planets, and the sun and moon. God is at the top, with a chain binding him
to the figure of a woman, who may represent nature or wisdom; she, in turn, is chained to an ape, who is perched on the earth. 

The Latin tag at the top reads Integrae Naturae speculum Artisque imago: ‘The Mirror of the Whole of Nature and the Image of Art.’
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4. The First Performance
HE work was commissioned from Haydn for a
première in Vienna in spring 1798 by the
Gesellschaft der Associierten (originally called the
Gesellschaft der associierten Kavaliere or ‘company

of affiliated noblemen’), founded by Van Swieten in 1786. The
Gesellschaft was a music society, dedicated to reviving the great
composers of the past, especially Bach and Handel, and
commissioning new works from contemporary composers. In
1788 Mozart became the society’s principal conductor, and
between 1788 and 1790 he was also employed to arrange four
works by Handel for society performances. A pivotal figure in the
society was Prince Joseph Schwarzenberg, a banker, who acted
as the group’s treasurer and opened up his stately home on the
outskirts of central Vienna for performances. 

Although The Creation does not advocate any strictly unorthodox
theological ideas, its relaxed attitude to some of Christianity’s
central tenets was not calculated to win it many friends among
the authorities who ran the Catholic church in Austria. Accordingly,
as Temperley explains, ‘the Church quickly registered its objection
to the work and banned it from sacred buildings, presumably
because of its associations, its secularity of thought and expression
and its absence of emphasis on human sinfulness.’

The first performance therefore took place at Palais Schwarzenberg
before an invited audience. After a dress rehearsal on 29 April
1798, the official première was staged on 30 April. Haydn was
paid 500 ducats; in addition, the cost of copying the parts and
paying the musicians was also covered by the society. The piece

was an immediate hit, and additional performances were arranged
for 7 and 10 May. The first public production was on 19 March
1799 at Vienna’s old Burgtheater, with about 180 musicians
taking part. Despite the English origins of The Creation, the
music-loving public in England had to wait until late March
1800, immediately after the publication of the full bilingual
score, for the first performances in London. 

A wonderful insight into the occasion of the Vienna première is
offered by Fredrik Samuel Silverstolpe (1769−1851), a Swedish
diplomat who was chargé d’affaires in Vienna from 1796 to
1803. Silverstolpe became close friends with Haydn (even calling
him ‘Papa Haydn’), and was given ready access to the preparations
for the opening night at Palais Schwarzenberg. He recalled that
Schwarzenberg himself was so pleased with the work that he
gave Haydn an extra hundred ducats, and described the sublime
moment when the music for the creation of light was heard for
the very first time: 

No one, not even Baron van Swieten, had seen the page
of the score wherein the birth of light is described. That
was the only passage of the work which Haydn had kept
hidden. I think I see his face even now, as this part
sounded in the orchestra. Haydn had the expression of
someone who is thinking of biting his lips, either to
conceal his embarrassment or to conceal a secret. And
in that moment when light broke out for the first time,
one would have said that rays darted from the composer’s
burning eyes.

Paul Williamson © 2017
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Bernardo Bellotto, View of Vienna from the Belvedere, c. 1760. Oil on canvas, 136 x 214 cm, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. Following in the footsteps of
his illustrious uncle, Bellotto was also known as Canaletto. The domed church on the left is the Karlskirche; the large building to the right of that, facing the lake, is
the Palais Schwarzenberg; central, in the distance, is St Stephen’s Cathedral; at the end of the alley to the right of the lake is the Lower Belvedere; the building

with the domed tower on the extreme right of the picture is the Convent Church of the Salesians.
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