
English Dramatick Opera, 1661-1706: An
Exploration of the Development of an Art
Form
English dramatick opera emerged as a distinct art form in the late 17th
century, blending elements of English drama and Italian opera. This article
provides an in-depth exploration of the development of English dramatick
opera during the period from 1661 to 1706, examining its origins, key
characteristics, and evolution over time.
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Origins and Influences

The origins of English dramatick opera can be traced back to the English
Renaissance, when playwrights such as William Shakespeare and Ben
Jonson incorporated musical elements into their plays. However, it was not
until the Restoration of the English monarchy in 1660 that English
dramatick opera began to develop as a distinct form.

The Restoration period saw a significant influx of Italian musicians and
singers into England, and their influence was instrumental in the
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development of English dramatick opera. Italian composers such as
Giovanni Battista Draghi and Francesco Cavalli wrote operas for the
English court, and their works introduced English audiences to the
conventions of Italian opera, such as the use of recitative and aria.

Key Characteristics

English dramatick opera shared many of the characteristics of Italian opera,
such as the use of music to enhance the drama and the inclusion of
elaborate stage sets and costumes. However, there were also some key
differences between the two forms.

One of the most distinctive features of English dramatick opera was its
emphasis on the spoken word. In Italian opera, the text was typically sung
throughout the performance, but in English dramatick opera, dialogue was
spoken in a natural, conversational style. This allowed for a greater degree
of realism and immediacy in the drama.

Another key difference was the use of English as the language of the
libretto. This was a significant departure from the tradition of Italian opera,
which used Italian as its default language. The use of English made English
dramatick opera more accessible to English audiences, and it helped to
establish a national identity for the form.

Evolution

English dramatick opera underwent a significant evolution during the period
from 1661 to 1706. In the early years, operas were often written in a
relatively simple style, with a focus on entertainment and spectacle.
However, as the form matured, composers began to experiment with more
complex musical structures and dramatic techniques.



One of the most important developments in the evolution of English
dramatick opera was the emergence of the "heroic" opera. Heroic operas
were typically set in ancient or mythological settings and featured larger-
than-life characters who were involved in epic struggles. These operas
often employed grand musical and visual effects, and they were designed
to appeal to the tastes of the English court and aristocracy.

Another important development was the rise of the "ballad" opera. Ballad
operas were based on popular folk songs and ballads, and they were
typically performed in smaller theaters by a cast of actors and singers.
Ballad operas were often more lighthearted and humorous than heroic
operas, and they appealed to a wider range of audiences.

Major Composers and Works

The period from 1661 to 1706 saw the emergence of a number of important
composers of English dramatick opera. Some of the most notable names
include:

* Henry Purcell: Purcell is considered the greatest composer of English
dramatick opera. His works include Dido and Aeneas (1689),The Fairy
Queen (1692),and The Indian Queen (1695). * John Blow: Blow was one of
the most influential composers of the early Restoration period. His works
include Venus and Adonis (1682) and Albion and Albanius (1685). *
Thomas Arne: Arne was a later composer who is known for his ballad
operas. His works include The Beggar's Opera (1728) and Comus (1738).

Influence

English dramatick opera had a significant influence on the development of
opera in other countries. In particular, it influenced the development of



German Singspiel, which emerged in the early 18th century. Singspiel
borrowed many of the characteristics of English dramatick opera, such as
the use of spoken dialogue and the emphasis on national identity.

English dramatick opera also influenced the development of American
opera in the 19th century. American composers such as William Henry Fry
and George Frederick Handel adapted the conventions of English
dramatick opera to create a uniquely American style of opera.

English dramatick opera was a significant and influential art form that
emerged in the late 17th century. It blended elements of English drama and
Italian opera to create a unique and distinctive form of musical theater.
Through the works of composers such as Henry Purcell, John Blow, and
Thomas Arne, English dramatick opera developed into a mature and
sophisticated art form that had a lasting impact on the development of
opera in other countries.
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