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O solitude, my sweetest choice!
Places devoted to the night,
Remote from tumult and from noise,
How ye my restless thoughts delight!

As we emerge from the past months of 
lockdown, few pieces of music resonate 
so clearly as Purcell’s exquisite O solitude, 
a setting of three verses of Katherine 
Philips’s translation of a seventeenth-
century French poem. In this concert, the 
principal players of The English Concert 
are joined by the incomparable Iestyn 
Davies, showcasing the intricacy and 
intimacy of some of Purcell’s best-loved 
small-scale instrumental works and solo 
songs.
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The great hall was built for Edward IV in 
the 1470s for court dining, entertaining 
and receptions.

Its magnificent oak roof is an elaborate 
‘false hammer-beam’ construction, with 
the short vertical posts morticed into 
the ends of the arch-braced horizontal 
hammer-beams. Curved wind-braces 
give strength to the roof trusses. There 
is evidence that the roof was once 
partly gilded: it also contained a louvre, 
ventilating an open hearth in the centre 
of the floor.

Intending the great hall to be used 
as a music room, the Courtaulds 
had a minstrels’ gallery added at 
one end. Much of the 1930s work 
represents Stephen Courtauld’s (and his 
architects’) concept of what a medieval 
great hall should look like.

Stained glass was added to the hall 
windows in 1936 by George Kruger 
Gray. The roundels depict the badges 
of Edward IV, and the glass in the bay 
windows depicts some of the great 
owners of the palace, from Bishop Odo 
to Edward IV and his queen, Elizabeth.
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Henry Purcell was born in 1659 into a 

family of struggling musicians at the dawn 

of one of the most turbulent and, at the 

same time, energised decades in English 

history. The truth is that all professional 

musicians were struggling because, for the 

previous 18 years of the Commonwealth, 

the Puritan rulers had closed theatres and 

banned almost all music from churches. 

The diarist John Evelyn had even been 

arrested for celebrating Christmas in 

defiance of a Cromwellian edict. Yet within 

a year of Purcell’s birth his family’s world 

was transformed when, in May 1660, 

Charles Stuart entered London in triumph 

as the restored king of England on a wave 

of royalist and nationalist rejoicing.

 

Charles II immediately set about re-

creating a royal household, including 

the ‘King’s Music’ with its wind players, 

pipers, singer-lutenists and violin band 

and a Chapel Royal once again providing 

ceremonial celebrations and symbolic 

affirmation of the legitimacy of royal 

prerogatives. As for the theatres, in August 

1660, within three months of his return, 

Charles issued patents to establish two 

companies of players, the Duke’s Theatre 

in Lincoln’s Inn Field, closely followed by the 

Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. 

This was the new world in which Henry 

Purcell grew up, and during his short life, 

having survived plague and the Great Fire, 

he was to contribute music of enduring 

genius in every musical form: his Anthems 

are amongst the finest church works of 

any period, and his instrumental pieces, his 

chamber music and of course his operas 

all contain wonderful riches. But if he had 

written nothing but his songs, of which 

several hundred survive, Purcell would still 

have achieved immortality amongst the 

musical gods. The variety is prodigious: 

there are secular solo songs, songs for 

the theatre and settings of religious texts. 

In style some are descended from the 

Elizabethan lute song, some adopt the 

‘modern’ Italian recitativo, while some are 

fully Italian mini-cantatas and yet others 

demonstrate Purcell’s absolute mastery of 

the ground bass. 

The political tensions of the age was 

somewhat mirrored in stylistic tensions in 

music: the so-called ‘Golden Age’ of English 

music that had existed in Tudor times had 

disappeared in 20 years of civil war and 

the ensuing Commonwealth, and the new 

fashion at the court of Charles II aspired to 

the French tastes and style of the much-

envied court at Versailles. Later, towards 

the end of the 17th Century, a more 

HENRY PURCELL populist influence was exerted by Italian 

music, mainly through the many itinerant 

Italian virtuosi of the period. It is Purcell’s 

distinctive genius that he never yielded fully 

to either of the prevailing European styles, 

but instead drew from them the qualities he 

admired, putting them to the service of his 

own extraordinary originality. 

Purcell died unexpectedly in November 

1695. In the following months there was 

an unprecedented outpouring of grief for 

England’s most celebrated composer: odes 

in his memory were written and moves 

made to publish more of his music. The 

most enduring monument arising from 

this endeavour was the song collection 

Orpheus Brittanicus which contained much 

of his previously unpublished theatre music 

in two volumes in 1698 and 1706. Purcell’s 

widow, Frances, also issued to subscribers 

a collection of instrumental works entitled 

Ten Sonatas in Four parts, three of which 

are featured in this evening’s concert.

It was his friend John Dryden who dubbed 

Purcell after his death the English Orpheus:

“So ceas’d the rival crew when Purcell came,

They sung no more, or only sung his fame.

Struck dumb, they all admir’d the golden man:

The godlike man, alas! Too soon retir’d

As he too late began.”



Henry Purcell 

(1659 – 95) 

THE ‘MUSICK’: Three sonatas 
‘in four parts’ for two violins 
and continuo 
                                                                                                                               

Sonata in F (Golden Sonata) Z.810

Allegro, Largo, Canzona, Grave, Allegro

Sonata in E flat  Z.803

Adagio, Canzona, Grave, Largo, Allegro

Sonata in G minor  Z.807

Adagio (Chaconne)

These three trio sonatas come from the 

set of ten published by Henry Purcell’s 

widow Frances two years after his death. 

It appears, from their style and from 

scholarly study of the original manuscripts 

in the British Library, that they were 

composed in 1683, the same year as the 

twelve trio sonatas which Purcell himself 

published that year. And they are in truth 

trio sonatas despite being identified on the 

title page of the published edition as “in 

four parts”, a reference to the number of 

part books to be published, one for each 

of the two violins, viol or violoncello and 

keyboard.

In the preface to the twelve sonatas 

Purcell described his intentions with 

these works as “a just imitation of the 

most fam’d Italian masters, principally to 

bring the Seriousness and Gravity of that 

Sort of Musick into Vogue.” He later also 

contributed a short essay to Playford’s 

‘Introduction to the Skill of Musick’ in which 

he noted that sonatas were “the chiefest 

Instrumental musick now in request ….  

in which you will find Double and Treble 

Fugues also reverted and augmented 

in their Canzonas, with a good deal of 

Art mixed with good Air, which is the 

Perfection of a Master.”

The Sonatas in F and in E Flat indeed 

demonstrate Purcell’s mastery of such 

contrapuntal devices in all the quicker 

movements (whether or not they are 

labelled Canzona).  As for ‘imitation’, his 

model is not the Corelli sonata (which 

would have been known in England at 

the time) but an earlier generation of 

composers, such as Cazzati and Calista, 

who would have seen themselves as 

successors to Gabrieli. 

The G minor sonata is quite different from 

the others but also based on an Italian 

model: it is a magnificent set of variations 

on a five-bar ground bass taken from an 

Italian song, ‘Scocca pur, tutti tuoi strali’, 

once thought to be by Purcell’s friend and 

PROGRAMME fellow composer Giovanni Battista Draghi 

(1640-1708) but now known to be by a 

young Jean Baptiste Lully (1632-1687). 

No composer, Italian or French (Lully was 

in fact born in Florence despite becoming 

the personification of French musical 

style), ever managed to incorporate so 

much counterpoint in a ground bass as 

Purcell achieves here; indeed he was far too 

modest when he described these sonatas 

as ‘imitations’; they emerge entirely in his 

own voice, speaking with a distinctively 

English accent.

Chacony in G minor  Z.730

In 1677, on his 18th birthday, Purcell took 

his first adult job as composer for Charles 

II’s violin band known as the Twenty-Four 

Violins, replacing the celebrated Matthew 

Locke who had died just a month before. 

The Chacony is probably one of the works 

he wrote in his new post, but information 

is scarce: we do not know, for example, 

why Purcell called it Chacony rather than 

a Chaconne, the common French name 

for a work over a repeating bass line. But 

the music itself reveals that the teenage 

Purcell already had a complete mastery of 

this most popular baroque form of ostinato 

variations, and the self-confidence to let his 

music speak for itself.



THE SONGS: 
                                                                     

‘Tis Nature’s Voice’ from ‘Hail! bright Cecilia’ 

1692

Over the next 18 years Purcell was to write a 

total of 24 Odes and so-called Welcome Songs. 

One of the finest of these was Hail! bright 

Cecilia commissioned in 1692 by The Musical 

Society to celebrate the 22nd November 

feast day of the ‘harmonious saint’. The text is 

a re-working of his friend Dryden’s ‘Song for 

St.Cecilia’s Day’ and Purcell was clearly intent 

on impressing his fellow composer members of 

The Musical Society. In any case, writing music 

about music seems always to have inspired him. 

‘Tis Natures Voice’ is simply a perfect example 

of his art, with extraordinarily expressive word-

painting culminating in the setting of the line 

‘We hear, and straight we grieve or hate, rejoice 

or love’. 

‘tis Nature’s voice; thro’ all the moving Wood

Of Creatures understood:

The universal tongue to none

Of all her num’rous race unknown.

From her it learned the mighty Art

To court the ear or strike the Heart.

At once the Passions to express and move;

We hear, and straight we grieve or hate, rejoice 

or love:

In unseen Chains it does the Fancy bind;

At once it charms the Senses and captivates the 

Mind.

O Solitude Z.406

The song O Solitude is a setting of a text by 

the English poet Katherine Philips, itself a 

translation of a French poem by Marc-Antoine 

Girard de Saint-Amant. This most eloquent 

song is built on the formal device of a twelve-

note ground bass but the vocal line is set with 

remarkable freedom throughout, reflecting 

the solitude and vulnerability of the solo voice. 

Purcell uses miniature modulations away from 

the home key of C minor to mark contrasts in 

the text, for example between ‘sweet solitude’ 

and ‘restless thoughts’ and other such woes.

O Solitude, my sweetest choice!

O heav’ns! What content is mine

To see these trees, which have appear’d

From the nativity of time,

And which all ages have rever’d,

To look today as fresh and green

As when their beauties first were seen.

O, how agreeable a sight

These hanging mountains do appear,

Which th’ unhappy would invite

To finish all their sorrows here,

When their hard fate makes them endure

Such woes as only death can cure.

O, how I solitude adore!

That element of noblest wit,

Where I have learnt Apollo’s lore,

Without the pains to study it.

For thy sake I in love am grown

With what thy fancy does pursue;

But when I think upon my own,

I hate it for that reason too,

Because it needs must hinder me

From seeing and from serving thee.

O Solitude, O how I solitude adore.

The two ‘divine hymns’, Lord, what is man? 

and the Evening Hymn are settings of texts by 

William Fuller (1608-75) who was Bishop of 

Lincoln from 1667 and a friend of both diarists, 

John Evelyn and Samuel Pepys. Lord, what 

is man?  begins with an extended passage of 

semi-recitative, full of intricate vocal touches 

and subtle harmonic emphases. The opening 

question is asked gently, then repeated with 

more anxiety, the singer amazed that the son 

of God should become ‘a poor tormented man’. 

Man is ‘lost’ at the lower end of the singer’s 

voice, the Son of God rising optimistically 

through the scale, only to become, once again 

poor and tormented. The contrast between the 

chromatic ‘worm’ and God’s exalted position is 

vividly captured in the final bars of recitative. 

An arioso section follows with Purcell, as ever, 

inspired in writing about music in the passage 

“a voice like yours to sing”. The hymn ends with 

an extended Alleluia in which the setting of this 

single word is given extraordinary variety and 

power.

Lord, what is man?  Z.192

Lord, what is man, lost man, that thou should’st 

be

So mindful of him, that the son of God

Forsook his glory, his abode,

To become a poor tormented man?

The Deity was shrunk into a span.

And that for me, O wondrous love, for me.

Reveal, ye glorious spirits, when ye knew

The way the son of God took to renew

Lost man, your vacant places to supply,

Blest spirits, tell,

Which did excel,

Which was more prevalent,

Your joy or your astonishment,

That man should be assum’d into the deity,

That for a worm God should die?

Oh! For a quill drawn from your wing

To write the praises of th’eternal love;

O! for a voice like yours to sing

That anthem here which once you sung above.

Alleluia.



The Evening Hymn, another setting of words 

by Fuller, is one of Purcell’s greatest devotional 

songs. Over the hypnotic anchor of a serene 

ground bass the singer weaves a magical 

melody, calmly resigned not only ending the 

day in peace, but also ready to accept the 

blessings of heaven. The extended final alleluia 

is highly personal, very different from the more 

extrovert settings which are usually associated 

with such settings. As ever, even Purcell’s most 

gentle music is tinged with a sweet melancholy 

as the sun veils his light.

Now that the sun hath veiled his light (An 

Evening Hymn) Z.193

Now that the sun hath veiled his light,

And bid the world goodnight,

To the soft bed my body I dispose;

But where shall my soul repose?

Dear God, even in thy arms.

And can there be any so sweet security?

Then to my rest, O my soul,

And singing, praise the mercy,

That prolongs my days.

Alleluia



Photo: Richard Haughton Photo: Christopher Sorensen

HARRY BICKET  
ARTISTIC DIRECTOR / HARPSICHORD 

Internationally renowned as an opera and concert conductor 
of distinction, Harry Bicket is especially noted for his 
interpretation of baroque and classical repertoire and since 
2007 has been Artistic Director of The English Concert, one of 
Europe’s finest period orchestras. In 2013, following regular 
guest appearances for Santa Fe Opera, he became their Chief 
Conductor and in 2018 assumed the Music Directorship. Since 
taking up his position, he has conducted Cosi fan tutte, Fidelio, 
La Finta Giardiniera, Romeo et Juliette, Alcina and Candide. In 
the 2019 season, he also performed Strauss’ Four Last Songs 
with Renée Fleming. Born in Liverpool, Harry studied at the 
Royal College of Music and the University of Oxford.

In September, together with The English Concert, he recorded 
Handel’s Rodelinda, which will be released in the Spring of 
2021.

IESTYN DAVIES
COUNTERTENOR

In 2017 Iestyn was awarded an MBE by the Queen for his 
services to Music. A former Cambridge choral scholar, he 
went on to study singing at the Royal Academy of Music. 
An esteemed Handelian, he has astounded audiences 
globally with his vocal agility in roles such as Orlando, 
Rinaldo, Giulio Cesare, Ottone/Agrippina, David/Saul. 
His intelligent and considered interpretations have led to 
fruitful collaborations with Thomas Adès, George Benjamin 
and Nico Muhly.  Iestyn recently made his Broadway debut 
in a revival of his west-end theatre project, Farinelli and the 
King, with Mark Rylance and received an Olivier Award 
nomination. A celebrated recitalist, with repertoire ranging 
from Dowland to Clapton, he has twice been awarded 
the Gramophone Recital Award, and in 2017 won the 
Gramophone Baroque Vocal Award.
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The English Concert is an outstanding 
orchestra: exceptional, in the world-renowned 
quality, ambition and variety of its live and 
recorded output; unique, in the zeal of its 
players for working and performing together; 
unwavering, in its desire to connect with its 
audience throughout the world. 

Under the artistic direction of Harry Bicket 
and principal guest Kristian Bezuidenhout, 
The English Concert has earned a reputation 
for combining urgency, passion and fire with 
precision, delicacy and beauty. 
The artistic partners we collaborate with 
reflect and enhance our pursuit for new ways 
to bring our music to life. 

Joyce DiDonato, Dame Sarah Connolly, 
Iestyn Davies, Alison Balsom, Trevor 
Pinnock, Dominic Dromgoole, Tom Morris 
and many more have not only brought their 
extraordinary skills to individual projects, but 

continue to help us shape the way we perform.   
One cornerstone of the orchestra’s annual 
cycle is its international Handel opera series. 
Blossoming from an ongoing relationship 
with Carnegie Hall, the tour regularly takes in 
an ever-increasing roster of the world’s great 
concert halls, from Theater an der Wien and 
Théâtre des Champs-Elysées, to Hamburg’s 
Elbphilharmonie and London’s Barbican. 
Meanwhile, our regular London series allows 
us to explore a radically different path, 
presenting programmes to our home audience 
that challenges and inspires us. 

We launched our partnership with Garsington 
Opera last year with performances of 
Monteverdi’s Vespers of 1610 and despite 
the ravages of the current pandemic, we look 
forward to our opera there next year, Handel’s 
Amadigi, Re di Gaula.

THE ENGLISH CONCERT

Violin I  
Nadja Zwiener

Violin II 
Tuomo Suni

Viola 
Alfonso Leal del Ojo

Violoncello 
Joseph Crouch

Eight Foot Violone 
Christine Sticher

Theorbo 
Toby Carr

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Harpsichord is copied from an instrument by Carlo 
Grimaldi (Sicily 1697) by Andrew Wooderson 
(Bexley 2001).  Provided and tuned by Simon Neal



THANK YOU
The English Concert would like to thank 

the following sponsors, trusts, donors 

and friends for their valued support 

and generosity, without which our 

programme could not take place. 

 

Please contact  

alfonso@englishconcert.co.uk if 

you would like to find out more about 

supporting The English Concert. To 

become a regular supporter of our 

work, you can also visit  

englishconcert.co.uk
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Di Allison 

Sir Alan & Lady Bowness 

Cynthia Butterworth 

Anthony Collett 
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Mark & Lucy le Fanu  

Felicity Good 
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Peter Hildebrand 
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Martin Perkins 
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As we begin the slow road to recovery from this 

debilitating pandemic, we hope you may consider 

supporting our work.

The situation as it stands is still very challenging for the 

arts community; our players are freelance artists and 

when performances are cancelled, we cannot pay them. 

The English Concert is wholly reliant on income from 

ticket sales, fees from venues, donations from trusts and 

foundations and private individuals.

Whilst, it is clear the full repercussions of the Coronavirus 

for our community are yet to be fully known, I am certain 

that the human spirit will prevail. I take heart from 

the demonstrations of humanity during the worst of 

lockdown, with people singing, making music from their 

balconies and celebrating those things that make us 

human.

Music-making is one of the most powerful means of 

bringing people together and when the dust fully settles, 

The English Concert will be with you, celebrating together 

the music we believe in. For now, please do consider 

giving us your support – we need it now more than ever.

You will find further information at

www.englishconcert.co.uk/support

With very best wishes from everyone at 

The English Concert.

Alfonso Leal del Ojo

Chief Executive and Principal Viola

Brian Self 

Marilyn Stock 

Rodney & Caroline Waldes 

Alan Ward 

George Warren 

Marie Winckler 

and various anonymous donors

SUPPORT OUR WORK

                                                                                                                              

Join our friends
                                                                                                                              

https://englishconcert.co.uk/support/


1 OCTOBER 

Handel, The Philanthropist 
from the Great Hall at Bart’s Hospital  
with Dame Sarah Connolly, Sophie 
Bevan, Soraya Mafi & James Way 
Harry Bicket, Director

4 OCTOBER 

Purcell, O Solitude 
from Eltham Palace  
with Iestyn Davies 
Harry Bicket, Director

 

6 OCTOBER    

Purcell, Odes for a Queen
from St John’s Smith Square 
with Julia Doyle, James Laing, Hugh 
Cutting, Anthony Gregory, Hugo Hymas 
& Ashley Riches 
Kristian Bezuidenhout, Director

9 OCTOBER

Handel, The Italian
from Somerset House 
with Lucy Crowe 
Harry Bicket, Director

Visit englishconcert.co.uk to join the mailing list and for more details 
on concerts and tours programmed after this programme has been 
published.

Exceptional  
music-making.
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The English Concert
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13 OCTOBER 
Purcell, Music, Home & Heritage
From Boughton House 
with Trevor Pinnock

 

15 OCTOBER 
Handel & Milton
from St Gile’s Cripplegate 
with Mark Padmore & Carolyn Sampson 
Harry Bicket, Director

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Live streaming by

THE ENGLISH CONCERT
BRITAIN’S ORPHEUS SERIES 
CONTINUES
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