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George Frideric Handel's 1749 Letter to Charles
Jennens

William D. Gudger

A good deal of twentieth-century musical research about George Frideric Handel's great
contemporary Johann Sebastian Bach has been occupied with the search for the "Bach
organ." Since Bach's some 250 surviving compositions for organ are central to that
instrument's repertory, modern performers and organ builders have been anxious to find out
what sort of organ Bach preferred for hismusic. Thisis particularly crucial to the art of
"registration,” all the more so since Bach left few directions about choices of stops or
changes of keyboard in his scores. About athird of the essaysin the recent book J.S. Bach as
Organist! are devoted to the interrelated areas of organs known and played by Bach, their
survival and restoration, and questions of registration.

Had Handel remained in his native Germany with a career centered, like Bach's, in the organ
loft, similar questions would have been more critical in Handel research. The principal role
played by the organ in Handel's music came in his adopted Great Britain, where his
introduction of the oratorio required the presence of an organ as a support for the choral
sound. As Newburgh Hamilton put it in the preface to his word-book for Handel's oratorio
Samson, Handel "so happily introduc'd here Oratorios, a musical Drama, whose Subject
must be Scriptural, and in which the Solemnity of Church-Musick is agreeably united with
the most pleasing Airs of the Stage."2 The solemn sound of church music consisted of that
peculiarly English choral sound combining a choir of boy sopranos, countertenors (male
altos), tenors, and basses, with the support of an organ. Handel hired his choral singers from
the professiona London church musicians active at the Chapel Royal, Westminster Abbey,
and St. Paul's Cathedral, and the organ support to which they were accustomed came along
as part and parcel of "the Solemnity of Church-Musick." With Handel presiding at the
organ--or at times from a combined harpsichord and organ controlled from one keyboard3--it
was natural that he would improvise on the organ, atime-honored part of the organist's art.

The historian Charles Burney cites two musicians--Michael Christian Festing and Thomas
Augustine Arne--who heard Handel improvise during a performance of the oratorio Athalia
in Oxford in 1733: they "both assured me, that neither themselves, nor anyone else of their
acquaintance, had ever before heard such extempore, or such premeditated playing, on that
or any other instrument."4 The other great eighteenth-century British
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music historian, John Hawkins, says that Handel's practice was "to introduce [an organ
concerto] with a voluntary movement on the Diapasons, which stole on the ear in aslow and
solemn progression."® Following the practice of British organists, Handel drew the two
Diapason stops--Open Diapason and Stopped Diapason--as the foundation of organ sound,
improvising on this combination before he played the concerto itself, often registered as "full
organ," i.e., al of the stops of the one-manual organ at his disposal.6 Burney also mentions
the improvisation of movements within the concertos, "an extempore fugue, a diapason-
piece, or an adagio."’ After the publication of complete four-movement organ concertos as
Opus 4 in 1738, Handel's later concertos invariably called for improvised movements, and
even improvised continuations of the solo organ part within a movement. (These concertos
were posthumously published as his"Opus 7.")

Thus Handel's acclaimed improvisations had led him to create the genre of organ concerto in
order to combine his art as a keyboard virtuoso with the orchestra present in the London
theaters. These works were heard in the intervals between the acts of the oratorios or
sometimes integrated with them.8 Handel created the organ concerto in London much as
Bach was inventing the harpsichord concerto about the sametimein Leipzig, at first
transcribing preexistent music for the new combination and then later writing original
keyboard concertos.

The search for the sort of organ which Handel used in Britain reveals few surviving
instruments which he played. The organ he used for his oratorio performances at the Theatre
Royal, Covent Garden--donated to the theater at his death--perished in abuilding firein
1808.° Its specification was the same as what he recommended in the letter to Charles
Jennens, though it had a trumpet stop rather than a flute. The organ Handel |€ft to the
Foundling Hospital Chapel was replaced shortly after his death, and the surviving keyboard
from thislatter organ was never touched by Handel, despite frequent claims to the
contrary.10 Likewise many instruments surviving nowadays at stately homes Handel visited
rarely turn out to be instruments he actually played. Bach often assumed the role of
consultant to advise on changes or restorations of organs or to test new instruments. Handel
did the same on alesser scale, and his letter to Charles Jennens gives us a picture of Handel
the consultant, recommending the specification of an organ to an avid devotee of his music.
Fortunately not only does the letter survive, but so does the organ built to Handel's design,
little altered except for a controversial retuning about forty years ago.

Charles Jennens (1700-1773) was the well-to-do son of a country squire from Leicestershire



who attended Oxford, where he formed his lifelong interests in music and literature and
became a devout Anglican and Nonjuror (those who could not take an oath to the monarchs
after the accession of William and Mary aslong as James |1 and his successors were alive).
Jennens collaborated with Handel during the period 1738 to 1745, selecting for the composer
the words of Messiah, likely also helping him with Israel in Egypt, arranging the text of
Parts | and Il of the ode L'Allegro, il Penseroso ed il Moderato from Milton with his own
text as Part 111, and writing the masterful texts for the oratorios Saul and Belshazzar. This
collaboration is certainly comparable to such teams as Da Ponte and Mozart or
Hofmannsthal and Richard Strauss. Late in life Jennens turned to editing Shakespeare,
producing what were in essence the first variorum editions of five of the plays. Much of the
criticism unfairly thrown at Jennens after his death by George Steevens (and taken over into
such standard sources as the Dictionary of National Biography) has been refuted in a recent
article by Ruth Smith,11 who admirably discusses Jennens's life and achievements. Handel's
|etters to Jennens constitute the composer's largest surviving correspondence with any
individual and, together with the recently available correspondence between Jennens and
Edward Holdsworth, give arare glimpse into Handel's working methods and professional
relationships.

Jennens's father died in 1747 and Jennens set about immediately to alter Gopsall, the family
house in Jacobean style, "into a splendid Palladian mansion."12 Unfortunately the house was
demolished in 1951, but a painting of it survives as do some eighty-nine drawings of the
interior design (the painting is reproduced in Smith's article along with a discussion of
Jennens's tastes in remodeling). Among the contents of the house would have been Jennens's
library of musical manuscripts, including many volumes containing almost every note which
Handel had composed (the so-called "Aylesford Collection," comprising both full scores and
separate vocal and instrumental parts) and also many volumes of Italian music acquired for
Jennens by his friend Edward Holdsworth during tours of Italy.13 Jennens was capabl e of
playing this music, for which purpose he often entered meticulous figured basses into his
Handel manuscripts. He owned at |east one harpsichord, another of his acquisitions from
Italy, and like many other country house owners of the time he wanted an organ for Gopsall.
Thus he wrote to Handel for advice, especially with regard to Richard Bridge as an organ
builder, in September 1749. Handel's prompt reply of September 30 refers to the arrival of
Jennensss letter "yesterday."

Handel begins by noting that he has omitted reed stops which require frequent tuning,
inconvenient out of the city. Richard Bridge (fl. 1730-d.1758) is the organ builder Jennens
apparently had planned to use. Handel approves of hiswork and adds that the sort of flute
stop found in the organ belonging to Mr. Freemanl4 is to be recommended, though Handel
would not recommend the builder of that organ. Handel's specifications follow the general
design of British organs of the period. The compass up to D (i.e. the D on two leger lines
above the treble clef) was common at thistime; all of Handel's organ concertos require this
note (German organs of this period usually go only to C). The bottom note is"Gamut," that



IS, low G below three leger lines under the bass clef. The lack of apedal division in British
organs was partly compensated by this extended bass range, allowing a good deal of octave
doubling of the bass both in solo organ playing and continuo work. By "full octave" Handel
meant a compass chromatically complete from low G--G-sharp, A, B-flat, B, C, etc. Many
organs of this period had a"short octave" omitting some of the less-needed low notes; since
these were the largest pipes of the organ they were the most expensive to build. The
inclusion of low G-sharp israther unusual, and it was in fact included in the organ. "Church
Work" refersto the scaling of the organ, Handel opting here for arather more full sound and
not the sort of chamber organ tone (with narrow pipes) found in most domestic organs. Even
though a second keyboard controlling three stops was added to the organ early in itslife,
Handel's design called for a complete chorus on the main keyboard, rather than using some
of the echo effects found in many small organs. Handel's interest in a complete chorus
without special effects stops is seen in the requirement that there be "whole stops and none
in halves," like the cornet and trumpet stops common in Britain in this period, which
sounded only in the treble and thus were used for solo melodies but not in the building of the
chorus sound.

Thelist of stops specified by Handel follows the British usage and terminology of the time.
The two Diapasons constituted the basis of the organ sound; drawn together they produced
what was usually called "soft organ." Both sounded at what we now refer to as 8-foot pitch.
(This nomenclature was not used in eighteenth-century Britain since a pipe which plays low
C whichis about 8 feet in height, but the tallest pipe in a G-compass organ would be 10 to
12 feet in height, depending on the pitch.) The metal Open Diapason is placed "in Front"
forming the visible facade of the organ. It produces characteristic organ tone, while the
quicker speaking Stop Diapason gives awooden flutey sound. Handel then adds the other
stops typical of the British organ chorus, all metal pipes of the Diapason family: a Principal
(sounds at 4-foot range), Twelfth (2 and 2/3-foot), Fifteenth (2-foot), and Tierce (1 and 3/5-
foot).

Jennens having never married, at his death in 1773 the bulk of hismusic library and the
organ passed to Heneage Finch, the son of Jennenssfirst cousin Mary Fisher. Finch was a
friend of both Jennens and Handel, who sent greetings to him (he was Lord Guernsey at the
time) via Jennens. By the time of Jennens's death Finch had become Third Earl of Aylesford.
Thus the music manuscripts (later sold) came to Packington Hall as did Jennens's organ,
which was (late in the nineteenth century?) moved into the parish church of Great
Packington, St. James', which lies within the grounds of the estate, inherited by succeeding
generations of Finches, Earls of Aylesford (whose eldest sons are styled Lord Guernsey). At
some unknown time the organ acquired a second manual with three stops, perhaps by John
Snetzler (1710-1785). The main part of the organ (the "great" division), as originaly built
for Jennens, is now attributed to Thomas Parker (fl. 1740s-1770s), according to a pencil note
left in the organ by Michael Woodward of Birmingham. Woodward "repaired” it in 1792 at
the time of its removal from Gopsall. Another source suggests that the Tierce was



replaced, 1> and if thisis so, 1792 isthe likely date, as mutations fell into disfavor around this
time. (It is of course possible that the original Tierce pipes were |eft behind and are now
once again in the organ; the origins of the present Tierce rank are unclear.) Much remains to
be done on attribution of organsin this period, made difficult by the survival of so few
unaltered examples. James Boeringer's three-volume Organa Britannical6 is the most
comprehensive study, based on the so-called Sperling Notebooks, alist of about 1300 British
organs and their specifications compiled around 1850. The Jennens organ, at that time
probably in Packington Hall, is not included as it was not in a public location.

Modern interest in hearing music on surviving instruments got a bit ahead of scholarshipin
the 1950s. British-born organist E. Power Biggs (1906-1977) was aleader in the
performance of historical organ repertory, which he popularized during weekly radio
broadcasts from Harvard University. As arecording artist for Columbia Records he set about
to record organ music in its original settings--Buxtehude at L (ineburg; Mendelssohn in St.
Paul's Cathedral, London; Haydn at Eisenstadt; Mozart on the Dutch organ he played while
in Haarlem; and so on. Bach was at first not alarge component of this series, due to many of
the Bach instruments being in Communist East Germany. But the search for an instrument
appropriate for the Handel concertos (to be recorded in conjunction with the two-hundredth
anniversary of hisdeath in 1959) with little difficulty netted the Great Packington organ. It
had been heard in some BBC broadcasts, but attempts to play concertos with orchestrawere
difficult--the organ was lower than standard modern orchestral pitch. Transposing the organ
part up a half-step still did not produce good results. So the decision was made to raise the
pitch of the organ to modern standards, fitting the pipes with tuning sliders which could
lengthen the pipes back to their original pitch if desired. The organ-building firm of N.P.
Mander took this on, about the only British firm with any experience at the time with
historical instruments.1? To her credit organist Lady Susi Jeans (1911-1993) criticized this
move, and in retrospect she was right--by the 1980s and 1990s there were many "original
instrument™ or "authentic" instrument groups which could play at the lower (Baroque) pitch
level. The entire controversy has not been adequately documented, but the main points were
raised in articles and letters which appeared in The Musical Times.18 Early in the period of
growing interest in historic instruments the problem was raised: do we leave surviving
instruments untouched or do we effect enough restoration to make them usable? In the case
of the Jennens organ, little had changed, and the organ was playable, being used by the
parish church in Great Packington on aregular basis. Of course, the approach is now more
scientific and the number of organ builders with experience in historic building methods and
consequently historic restoration methods is much greater than in the 1950s.

But as distinct from large church organs known by Bach which have been repaired and
rebuilt due to necessity as well as changing taste, the Great Packington organ still produces
sounds close to what Handel approved (there is no evidence he visited the organ at Gopsall,
though he may well have inspected and played it in London when it was finished at the
builder's shop). Sitting in the BBC archives probably are recordings made before the



ateration of the tunings. The Biggs recording of the concertos, with Adrian Boult
conducting, has been issued severa times on long-playing records by Columbia and recently
remastered onto compact disc.1® One record in a series of the Handel concertos by Simon
Preston, organist, with Y ehudi Menuhin conducting was made at Great Packington around
1970.20 A more recent digital recording of solo organ music, including Handel's " Six Fugues
or Voluntarys' (HWV 605-610), was made there by Ton Koopman.2! Together Handel's
letter and the Great Packington organ constitute an interesting chapter in the story of Handel
as an organist, as well as a fascinating case study (yet to be written) in modern attempts at
the restoration and use of old instruments.
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