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HIS MAJESTY’S CHOICE: ESTHER IN
MAY 1732

Handel’s first oratorio production met with
success that was both unforeseen and peculiar. For a
work reputedly “composed in the Church style,”
performed with “no Scenary, dress or Action,” and,
furthermore, with its singers restrained “in a short
Gallery,” Esther was a theatrical prodi%y, scoring six
performances with “very full” houses. Indeed, the
author of the spirited commentary See and Seem Blind
expressed his “great Surprize [to find] this Sacred
Drama a mere Consort” and declared his preference
for “one good Opera ... than Twenty Oratorio’s.”?
What can explain Esther's triumph, then?

Innovation is certainly part of the answer
(“This being a new Thing,” writes the author above,
“set the whole World a Maddmg”) The infusion of
sacred elements in an operatic context may have
alarmed religious authorities, but it also piqued the
curiosity of London’s fashionable society. And
Handel’s homage to Hanoverianism, by way of
tapping on the Coronation service, was undoubtedly
crucial in filling the King’s Theatre to capacity. No
concert production, however, could have sustained
full houses for so long without an extraneous factor,
royal presence.



We do know that the Crown supported Esther; and
lobbying for the production by Princess Anne,
Handel’s favorite pupil, should be taken for
granted.” However, the extent of this support was far
greater than Deutsch has let us believe. The Court,
he writes, attended four of the performances, three
(May 2, 13, and 20) being reported in The Dailg
Courant and one (May 6) in Lord Percival’s diary.
Had he consulted the original advertisements (either
in the Courant or in The Dazily Journal), he would have
noticed that all six performances were given “By His
Majesty’s Command.”™ Indeed, rare issues of The
Dazly Advertiser, a paper that run no advertisements of
Esther but had detailed knowledge of Court affairs,
throw further light on Esther's reception by the
Crown. The excerpts below appeared in the paper’s
London section (p. 1) on the (publication) day
following each performance:

LONDON.

Last Night their Majesties, the Prince
of Wales, Princess Royal, and the Princess
Amelia, went to the King’s Theatre in the
Haymarket, and saw the Secret Story of
Esther, an Oratorio compos’d by Mr. Handel.
[no. 393, Wednesday 3 May 1732.]

On Saturday last their Majesties, &c.
went to the Theatre in the Haymarket, and
saw an Oratorio call’d Esther. [no.
397, Monday 8 May 1732.]

Last Night the King and Queen, &c.
went to the Theatre in the Haymarket, and
saw the Secret Story of Esther, compos’d by
Mr. Handel. [no. 399, Wednesday 10 May
1732.]

The same Evening [i.e. “On Saturday
last”] their Majesties, &c. went to the King’s
Theatre in the Haymarket, and saw the
Oratorio of Esther, compos’d by Mr. Handel.
[no. 403, Monday 15 May 1732.]

Last Night the King and Queen, his
Royal Highness the Prince of Wales, &c. were
at the Theatre in the Haymarket, and saw
Esther, an Oratorio in English composed by
Mr. Handel. [no. 405, Wednesday 17 May
1732.]

Their Majesties, &c. were on Saturday
Night last at the King’s Theatre in the
Haymarket, and saw the Oratorio call’d
Esther in English. [no. 409, Monday 22 May
1732.]

Whether it was the printer’s long exposure to
party politics or the typesetter’s poor hearing, the
malapropism “secret” (instead of “sacred”) seems to
further pronounce Esther's political subtexts.” That
the Royal family attended all six performances of
Esther, returning to the King’s Theatre every three
and four nights, shows more than support for the
oratorio: it is an affirmation. Evidently, the Crown
was pleased with Handel’s artistic compliment, a
biblical tale of political wisdom framed with
references to the 1727 Coronation. George II,
actually, had good reasons to be seen in public so
often: he was preparing for his second sojourn in
Hanover, an absence deeply regretted by the public8
(only five years earlier, George I had died on his way
to the German ElectorateY). Originally fixed for the
second half of Maly,10 his departure was postponed
until Saturday, June 3,** presumably because of a
heavy domestic agenda. That Handel designated
May 20 as Esther's last night may well relate to the
King’s imminent departure (this also raises the
possibility that the oratorio was withdrawn
prematurely).

Equally eager for public exposure was Queen
Caroline, who had been appointed Regent for the
duration of the King’s absence. Frequent
appearances in Handel’s productions confirmed her
good health (rumors about her death had circulated
in early October 173112; another indisposition
occurred in Aprill?’) and consolidated her image as
deputy head of state.14  Esther was the perfect
allegorical vehicle to promote her role as national
conciliator. Indeed, verses published on May 16 (an
oratorio night), extol Caroline in “Estherian” terms:
“Contending Parties and Plebeian Rage / Had
puzzled Loyalty for half an Age: / Conquering our
Hearts You end the long Dispute.”

Given  Esther's political connotations, the
uninterrupted presence of the King in Handel’s first
oratorio production emerges as a critical factor for its
success. Only a yearand-a-half before the
Handel/Senesino rift turned into a platform for
political division, Esther could fill the Opera House
not simply as a theatrical novelty but also as His
Majesty’s personal choice.

— Ilias Chrissochoidis
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