Hiller, Johann Adam

(b Wendisch-Ossig, nr Görlitz, 25 Dec 1728; d Leipzig, 16 June 1804). German composer and writer on music.

His father, a schoolmaster and magistrate’s clerk, died when Hiller was six; he was taught the rudiments of music by his father’s successor, and in 1740 went to the Gymnasium in Görlitz. He had to leave in 1745 owing to lack of funds, and earned his living as a clerk until in 1746 he won a scholarship to the Kreuzschule in Dresden. There he took a keen part in the flourishing musical life of the city. He studied keyboard playing and thoroughbass with Gottfried August Homilius, and came to know and admire the works of Johann Adolf Hasse and C.H. Graun, whose galantmanner became his musical ideal. Apart from his musical activities he already had wide-ranging intellectual interests. In 1751 he matriculated at Leipzig University to read law, and music temporarily became ‘a companion in his leisure hours and a breadwinner’ (Rochlitz). Hiller was at home on almost every instrument and laid more importance on being an all-round ensemble player and a good singer. He played the flute and sang bass in Leipzig’s principal concert undertaking, the Grosses Concert, and wrote his first works: half a dozen symphonies, church cantatas and German arias, according to his autobiography; a setting of C.F. Gellert’s Singspiel Das Orackel, begun in 1754. At the same time his literary bent showed itself with the publication in 1754 of his essay Abhandlung über die Nachahmung der Natur in der Musik. Also in that year, through the intervention of Gellert, he obtained a position in Dresden as a steward to the young Count Brühl, with whom he returned to Leipzig four years later. He composed various works, including the Choralmelodien zu Gellerts geistlichen Oden und Liedern (1761), and edited the anthology Wöchentlicher musikalischer Zeitvertreib. From 1762 he played an increasingly active role in the musical life of Leipzig. First he was persuaded to mount a series of subscription concerts, which were so successful that the following year he was entrusted with the direction of the Grosse Concert-Gesellschaft. He remained in this position until 1771, and set about raising the standard of the orchestra and providing more varied programmes, principally by introducing vocal music. This brought out very clearly his concern for the training of young musicians. Soon afterwards he founded a song school to put Leipzig singing on a broader basis. In 1766 he began an enduring partnership with the poet Christian Felix Weisse which resulted in the establishment of a German national opera. At the request of the impresario H.G. Koch, he and Weisse first contributed to modification of Johann Stanfuss’s Der Teufel ist los and Der lustige Schuster, these enjoyed instant success. He later took French opéra comique as a model, often portraying the contrast between rural virtue and courtly artificiality. Die Jagd, first performed in 1770, proved to be the greatest and most enduring of his operas; his last work for Koch was Die Jubelhochzeit (1773).


In the 1760s Hiller also made a name for himself as editor of the Wöchentliche Nachrichten, for which he wrote most of the reports and essays. His song school, having begun with only a few boys, was expanded by the admission of pupils of both sexes. In 1775 Hiller founded the musical association called the ‘Musikübende Gesellschaft’, in which pupils of the school, professional musicians and amateurs worked together. In addition he put on concerts spirituelsduring Lent, comprising performances of sacred music. In 1778 he also became musical director of the university church (the Paulinerkirche) and in 1783 of the Neukirche as well. But more important was his appointment in 1781 as conductor of the Gewandhaus concerts, which now assumed the central position in Leipzig’s concert life. With his many duties, and the high esteem in which he was held as a man and a musician, Hiller was now the most prominent personality in Leipzig’s music.


On the invitation of the Duke of Courland, he paid a visit to Mitau in 1781 and had a brilliant reception at the court. He resigned all his posts in Leipzig to accept the appointment of Kapellmeister to the duke in 1785. But he returned to Leipzig after only a year because of the insecure political situation at the Courland court. His former positions had all been filled in his absence, and with his large family (he had married in 1765 and had six children) he had difficulty in making ends meet. He organized concerts in Leipzig and Berlin, including performances of Handel’s Messiah, and in 1787 took up the post of municipal Musikdirektor in Breslau, where his musical and administrative talents were again put to good use. Two years later he was recalled to Leipzig as Kantor of the Thomaskirche. A position at both a church and a school was new to him, but he once again summoned his whole energy to carry out progressive plans for improving and extending the church’s music and for the general and musical education of the school’s pupils. As a composer too his main attention was now turned to church music. In 1800, he at first asked for a deputy, and shortly afterwards he resigned his post.


Hiller was an able, experienced and imaginative composer, though not truly one of genius, a versatile and wide-ranging writer, a good pedagogue and a brilliant organizer. He enjoyed universal esteem among his contemporaries. J.F. Reichardt, Friedrich Rochlitz and C.F.D. Schubart were unanimous in their recognition of his achievements. He wrote on aesthetic, historical, theoretical, critical and pedagogical matters, mostly in close connection with practical music. A complete synthesis is found in the Wöchentliche Nachrichten, the first specialized musical periodical in the modern sense, most of whose articles he wrote himself. He ‘endeavoured to be scrupulously impartial, and always looked for good qualities rather than faults’. Thus his reviews were invariably sympathetic, though not bland. The range of Hiller’s abilities – his mastery of the theoretical and practical aspects of music coupled with his comprehensive literary knowledge – qualified him well as a critic. He was an ardent admirer of Hasse and unenthusiastic about J.S. Bach and Gluck; he championed the cause of German music as opposed to Italian and French; and he gave a sympathetic reception to progressive musical trends. Hiller’s writings on singing reveal an excellent teacher, well versed in both the theoretical and practical aspects of the subject.


Reichardt summed up aptly Hiller’s contribution to German opera: ‘He knew French and Italian comic opera; he took from them what pleased him, rejected what was unfit, and created a form that was closer to Nature and to our language, but more especially one that was necessary owning to our wretched singers’. Reichardt further remarks on Hiller’s unique handling of aria form and his superior powers of characterization. German audiences and critics agreed; during the decade after 1766 Hiller’s operas competed with and often supplanted the best opéras comiques on most German stages, and several remained in repertories to the end of the century. The stock characters are artfully fleshed out by the expressive aptness of the music. Hiller was the first great practitioner of the operatic Romanze in Germany, and many of his numbers in this narrative genre became and remain virtual folksongs in German popular culture. His more ambitious arias are always dramatically relevant. His ensembles, too, always reflect the dramatic situation. In his numerous song collections Hiller’s principal concern was his declared aim of ‘teaching the German people to sing’. Hiller’s secular cantatas mostly follow Italian models, but occasionally the humanitarian ideals of the time come through in a hymnlike tone akin to that in the last vocal works of Mozart and Haydn. The church music begins only with his appointment as Thomaskantor. The four-part texture of his chorale settings belongs to the aesthetic of the Empfindsamkeit. Of greater significance was the Choral-Melodien-Buch that Hiller edited, which remained in common use for decades in the churches of Saxony; fewer than 30 of the tunes are by Hiller himself, and the fact that the majority of the hymns date from the 16th and 17th centuries speaks for his strong historical sense. He wrote little instrumental music, on account of his inclination to vocal composition and also because of his respect for the music of J.C. Bach, Benda and Quantz.
WORKS

printed works published in Leipzig unless otherwise stated

stage

first performed Rannstädter Thore, Leipzig, unless otherwise stated

Die verwandelten Weiber, oder Der Teufel ist los, erster Theil (comische Oper, 3, C.F. Weisse, after C. Coffey: The Devil to Pay, or The Wives Metamorphos’d and M.-J. Sedaine: Le diable à quatre), Leipzig, Quandt’s Court, 28 May 1766, D-Mbs, RUS-KAu, vs (1770) [12 of 36 nos. by J.C. Standfuss]

Der lustige Schuster, oder Der Teufel ist los, zweyter Theil (comische Oper, 3, Weisse, after Coffey: The Merry Cobler), 1766, vs (1771) [32 of 39 numbers by Standfuss]

Lisuart und Dariolette, oder Die Frage und die Antwort (romantisch-comische Oper, 2, D. Schiebeler, after C.-S. Favart: La fée Urgèle), 25 Nov 1766; rev. in 3 acts, 7 Jan 1767, B-Bc, D-Bsb, W, RUS-KAu, US-Wc, vs (1768)

Lottchen am Hofe (comische Oper, 3, Weisse, after Favart: Le caprice amoureux, ou Ninette à la cour), 24 April 1767, CH-Zz (pts), D-Bsb, Mbs, US-Wc, vs (1769)

Die Muse (Nachspiel, 1, Schiebeler), 3 Oct 1767, Bp, vs (1771)

Die Liebe auf dem Lande (comische Oper, 3, Weisse, after Favart: Annette et Lubin [Acts 1, 3] and L. Anseaume: La clochette [Act 2]), 18 May 1768; D-LEm, Rtt, vs (1769)

Die Jagd (comische Oper, 3, Weisse, after C. Collé: La partie de chasse de Henri IV and Sedaine: Le roi et le fermier), Weimar, Kleines Schloss, 29 Jan 1770, CH-Zz (pts), D-Bsb (facs in GOB, i, 1985), Dl, US-Wc, vs (1771)

Der Dorfbalbier (comische Operette, 1, Weisse, after Sédaine: Blaise le savetier), 18 April 1771; rev. in 2 acts, 1 Aug 1771, B-Bc, vs (1771) [10 of 23 nos. by C.G. Neefe]

Der Aerndtekranz (comische Oper, 3, Weisse), April/May 1771, A-Wn, D-Bsb, US-Wc, vs (1772)

Der Krieg (comische Oper, 3, Weisse and C.W. Ramler, after C. Goldoni: La guerra). Berlin, Behrenstrasse, 17 Aug 1772, vs (1773)

Die Jubelhochzeit (comische Oper, 3 Weisse), Berlin, Behrenstrasse, 5 April 1773, D-Dl, vs (1773)

Poltis, oder Das gerettete Troja (Operetta, 3, G.S. Brunner and Magister Steinel), 1777, vs (1782)

Die kleine Ahrenleserinn (Operetta für Kinder, 1, Weisse), unperf., A-Wn, vs (1778)

Das Grab des Mufti, oder Die zwey Geizigen (comische Oper, 2, A.G. Meissner, after F. de Falbaire: Les deux avares), 17 Jan 1779, vs (1779)

Das Denkmal in Arkadien (ländlisches Schauspiel für die Jugend mit untermischten Gesängen, 1, Weisse, after G. Keate: The Monument in Arcadia), lost

other works

Sacred: [22] Choralmelodien zu Gellerts geistlichen Oden und Liedern, 1v, bc (1761, rev. 2/1792 as 25 neue Choralmelodien, 4vv, bc), 45 ed. in Zahn; 50 geistliche Lieder für Kinder, 1v, kbd (1774); Geistliche Lieder einer vornehmen curländischen Dame, 1v, kbd (1780); 3 Melodien zu Wir glauben all an einen Gott, 4vv (1790); Herr Gott, dich loben wir (Ps c), 4vv, tpts, trbns, timp (1790); Religiöse Oden und Lieder, 1v, kbd (1790); Gesang zum Charfreytage (Ach, bis zum Tod am Kreuz hinab) (F.G. Klopstock), 4vv (1793); Vierstimmige Chor-Arien zum neuen Jahre … nebst 4 lateinischen Sanctus (1794); others, A-Wgm, B-Bc, D-Bbs, Dl, LEm, Mbs, RUS-KAu

Secular vocal: Lieder mit Melodien (1759); Melodien zu 6 Romanzen von Löwen (1760); Cantate auf die Ankunft der hohen Landesherrschaft, solo vv, chorus, orch (1765); Lieder für Kinder (1769), 4 ed. in Friedlaender; Lieder mit Melodien (1772); Der Greis, Mann und Jüngling (cant., Clodius) (1778); Horatii Carmen ad Aelium Lamium, solo vv, chorus, kbd (1778); Die Friedensfeyer oder Die unvermuthete Wiederkunft (Weisse) (1779); 11 songs in Vademecum für Liebhaber des Gesanges und Klaviers (1780); Cantaten und Arien verschiedener Dichter, 1v, kbd (1781); Sammlung der Lieder aus dem Kinderfreunde (1782); Letztes Opfer in einigen Liedermelodien der comischen Muse (1790), 1 ed. in Friedlaender; Aerntelied (Weisse) (1797); 32 songs in Melodien zum Mildheimischen Liederbuch (Gotha, 1799)

Inst: Loisir musical, contenant 2 sonates … et quelques pièces de galanterie, kbd (1762); 3 str qts (Brunswick, 1796); [50] Fugetten a 4, org (1791); others, B-Bc, D-Bsb, SWl

Numerous pieces in contemporary anthologies, incl. 5 lieder ed. in Zahn

collections and editions

some including works by Hiller

Wöchentlicher musikalischer Zeitvertreib (1759–60); Sammlung kleiner Klavier- und Singstücke, i–iv (1774); Vierstimmige Motetten und Arien … von veischiedenen Komponisten, i–vi (1776–91), vol. vi as Vierstimmige lateinische und deutsche Chorgesänge, i; Sammlung der vorzüglichsten noch ungedruckten Arien und Duetten des deutschen Theaters, i–vi (1777–80); 6 italiänische Arien verschiedener Componisten (1778), [49] Lieder und Arien aus Sophiens Reise (1779); Italiänische Duetten, 2 S (1781)

Arien und Duetten des deutschen Theaters, i (1781); Duetten zur Beförderung des Studium des Gesanges (1781); Elisens geistliche Lieder (1783); Deutsche Arien und Duetten von verschiedenen Componisten, i (1785); Meisterstücke des italiänischen Gesanges … mit deutschen geistlichen Texten (1791); Allgemeines Choral-Melodien-Buch, 4vv, bc (1793), with appx (1793, also pubd separately, 1797), Nachtrag zum allgemeinen Choral-Melodienbuche, 4vv (1797), c25 pieces by Hiller, ed. in Zahn

Edns. and arrs.: G.B. Pergolesi: Stabat mater, kbd (1774), 4vv, insts (1776); G.F. Handel: Utrecht Te Deum (1780); J. Haydn: Passionsmusik des Stabat mater, kbd (1781); A.-E. Grétry: Zémire et Azor, kbd (1783); selections from G.F. Handel: Messiah (1789); W.A. Mozart: Requiem, with Ger. trans. (1791)

