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Bertil van Boer 

Undermining Independence: 
The English Political and Cultural Views of America 
during Haydn's London Sojourns 

In the history of the eighteenth century, the one event that seemed to shape 
the political landscape towards the last decades was the American War for 
Independence (also called the American Revolution). The result of a rela-
tively complex political situation in Europe, it had causes and ramifications 
beyond the imagination of those who conducted it, for it not only marked 
the ascendency of the New World as a sovereign power whose influence 
had to be reckoned with in the scope of European politics and national-
ism, it was also an influence on the development of European thought, 
culture, and economics. No longer a proxy for European conflict, the new 
United States of America was in the process of becoming a broker for al-
liances, sociological changes, and nationalist ambitions among two main 
European powers, France and England. By the time of the first London 
sojourn of Joseph Haydn in 1791, however, the relationship between the 
two feuding European powers and this nascent country in North Amer-
ica had gone through several stages, and even though intellectually the 
concept of democratic suzerainty corresponded well with Enlightenment 
humanistic thought, and Britain was not without some sympathy for their 
former colonies' status in the light of events that were ongoing at that time, 
the political relationships can best be described as fluid. 

lt is clear that by 1790 a significant sociological change was in the wind 
throughout Europe, having already been instituted for better or worse in 
France the previous year with the storming of the Bastille on 14 July 1789 
and the establishment of the National Assembly as a parliamentary body a 
few days prior, thereby effectively eliminating the Ancien Regime that had 
ruled the country since the Middle Ages. This event had been the direct re-
sult of over half a decade of economic difficulties in France, brought about 
due to the financial constraints of having supported the American Revo-
lution. In England, however, there was also a period of national "Angst", 
which had forced the new and popular Prime Minister, William Pitt, Jr. 
and his government to attempt to come to grips with a new political en-
vironment, as well as to deal with issues that the entire American war had 
both created and exacerbated. Given that the American government was 
also in the throes of consolidating their concept of nationality, no easy 
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task considering the divisions that were evident in the new congress, the 
situation had become a complex series of interwoven threads. In a word, 
Haydn's visit coincided with a time of international and intercontinental 
political, sociological, and economic flux. How the composer may have 
been aware of and reacted to such a circumstance, as well as how his music 
and those of American composers reflected it, is an interesting and equally 
diverse matter that will be dealt with in due course. Such a period of fluid 
political turmoil, however, requires a brief historical excursus. 

First, the War for Independence 1776-1783 was not purely an American 
event, but rather it had its roots deeply embedded in European power pol-
itics of the time. On 10 February 1763 England and France had signed 
the first Treaty of Paris that ended the Seven Years War, known in its 
North American manifestation as the French and Indian War. At this time, 
England was ascendant, decisively triumphing over its traditional Imperial 
archrival. lt had succeeded in obtaining Canada, much of the West Indies, 
and half of French Louisiana from the Mississippi River eastwards to the 
crest of the Appalachian Mountains (not to mention forcing Spain to re-
linquish Florida), a sizeable amount of territory. Moreover, it had removed 
the French from India and West Africa, in essence creating a British world 
colonial power. This in turn had established a ready source of resources 
that would have an immense economic impact upon the wealth of Eng-
land. Added to this, the result of the failure of the Jacobite Rebellion after 
Culloden in 1747 was the beginning of reapportionment of lands in Scot-
land and Ireland, mainly the granting of estates to British (and loyal Scots) 
nobility and the removal of indigenous crofters and farmers from their 
lands, creating a population that was dispersed, first to the coastal towns, 
and subsequently in a steady stream of immigration, mainly to the North 
American colonies and England itselfl. By 1770, England was a powerful 
and seemingly indomitable empire of global extent2. lt is therefore under-

1 The first of these evictions, of course, had been promulgated as early as 1617, when 
the Privy Council had upheld land-owning rights of loyal Scottish clans under James 
I, resulting in large numbers of Scots and Irish immigrants being among the earliest 
colonists in North America. lt was, however, not until 1747, when George II promoted 
the rights of the British victors in the wake of Culloden to gain huge tracts of the Scottish 
Highlands, removing people in order to raise cattle and sheep. These former crofters 
migrated to the coasts or were drafted into serving in the British military, where they won 
considerable acclaim for their prowess. 
'This fact was part of the coining of the phrase: "The sun never sets upon the British 
Empire." While one meaning could reflect the immortality of sovereignty that was 
desired, it really meant that somewhere throughout the empire was daylight. The origins 
of the phrase can be dated back to Habsburg Emperor Charles V (1500-1558), under 
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