
1659 to 1695

Did You Know...?
Nobody REALLY knows how Henry died! 

Some people think his wife locked him out in 
the rain and he caught a chill. Other people 
believe he died of chocolate poisoning!

Musician & Composer  

Henry Purcell was born in London and spent his entire life there. The 
17th century was a period of religious unrest, political turmoil and war; 
it was also a time of scientific discovery and creativity. In his 
short life, Henry lived through the Great Plague, the Great 
Fire of 1666 and the reigns of several different monarchs.

When Henry was 5 years old, his father died. His uncle 
arranged for Henry to join the Choir of the Chapel 
Royal, where he sang for the court of King Charles II 

and was immersed in music. He learned to 
play the viola, the theorbo, the virginals and 
the organ. Henry also studied music theory and started 
composing music when he was a child. At the age of only 
eleven, he composed an ode for King Charles II’s birthday! 

In 1678, the Westminster School awarded Henry the status 
of “Bishop’s Boy” which gave him an annual stipend of £25 

(about £4,200 in today’s money) for three years. 
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Monarchs Who Reigned During Henry’s Life:

Musical Instruments That Henry Learned:

Henry stayed very busy! He worked as an organist, organ tuner, 
instrument mender and composer – writing hymns for Westminster 
Abbey and various odes and welcomes for the royal court.

King Charles II had a terrible habit of paying his 
musicians late (or not at all). So Henry composed 
theatre music to supplement his income, including 
“Dido & Aeneas” (1689) and “King Arthur, 
or The British Worthy” (1691).

Perhaps, if the king had paid promptly, the 
world would have never heard the operas of 
Henry Purcell! Who knows?! One thing is 
certain: whether it was composed for 

church, court or theatre, his 
music sounds just as beautiful 
now, over 300 years later.


