More details on Handel’s Messiah

The circumstances of the premiere of Messiah, in Dublin in April 1742, are well known.
Handel was at a crux in his career. Having spent the previous 30 years mainly dedicated to
the composition, promotion and performance of Italian-texted operas in London, he was
increasingly preoccupied with English-texted oratorios on religious topics. Suffering from
dwindling audiences for his music in London, he embarked in November 1741 on a nine-
month residence in Dublin. Here he could present his music to new and enthusiastic
audiences, as well as contemplate the future direction of his career in England.

Handel’s concerts in Dublin mostly included oratorios such as Esther and Alexander’s Feast,
but also a performance of his last Italian opera Imeneo, and the premiere of Messiah. In
recruiting a choir for these performances, Handel faced considerable opposition from
Jonathan Swift, Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral, who disapproved of the members of his
cathedral choir participating in “a club of fiddlers”. In the case of Messiah, however, Swift
withdrew his opposition because of the charitable aims of the performance, to raise money
for a host of worthy causes in Dublin. In the end, the first performances received a warm
reception. As The Dublin Journal reported:

“Words are wanting to express the exquisite Delight it a ordered to the admiring crowded
Audience. The Sublime, the Grand, and the Tender, adapted to the most elevated, majestic
and moving Words, conspired to transport and charm the ravished Heart and Ear.”

The enthusiastic reception of Messiah in Dublin must have encouraged Handel to change
tack in his London career, and thereafter compose and promote oratorios rather than opera.
Yet the rest London performance of Messiah (in March 1743, at Covent Garden theatre) was
overshadowed by controversy about the performance of religious works in a theatre. As a
writer to the Universal Spectator complained: “An Oratorio either is an Act of Religion, or it
is not; if it is, | ask if the Playhouse is a it Temple to perform it in, or a Company of Players it
Ministers of God’s Word...?” Slowly, however, the oratorio gained respectability, particularly
after it was performed at the Foundling Hospital Chapel in May 1750. The Foundling Hospital
was dedicated to the “Maintenance and Education of Exposed and Deserted Young
Children”, and was acutely short of funds in the mid-18th century. As with the Dublin
premiere of Messiah, the charitable aims of the Foundling Hospital performance dispelled
concerns about the work’s combination of a religious text and theatrical arias.

Interesting though the series of early performances of Messiah might be, it is also fascinating
to ask how the oratorio achieved its fame and ubiquity after Handel’s death. Regular
performances at the Foundling Hospital continued into the 1760s, directed by Handel’s
erstwhile assistant, John Christopher Smith the younger. In addition, the oratorio soon
became a favourite in the repertory of provincial music societies as far a field as Derby,
Liverpool and Newcastle, as well as in East Anglia and the West Midlands.

Messiah was performed not merely in concerts, but in events that called themselves festivals,
and which often had charitable purposes and a strong sense of social ritual.

By the middle of the 19th century, Messiah retained its popularity with the country’s elite, but
was also being sung by the increasing numbers of amateur choirs found in industrial cities. In



1857 an incredible number of performances of the Oratorio took place across England, some
of which were intended as dry runs for concerts planned for 1859 to celebrate the centenary
of the composer’s death. The highlight of the 1857 performances was the Great Handel
Festival at the Crystal Palace, London, on 15 June. It included a choir of about 2,000 voices,
drawn from amateur musical societies across England, and an orchestra of 300 strings and 90
wind and brass players. The performance was a celebration not simply of Handel’s Oratorio,
but also of English industrial ingenuity in bringing together such an immense ensemble.
Newspaper reviews

paid almost as much attention to the special trains organised to bring the performers to
London.

Equally important factors in the success of the Oratorio are its text and music. Charles
Jennens’s libretto narrates the birth of Christ and his Passion, death and resurrection by
quoting and paraphrasing numerous passages scattered throughout the Bible. It is no simple
description of Christ’s life, but an account rendered in large part through the allusions of Old
Testament prophecies.

Handel’s music for Messiah offers a synthesis of styles and textures that has appealed greatly
to audiences ever since its premiere. There are relatively few recitatives, but instead
numerous sharply-characterised choruses and arias. Handel’s experience as an opera
composer is evident in the Oratorio’s arias, which each evoke an emotional state via
carefully selected instrumental and vocal gestures. Some arias draw on the stereotyped forms
of Italian opera, such as the rage aria (“Why do all the nations so furiously rage together”) or
the bravura display piece (“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion”). As in his operas, Handel
sometimes includes pictorial gestures that instantly convey a message to the listeners, such as
the angry dotted rhythms on the words “He gave his back to the smiters” in “He was
despised”.

Yet despite this use of operatic elements, the arias also have a tuneful appeal that reflects
Handel’s training in both Italian melody and German counterpoint. The smooth and
melodious lines of “He was despised” and “I know that my redeemer liveth” partly draw on
the lyricism of opera around 1700, but are also supported by a rm sense of harmonic
structure that Handel gained from his German upbringing.

Messiah is set apart from Handel’s operas by its many choral movements. Italianate opera
mainly consisted of arias and recitatives, and rarely made use of a chorus. Handel’s oratorios,
by contrast, drew on the English tradition of grand choral movements in church anthems and
secular odes. Some of the choruses are exercises in homophony, such as “Since by man
came death” with its contrasts between minor-key Grave sections and major-key Allegro
passages. Other choruses show Handel’s skill, again gained from his German upbringing, in
writing fugues. But most characteristic are those choruses that juxtapose homophonic and
fugal sections. Thus “For unto us a child is born” starts as a fugue — albeit with a transparent
texture rarely heard in the works of German composers — and culminates in the chordal
interjections on “Wonderful Counsellor”. Another powerful juxtaposition of homophony and
fugue is found in the “Hallelujah” Chorus. Such choral writing is one of the main reasons
why Messiah has appealed to generations of performers and listeners, from the 18th century
right up to the present day.

Programme notes © Stephen Rose
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