The Messiah

Handel’s Messiah is the most beloved and most performed choral work of all time, yet there is actually no definitive version of this masterpiece. When George Frideric Handel (1685-1759) conducted the many performances following the resounding success of its Dublin premiere in 1793, he tried to accommodate the different soloists at his disposal by writing new arias for them. Since this was not a dramatic oratorio, the arias could be assigned to any voice—there is evidence that at least one aria was sung at varying times by soprano, alto, tenor, and bass soloists!

We must also remember that Handel composed this huge work in three weeks—a superhuman task, even when considering that he borrowed extensively from his own works and those of other composers. Many details were worked out during the performances he conducted, and there are five different (and conflicting) sets of orchestral parts to add to the confusion.
English oratorio (sacred opera) was Handel’s brainchild. Born in Germany, he had considerable success in Europe, especially Italy, but went to England to seek his fortune as a composer of Italian operas, then much in vogue. But box-office profits began to dwindle, and the ban on Lenten theatrical performances made him turn to biblical dramas in churches with amateur choirs, rather than expensive professional opera choruses. When singing in English, Italian singers could not be understood at all, and English soloists were available at lower fees.
Perhaps the key to Messiah’s popularity in England and America is that it is in English, not Latin. We should also remember that Puritans had banned the celebration of Christmas in 1644, and this non-theatrical work became a perfect way to celebrate this holiday, which was slowly reemerging in the Christian calendar.
Our emphasis in this concert is on the Advent season and the Old Testament texts. Several pieces have been relocated, and there is some unfamiliar music with familiar texts. Handel himself was constantly moving pieces around, as anyone in musical theater would do, then or now.

Of historical interest is the number of performers involved in Messiah productions in the past 218 years. Modern musicological scholarship insists on minimal forces as “authentic,” with one recent recording featuring four singers and 12 instrumentalists. But we will perform with an ensemble similar to the Dublin premiere. Forty years later, the Messiah had become so popular that a Westminster Abbey performance involved 525 performers!  Bigger was obviously better. The trend continued into the 20th century: a 1923 production in the Crystal Palace in London featured 4,000 performers. (The rise of musicians’ unions probably put a stop to all of this.) A few decades later the U.S. saw a Gospel Messiah called “Too Hot to Handel.” It takes a great masterpiece, indeed, to survive all of this. Perhaps greatness inspires radical treatment, and Handel, showman that he was, would probably have approved of all of it—especially if there were money to be made!









—Thomas Beveridge
