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Listening with Eighteenth -Century Ears:

An Introduction to Handelõs Messiah

Christopher Wren Association

A 06

September 2009

Sterling E. Murray,

Instructor

. 

Williamsburg Handel Festival

Information:  

http://www.williamsburgfestival.com

http://www.williamsburgfestival.com/
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Messiah

Part I

Friday & Saturday, December 11 & 12 

8:30 p.m.

Bruton Parish Church Sanctuary

Pre -concert talk by Sterling E. Murray 

Bruton Parish Church Sanctuary 

7:30 p.m.

Tickets:

$15 

$10 if purchased with festival 

registration

Course Outline

1. Introduction

2. Getting started: the basics

3. Historical Listening

4.  Introducing Mr. Handel

5. Handel as a Plagiarist 

6. The Creation and first 

performance of Messiah

7.   Messiah:  The Words

8.   Messiah: The Music 
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G. F. Handel (1685 -1759)

Georg Friedrich Händel
(original German spelling)

George Frideric Handel
(spelling on naturalization papers)
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Handelõs Tomb

At

Westminster Abbey

Some basic facts about Messiah 

üAn oratorio 

ücomposed in 1741 

üfirst performed in Dublin, Ireland in 1742

üHWV 56 Catalog of Handelõs works

üLibretto by Charles Jennens 

üAtypical of Handelõs other oratorios

üPerformance forces: 

Orchestra

Overture

Pastoral symphony (interlude)

Soloists (soprano, alto, tenor, and bass)

recitative 

aria  or air 

Chorus
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Three Issues for  

Historical Listening

1. Context

2. Sound 

keyboard instruments

orchestral instruments

voices

castrato

countertenor 

3. Meaning 

Doctrine of the Affections 

Newspaper Depictions 

of Castratos 

Senesino and Farinelli
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Farinelli

Film by Gérard Corbiau

Ewa Mallas -Godlewska, soprano

Derek Lee Ragin, counter tenor

sound track

pieces by Handel, Hasse, Broschi, and Porpora:

Traveling 

Distributed by Auvidis

1993

K 1005

Cry to Heaven 

by Anne Rice (1982)

Periods of Handelõs Life 

(1685 -1759)

Germany (birth to 1706)

Italy (1706 -09)

Hanover (1710)

London (1711 -1737) 

London (1737 -1759) 



10/2/2009

7

State Music and 

Music for the Royal Family

Birthday Ode for Queen Anne (1713)

Utrecht Te Deum and Jubilate (1713)

The Water Music (1717)

Coronation Music for George II (1727)

Let thy hand be strengthened

My heart is indicting

The King shall rejoice

Zadok, the Priest

Funeral Music for Queen Caroline (1737)

Music for the Royal Fireworks (1749)

Johann Sebastian Bach

(1685 -1750)
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Similarities in the Lives of Bach and Handel

üborn in the same year (1685) in northern Germany 

üshowed an early proclivity for music

üwere keyboardist

üunderwent unsuccessful cataract surgery by the same surgeon

üblind by the end of their lives

üdied within a decade of one another

Dissimilarities in the Lives of Bach and Handel

Bach Handel

üborn into a musical family Father did not want him to become 

a musician

üspent his entire life in Germany traveled widely 

ümusic primarily for the church music mostly for the theater 

ülocal reputation as organist international reputation

ülittle secular music and no operas foremost a composer of opera and             

oratorio

üno associations with royalty music for English Royal Family 

ümarried twice; numerous children bachelor

ümodest income wealthy businessman

üburied modestly in Leipzig buried with Kings and Queens 

in Westminster Abbey 



10/2/2009

9

Proposed Explanations for 

Handelõs Practice of Borrowing

ütaught this way in his early training

üa common method of composition

üneeded for inspiration

üsign of respect 

ütime saver

üadd meaning through association

üa basic lack of facility in inventing original ideas

Charles Jennens

(1700 -73)
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A Period of Crisis 

a Turning Point for Handel

üa growing disenchantment of London audiences 

with Italian opera 

ürivalry between two opera companies had 

caused discontent and conflict

ücompetition was offered by English 

language opera 

üwas considering permanently leaving England 

üparalytic stroke in spring 1737 that crippled 

his right hand and affected his brain

Solution:  Oratorio

Oratorio vs. Opera

Same:

üdramatic narratives

üperformed in theaters

üstylistically similar

üsoloists, chorus, and orchestra

Different: 

ülanguage

üsubject matter 

ünot staged

üno costumes or scenery

ümore chorus
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Advantages afforded Handel by 

switching from opera to oratorio

üdid not have to deal with Italian singers

üuse theaters that were dark during Lent 

üless expensive 

ücatered to the national pride
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Recitative

Last Page of 

Messiah
In Handelõs 

Handwriting


