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Program Notes

The Composer
In 1824, 65 years after Handel’s death, Beethoven said this about him: 

“Handel is the greatest composer who ever lived. I would bare my head and 
kneel at his grave.“ As Messiah was the work of Handel’s that Beethoven knew 
best (the manuscript on the cover of today’s program is a copy of Messiah written 
out in Beethoven’s hand), it seems clear that this work had a profound effect on 
the great symphonist.

George Frideric Handel was born in Halle in 1685 and trained as a violinist 
and keyboard player, though it was opera composition that most interested him. 
After his training in Germany, he went to Italy to study and compose operas, 
and then moved on to England in 1710, where he made a name for himself as a 
composer of Italian operas, and other works—both choral and instrumental—on 
commission.

Handel made a good living for many years with his operas, but in the 1730s 
public tastes began to change and Italian opera fell out of vogue. Looking for an 
economic alternative for his talents, Handel tried writing “concert operas” on 
sacred subjects, to be performed in English during the Lenten season. The results, 
both economically and artistically, were an unqualified success, and his oratorios 
have remained popular continuously in the 250 years since Handel’s death.

The Composition
Messiah is, simply put, the most famous choral work ever composed. 

Written in three remarkable weeks to a libretto compiled by the acerbic Charles 
Jennens*, Handel debuted the work in Dublin on April 13, 1742 at a benefit 
concert for three charities. It was an instant success (two additional performances 
had to be scheduled) and has never fallen out of the repertoire.

The text of Messiah consists of a series of excerpts from the Bible and the 
Book of Common Prayer, describing the life, death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. Messiah is set in three parts: Part I describes the prophecy, birth and life 
of Christ; Part II depicts his suffering, death and resurrection (ending with the 
triumphant Hallelujah Chorus); Part III forms an epilogue, described by Poultney 
as the “thanksgiving for victory over death.”

Handel himself conducted many performances of the work during his 
lifetime, and made a number of changes, assigning different arias to different 
vocalists, modifying the length of various movements and making a variety 
of other small changes. Today’s performance is not based on any specific 
performance during Handel’s lifetime, but generally uses choices he made in his 
later (after 1750) performances. The cuts are intended to keep the length of the 
concert within two and half hours, without altering the dramatic continuity of 
the work.

*Jennens wrote the following to a friend of his: “I shall show you a collection I gave 
Handel, call’d Messiah, which I value highly, & he has made a fine Entertainment of 
it, tho’ not nearly as good as he might & ought to have done.”
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Messiah.................................................... George Frideric Handel (1685–1759)

Part I
1. Sinfonia
2. Recitative 	 Comfort Ye	 Tenor
3. Air 	 Ev’ry Valley	 Tenor
4. Chorus 	 And The Glory of the Lord	
5. Recitative 	 Thus Saith the Lord	 Bass
6. Air 	 But Who May Abide	 Alto
7. Chorus 	 And He Shall Purify	
8. Recitative 	 Behold, A Virgin Shall Conceive	 Alto
9. Air and Chorus 	 O Thou that Tellest Good Tidings	 Alto
10. Recitative 	 For Behold, Darkness	 Bass
11. Air 	 The People that Walked	 Bass
12. Chorus 	 For Unto Us a Child is Born	
13. Pifa	 Pastoral Symphony
14a. Recitative 	 There were Shepherds	 Soprano
14b. Recitative 	 And, lo, the Angel	 Soprano
15. Recitative 	 And the Angel	 Soprano
16. Recitative 	 And Suddenly	 Soprano
17. Chorus 	 Glory to God	
18. Air 	 Rejoice Greatly	 Soprano
19. Recitative 	 Then shall the Eyes	 Alto
20. Duet 	 He Shall Feed His Flock	 Soprano and Alto
21. Chorus 	 His Yoke is Easy
 

INTERMISSION

Messiah.................................................... George Frideric Handel (1685–1759)

Part II
22. Chorus	 Behold the Lamb of God
23. Air 	 He was Depised	 Alto
24. Chorus 	 Surely	
25. Chorus 	 And with His Stripes	
26. Chorus 	 All We Like Sheep	
29. Recitative 	 Thy Rebuke	 Tenor
30. Air 	 Behold and See	 Tenor
31. Recitative 	 He was Cut Off	 Tenor
32. Air 	 But Thou Didst not Leave	 Tenor
39. Chorus 	 Their Sound is Gone Out	
40. Air 	 Why do the Nations Rage	 Bass
42. Recitative 	 He that Dwelleth	 Tenor
43. Air	 Thou Shalt Break Them	 Tenor
44. Recitative 	 Hallelujah	

Part III
45. Air 	 I Know that my Redeemer Liveth	 Soprano
46. Chorus 	 Since by Man came Death	
47. Recitative 	 Behold, I Tell You a Mystery	 Bass
48. Air 	 The Trumpet shall Sound	 Bass
49. Recitative 	 Then Shall be Brought to Pass	 Alto
53. Chorus 	 Worthy is the Lamb
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