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Foreword





This gem of a book sets out all that the general reader, or the singer like myself, needs to know about Handel’s life and works. It is clear, concise, packed with easily digestible information and full of pointers to further reading, either in books, the Internet or on the various web-sites of museums and galleries, and it gives lists of recommended recordings. The industry of the man is extraordinary – I mean of Handel, but in fact Edward Blakeman has read and listened to more Handel than most of us knew existed and deserves tremendous applause for rendering down all the information he has absorbed into such accessible morsels.


I was particularly fascinated by the list of Handel’s operas, with the dates of their first performances and their revivals. They were really the popular music of their time, and from his golden age during the 1720’s and until the 1740’s, the extent of the list takes one’s breath away. Then it all ceased and no Handel operas were staged anywhere in the world for nearly two-hundred years.


I realise that I was almost a pioneer of Handel opera performance in modern times. When I studied at the Royal Academy of Music, Sir Anthony Lewis, a great Handel scholar, was Principal and almost my first operatic role was in Handel’s Imeneo – practically a first performance – and Sir Anthony also conducted Handel’s oratorio Athalia in which I sang an aria beginning ‘Blooming virgins’, repeated three times, and causing me great problems of giggle control! As a young professional, I also sang Handel operas at the Barber Institute in Birmingham and at the Unicorn Theatre in Abingdon; both institutions had begun pioneering productions of Handel in 1959, the bicentenary of his death. And Messiah, of course, has been with me throughout my career – an enduring joy. So with Edward’s book as a guide, I shall look forward to discovering more of this great man’s music.


FELICITY LOTT DBE






















Introduction





This book has grown from many years of enjoying Handel’s music and from one particular year of concentrated listening. I hope it may appeal to music lovers who want to embark on their own listening journey and would appreciate a few pointers on the way. Not so long ago such a journey would have been impossible: at the last major Handel anniversary in 1985, the tercentenary of his birth, most of his operas had never been recorded. Now, 250 years after his death, all are available on CD, and many may even be sampled in bite-sized chunks on the Internet (see the section on ‘Handel online’ at the end of this book for some guidance on this).


I mention Handel’s operas in particular, because that was where I started my own listening – and I’m glad I did. They are absolutely central to what made Handel tick as a composer, and when you move on to any of his other works, you can hear the supreme man of the theatre still at work. But if I had been writing this book in 1908 instead of 2008, it would have been inconceivable to devote a sizeable chapter to the operas: they had been completely forgotten. A hundred years ago Handel was known largely for his oratorios – and only that small selection of them that had been sanctified by the Victorians. Christopher Hogwood’s biography of Handel quotes a revealing notice from The Times, reporting on a concert of Handel’s chamber music organised by the young Arnold Dolmetsch in 1893: ‘Handel is known to so many people only as a composer of oratorio that there is an element of novelty in a programme which includes none but his instrumental works.’


As for Handel the man, he had been effectively emasculated. Gone was any whiff of the theatre: he was seen as a religious composer who had ministered to the spiritual needs of his audiences, with a character that was correspondingly without blemish. Handel’s contemporaries had a much more rounded view of him, however. And so, alongside my year’s listening, I went back to the accounts of those who wrote about him from first-hand knowledge: men like the music historians John Hawkins and Charles Burney; the biographers John Mainwaring and William Coxe; and Handel’s long-time assistant, John Christopher Smith, who worked with him from 1716 onwards, joined from 1720 by his son, also (confusingly) named John Christopher Smith.


Handel had the distinction of being the first composer ever to have a biography written about him. Entitled Memoirs of the Life of the Late George Frederic Handel, it appeared in 1760, the year after his death: though published anonymously, its author was the Reverend John Mainwaring, later Professor of Divinity at Cambridge, who had worked closely with John Christopher Smith, the younger. Despite Mainwaring’s clerical background he knew how to tell a good story with lots of colourful detail – some of it wrong, but enough right for him to remain a key primary source on Handel.


William Coxe was also a clergyman, and more significantly the stepson of John Christopher Smith, the younger. After Smith died in 1795, Coxe resolved to produce a book that would do justice both to his stepfather and to Handel. His Anecdotes of George Frederick Handel and John Christopher Smith was published in 1799: once again, although not correct in every detail, it is a valuable document and complements Mainwaring’s account.


In the mean time three other books had appeared that added significantly to knowledge both of Handel’s life and of his works. One was by the music historian John Hawkins, who took advantage of the many conversations he had had with Handel when writing his five-volume magnum opus published in 1775: A General History of the Science and Practice of Music devoted a large section to Handel, placing him vividly in the context of the other composers and performers of his time.


Not to be outdone, the other great music historian of the age, Charles Burney, who also knew Handel well, produced his own definitive account in 1789: A General History of Music from the Earliest Ages to the Present Period. Burney was particularly interested in Handel as an opera composer, studying the scores and providing a commentary on almost all of them. He had previously written ‘A Sketch of the Life of Handel’ and ‘The Character of Handel as a Composer’ as introductory chapters to An Account of the Musical Performances in Westminster Abbey … in Commemoration of Handel, which described the series of Handel celebration concerts in 1784 and provided a commentary on the works performed.


I have quoted freely from Mainwaring, Coxe, Smith, Hawkins and Burney throughout this book – and also from one of Handel’s female friends, Mary Delany, who merits a chapter all to herself. I have also dipped into the rich compendium of contemporary sources in Otto Deutsch’s Handel : a Documentary Biography, published in 1955. I hope that these eyewitness accounts will enable you to immerse yourself in the sights and sounds of Handel’s world while you listen to his music. The only missing element is what might have been gleaned from Handel’s own diary or journal (none exists), or from his letters (they are few and unrevealing). So there is always an aura of enigma surrounding him. Read on … 



















Pocketing Handel





This book may fit into your pocket, but Handel himself won’t be so easily contained. That’s one of his attractions: he’s one of the most elusive, as well as one of the most intriguing, of the great composers.


It doesn’t take long before you encounter various contradictions. Take his birth date, 23 February 1685. Not only does John Mainwaring, his first biographer, get the day wrong, giving it as the 24th; there was also a mix-up over old and new calendars which meant that for a long time the year was thought to be 1684. This is the year that you will see on Handel’s tombstone and monument in Westminster Abbey, and thus the series of grand Commemoration Concerts to celebrate the centenary of his birth took place in 1784, a whole year too early.


Then there was his death date, 14 April 1759. Nearing the end, Handel had expressed the pious wish, according to Charles Burney, ‘that he might breathe his last on Good Friday, “in hopes”, he said, “of meeting his Good God, his sweet Lord and Saviour, on the day of his resurrection”.’ In fact Handel died on Saturday, the following morning, at about 8 a.m., but once again there was some confusion. Mainwaring’s biography gave 14 April, the date duly carved on the Abbey tombstone and monument, but the Good Friday myth was made, and Burney believed it to be true. Consequently when he had an engraving of the Westminster Abbey monument made for his book on the 1784 Commemoration Concerts, Burney had the artist change the date to Good Friday, 13 April. This engraving was then reproduced in a succession of books (including one as recently as 1984, issued by the Royal Society of Musicians), thus perpetuating the confusion.


Meanwhile, what’s in a name? The various forms of Handel, Haendel, Händel and Hendel are not in themselves surprising, but if you look inside the name you find that when he himself anglicised it (he was naturalised in 1727), he signed himself George Frideric Handel. But Frideric was a German name, an alternative to Friedrich (as he used to sign himself) or Friederich (as he was baptised). Why didn’t he sign himself Frederick; why only anglicise two thirds of his name? Incidentally, the name Frideric means ‘peaceful ruler’ – a sobriquet that would have brought a smile to the faces of contemporaries contemplating the volatile Mr Handel!


So when the New Grove Dictionary of Music confidently begins its article by describing him as an ‘English composer of German birth’, perhaps it should also give an alternative: ‘German composer of English naturalisation’. He shared this ambiguity with the British monarchy of the time. When Queen Anne died in 1714, the crown passed from the House of Stuart to the House of Hanover, and the German Elector became the English King George I – somewhat reluctantly, as he chose to make frequent trips back to Hanover, and never won the hearts of the British.


Handel himself was only too happy to remain in England, but instead of pursuing the customary musician’s position at court – all expenses paid – he adopted what now seems a very modern lifestyle and freelance career promoting his own operas commercially. Practical and pragmatic, he was mainly self-financing, made all his own administrative arrangements, was involved in his own publicity and promotion, organised the publication of his works, and even sold them himself at his house in Brook Street. Everyone who met him was impressed by his imposing physical presence, forceful personality, eccentric speech and trenchant opinions. You couldn’t miss him – he was larger than life.


Handel’s music too is larger than life – nobody has written more thrillingly for a great occasion – but it is also heart-rending, and must surely betray a depth and complexity that lay behind the composer’s bluff exterior. The absence of revealing diaries or letters, however, means that our knowledge of Handel’s private life remains shadowy. And even if you discount the notion that a composer’s personality has any relevance his music, a further ambiguity still awaits in the music itself. The variety of Handel’s invention and imagination may seem inexhaustible, but then you suddenly realise that something sounds familiar: it’s one of Handel’s borrowings, material recycled either from himself, or from another composer. Not all is original. But why did Handel borrow? (More about that in the chapter on ‘Handel’s borrowings’.)


How then (excuse the pun) do you get a handle on Handel? If this was a pocket travel guide, there would no doubt be an opening section on how to journey to the chosen destination and where to start sightseeing. For Handel, the music is both the journey and the ultimate destination, and the next chapter will begin to explore that. But there are also some places well worth visiting, in person if possible, or via the Internet if not, to connect with Handel the man, as well as the music. Westminster Abbey is a good place to begin (find www.westminster-abbey.org and enter ‘Handel’ in the search box). This is where the wonderful Coronation Anthems were first performed in 1727 for the crowning of King George II and Queen Caroline, and where the first of them, Zadok the Priest, has been sung at every coronation since. As noted above, it is also where Handel is buried, at the foot of the monument in the South Transept. Just over a century later when Charles Dickens died, the novelist Samuel Butler commented sniffily: ‘They buried Dickens in the very next grave, cheek by jowl with Handel. It does not matter, but it pained me to think that people who could do this could become Deans of Westminster.’


The church of St George’s, Hanover Square, near Bond Street in Central London was only just being built when Handel came to live in the area (visit www.stgeorgeshanoversquare.org and follow the links for ‘History’ and ‘Handel at St George’s’). Handel immediately became involved in advising on the installation of the church’s organ and in appointing successive organists, and he attended services there regularly. 


Nearby, at 25 Brook Street, is the house where Handel lived and worked from 1723 to the end of his life. The house was new when Handel bought it and the whole Mayfair area was only just being developed residentially. It is now a museum (opened in 2001) occupying the upper floors of No. 25 and No. 23, with the early Georgian interiors restored as closely as possible to those that Handel would have known. A collection of portraits of Handel and his contemporaries evokes the world in which he lived and there are also regular concerts and special exhibitions (see www.handelhouse.org). Incidentally, another flamboyant musician, the rock star Jimi Hendrix, lived briefly at No. 23 at the end of the 1960s.


The Foundling Museum, in Brunswick Square, Bloomsbury, is another London location with particular Handel associations (visit www.foundlingmuseum.org.uk and follow the link for ‘Handel’). He was a governor and benefactor of the Foundling Hospital, established by Thomas Coram, which devoted itself to ‘the maintenance and education of exposed and deserted young children’. Handel donated an organ to the chapel, gave an annual benefit performance of Messiah (which provided an important source of income), and eventually bequeathed the score and parts of Messiah to the Foundling Hospital in his will. The museum, opened in 2004 on the original site, now also houses the extensive Gerald Coke Handel Collection of manuscripts, printed music, libretti, books, paintings, engravings and other memorabilia. There is a permanent exhibition gallery and occasional special exhibitions.


The Foundling Hospital Chapel and its organ no longer exist, but in North London, at Stanmore, is a church and an organ that Handel knew well during his time working for James Brydges, Duke of Chandos: St Lawrence Whitchurch (visit www.little-stanmore.org and follow the link for ‘History’). Bridges almost entirely rebuilt the church in 1715, after he bought the Cannons estate, and he had a new organ installed two years later. It has now been carefully restored and was used for Paul Nicholson’s CD set of the complete Organ Concertos, among other recordings (see the section on ‘Orchestral music’). 


Venturing further afield, the way to get right back to Handel’s roots is to visit his birthplace in Halle in Germany. The house itself has had a chequered history since Handel’s times, but now, restored and extensively developed since the Second World War, it is an important museum (see www.haendel-in-halle.de). Halle itself is home to an annual Handel Festival each June and to the scholarly and publishing activities of the Georg-Friedrich-Händel-Gesellschaft, an international society founded in 1955.


Halle is close to Leipzig where J. S. Bach spent much of his career, but the two composers never met. Bach travelled to Halle in 1719 to meet Handel, only to find he had already left for England. The story goes that ten years later, when Handel was back in Halle to see his mother, one of Bach’s sons, Wilhelm Friedemann, brought an invitation to Handel to visit his father in Leipzig. Handel declined. Once again, how intriguing. 



















Picturing Handel





Many images of Handel exist – he certainly had more portraits painted than any other musician of his time – but what did he actually look like?


According to the music historian, John Hawkins, writing not long after Handel’s death:




Few of the pictures extant of him are to any tolerable degree likenesses … the most perfect resemblance of him is the statue on his monument, and in that the true lineaments of his face are apparent.





Handel himself was responsible for this monument. On 11 April 1759, only three days before he died, he modified his will for the fourth and final time, including the clause:




I hope to have the permission of the Dean and Chapter of Westminster to be buried in Westminster Abbey in a private manner at the discretion of my Executor, Mr. Amyand, and I desire that my Executor, may have leave to erect a monument for me there.





Handel duly provided six hundred pounds for the monument, which was designed by Louis-François Roubiliac and installed in the Abbey on 15 July 1762.


So if you want to see Handel, you should really go to Westminster Abbey. The only problem is that when you get there, the monument is in a recess halfway up the wall in the South Transept (above his grave, which is immediately beneath your feet), so all you can do is gaze upwards: you can’t really look Handel straight in the eye. However, if you study the photograph of the monument on the Abbey website (www.westminster-abbey.org/visitor/plan-of-the-abbey/12169) you do begin to feel that this was a real person. Granted, he is pointing at what appears to be an angel sitting in a cloud playing a harp hovering just above his head, but he is standing in front of an organ, surrounded by other musical instruments and with a score of Messiah open at the aria ‘I know that my Redeemer liveth’. The composer’s head is bare – no sign of the customary formal wig – as if this was a private moment of work and inspiration at home. As for Handel’s face, it was supposedly modelled from a death mask which has since been lost (although photographs exist from earlier in the twentieth century) and it bears out Hawkins’ description:




His features were finely marked, and the general cast of his countenance placid, bespeaking dignity attempered with benevolence, and every quality of heart that has a tendency to beget confidence and insure esteem.





This was actually Roubiliac’s second monument of Handel. The first was a statue for Vauxhall Gardens, which is now located in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London (visit www.vam.ac.uk and follow the links for Handel and Roubiliac). On 18 April 1738 the London Daily Post reported:




We are informed from very good Authority; that there is now finished a Statue of the justly celebrated Mr. Handel, exquisitely done by the ingenious Mr. Raubillac [sic], of St. Martin’s Lane, Statuary, out of one entire block of white Marble, which is to be placed in a grand Nich, erected on Purpose in the great Grove at Vaux-hall-Gardens, at the sole Expence of Mr. Tyers, Undertaker of the Entertainment there; who in Consideration of the real Merit of the inimitable Master, thought it proper, that his Effigies should preside there, where his Harmony has so often charm’d even the greatest Crouds into the profoundest Calm and most decent behaviour; it is believed that the Expence of the Statue and Nich cannot cost less than Three Hundred Pounds.





The statue was unveiled on 1 May that year, and showed Handel seated, in informal clothes and again without a wig – this time he wears a soft cap. He is playing a lyre and leaning on a pile of books. At his feet sits a cherub, with a viol, oboe and flute, writing down the music that Handel draws from his lyre. One of the books is identified as the score of Alexander’s Feast, Handel’s setting of the ode by Dryden, which was completed the previous year, 1737. The lyre identifies Handel with the heroic figures of Apollo and Orpheus, and Roubiliac may also have been making a connection with Dryden’s text: ‘Timotheus plac’d on high … with flying fingers touch’d the lyre’. Music historian, Charles Burney, however, cast a more literal eye over the statue and was unimpressed:




The musician is represented playing upon a Lyre. Now if this statue should be preserved from the ravages of time and accident 12 or 4000 years, the Antiquaries will naturally conclude that the instrument upon which Handel acquired his reputation was the Lyre; though we are at present certain that he never played on, or even saw a Lyre, except in wood or stone.





Burney does rather seem to have missed the point there! Nevertheless, the question remains: what do these and other representations of Handel really tell us about him? Among the many portraits are some significant ones commissioned by his friends and some he owned himself. They were mainly by German artists, or artists associated with Germany, until later in his life when Handel sat for the Englishman Thomas Hudson. Here are four of them:




c.1726. Portrait by Balthasar Denner of Handel aged about forty. Owned by Handel and now in the National Portrait Gallery (NPG 1976). It shows him in three-quarter profile, dressed in formal attire and full wig, staring confidently out of the canvas at the artist. (View it at www.npg.org.uk/live/search and follow the link for Handel.)


c.1730. Portrait by Philip Mercier of Handel in his mid-forties. Owned by Handel and now in a private collection. It shows him in the act of composing, gazing thoughtfully at the artist, in informal attire and wearing a cap instead of a wig. He is seated beside a harpsichord, resting his head in his left hand, and holding a quill pen, with an unfinished piece of music in front of him. (View it at www.haendel.haendelhaus.de/de/biographie/portraets and follow the link to 1726–31, No. 6.)


1749. Portrait by Thomas Hudson of Handel aged sixty-four. Owned by Handel and probably given to his relatives in Halle in 1750 – his last visit to Germany – and now in the Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek, Hamburg. It shows him seated in formal attire and full wig, corpulent, his right hand braced on his thigh with thumb extended, his left hand holding a sheaf of music. He is looking forcefully out of the picture to the right of the artist – a man of strong character and natural authority. (View it at www.haendel.haendelhaus.de/de/biographie/portraets and follow the link to 1748–9, No. 15.)


1756. Portrait by Thomas Hudson of Handel aged seventy-one. Commissioned by Charles Jennens (librettist of Messiah). Now in the National Portrait Gallery (NPG 3970). A full-length portrait, it shows him formally attired, with full wig, seated next to a table on which is a copy of Messiah. His right hand rests on the handle of a walking-cane and his left hand is tucked into the front of his jacket. He appears to stare placidly at the artist, but he is blind. (View it at www.npg.org.uk/live/search and follow the link for Handel.)





An engraving by Jacobus Houbraken, c.1738, should also be mentioned. It was issued to subscribers to the printed score of Alexander’s Feast, which was published by Handel himself and available from his house in Brook Street. It therefore presumably had his approval as a fair likeness, although according to Hawkins, ‘the features are too prominent’, and indeed it is anything but flattering. It is now in the Gerald Coke Collection at the Foundling Museum in London. (View it at www.npg.org.uk/live/search and follow the link for Handel and D3214.)


Even less flattering are various caricatures of Handel, notably one entitled The Harmonious Boar by Joseph Goupy, satirising Handel’s prodigious appetite – both for food and for big musical effects. It pictures him with a pig’s head, sitting on a wine barrel, squeezed in behind the keyboard of an organ and surrounded by more food, drink, drums, horn, trumpet and bassoon, among other things. Goupy, a friend of Handel’s, is reported to have penned it in outrage after being invited to dine with Handel one evening and discovering that he had been served a very plain and frugal meal, while Handel had excused himself and retired to an adjoining room where he enjoyed a sumptuous spread! It is now in the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge. (View it at www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/opac/search/cataloguedetail.html and follow the links for Handel and Goupy.) A later version of this caricature was entitled The Charming Brute. It is now in the Gerald Coke collection at the Foundling Museum. (View it at www.wikipedia.org and search for Joseph Goupy.)


So how do these portraits accord with the descriptions Handel’s contemporaries gave of him? Well, the wig was certainly important, according to Charles Burney:




Handel wore an enormous white wig, and, when things went well at the Oratorio, it had a certain nod, or vibration, which manifested his pleasure and satisfaction. Without it, nice observers were certain that he was out of humour.





The wig was not the only thing about Handel that was enormous, according to William Coxe, who wrote a book of Anecdotes about Handel and emphasised Handel’s sheer size:




He was large in person, and his natural corpulency, which increased as he advanced in life, rendered his whole appearance of that bulky proportion, as to give rise to Quin’s inelegant, but forcible expression; that his hands were feet, and his fingers toes. From a sedentary life, he had contracted a stiffness in his joints, which in addition to his great weight and weakness of body, rendered his gait awkward; still his countenance was open, manly, and animated; expressive of all that grandeur and benevolence, which were the prominent features of his character.





Burney also remembered Handel’s imposing physical presence, but like Coxe and Hawkins, he was chiefly taken with his ‘countenance’:




The figure of Handel was large, and he was somewhat corpulent, and unwieldy in his motions; but his countenance, which I remember as perfectly as that of any man I saw but yesterday, was full of fire and dignity; and such as impressed ideas of superiority and genius.





He was not always a good-natured genius, according to Burney:




Handel’s general look was somewhat heavy and sour; but when he did smile, it was his sire the sun, bursting out of a black cloud. There was a sudden flash of intelligence, wit, and good humour, beaming in his countenance, which I hardly ever saw in any other.





That ‘heavy and sour look’ was no doubt emphasised by the determined set of Handel’s mouth, and it is this instantly recognisable feature that every authentic portrait of him has in common – even (and maybe especially) the later Hudson portrait, painted when Handel was blind. The early Denner portrait is especially compelling. It presents Handel in a particularly bold but complex manner. Handel was at the height of his powers, composing brilliant operas for London, when Denner – his exact contemporary – painted it. Handel has a knowing expression and you feel that he is scrutinising you, sizing you up, every bit as much as you are looking at him. He is self-confident, maybe a little arrogant; successful, and slightly supercilious; enigmatic, forever calculating and scheming; streetwise and crafty, clearly at ease with himself and the world; but also private, ironic, somewhat detached. No wonder that those who knew Handel often found him difficult to deal with – very much a larger-than-life character.



















Meeting Handel





Halfway through the first biography of Handel, John Mainwaring slips in a brief sentence that passes almost unnoticed: ‘The greatest talents are often accompanied with the greatest weaknesses.’ It is a key to Handel’s complex personality. As the music historian, John Hawkins, put it:




Such as were but little acquainted with Handel are unable to characterize him otherwise than by his excellencies in his art, and certain foibles in his behaviour, which he was never studious to conceal: accordingly we are told that he had a great appetite, and that when he was provoked he would break out into profane expressions.





In other words, Handel was a disconcerting man: a genius, no doubt, but also somewhat vulgar. Mainwaring stresses his independence and obstinacy:




In the sequel of his life he refused the highest offers from persons of the greatest distinction; nay, the highest favours from the fairest of the sex, only because he would not be cramped or confined by particular attachments … This noble spirit of independency, which possessed him almost from his childhood, was never known to forsake him, not even in the most distressing seasons of his life.





In 1737, when Handel became partially paralysed, ‘Tho’ he had the best advice, and tho’ the necessity of following it was urged to him in the most friendly manner, it was with the utmost difficulty that he was prevailed on to do what was proper, when it was in any way disagreeable.’ Eventually Handel did agree to go to Aix-la-Chapelle for a health cure, and charactistically he then spent three times longer in the vapour baths than was usual – ‘his sweats were profuse beyond imagining’ – made a miraculous recovery, and immediately took himself off to a nearby church to play the organ! 


No doubt a very good dinner then followed, for Handel’s appetite was prodigious. It was a source of some embarrassment to his biographers, who tried to justify it in various ways. Mainwaring did so on the grounds that everything about Handel was exceptional:




Those who have blamed him for an excessive indulgence in this lowest of gratifications, ought to have considered, that the peculiarities of his constitution were as great as those of his character … It would be as unreasonable to confine Handel to the fare and allowance of common men, as to expect that a London merchant should live like a Swiss mechanic. Not that I would absolve him from all blame on this article. He certainly paid more attention to it, than is becoming in any man: but it is some excuse, that Nature had given him so vigorous a constitution, so exquisite a palate, and so craving an appetite; and that fortune enabled him to obey these calls, to satisfy the demands of nature.





Burney argued that there were, after all, worse vices:




Handel, with many virtues, was addicted to no vice that was injurious to society. Nature, indeed, required a great supply of sustenance to support such a huge mass, and he was rather epicurean in the choice of it; but this seems to have been the only appetite he allowed himself to gratify.





And William Coxe pointed out that whatever Handel’s body was doing, his mind was always on higher things:




His chief foible was a culpable indulgence in the sensual gratification of the table; but this foible was amply compensated by a sedulous attention to every religious duty, and moral obligation.





Mainwaring, meanwhile, found another excuse for this overeating, in the sheer amount of work Handel had to do:




I mean his incessant and intense application to the studies of his profession. This rendered constant and large supplies of nourishment the more necessary to recruit his exhausted spirits. Had he hurt his health or his fortune by indulgences of this kind, they would have been vicious: as he did not, they were at the most indecorous.





And according to Burney, if you dined with Handel, it might appear that he was never free from work:




The late Mr. Brown [sic], leader of his majesty’s band, used to tell me several stories of Handel’s love of good cheer, liquid and solid, as well as of his impatience. Of the former he gave an instance, which was accidentally discovered at his own house in Brook Street, where Brown, in the Oratorio season, among other principal performers, was at dinner. During the repast, Handel cried out – ‘Oh – I have de taught,’ [a thought, or inspiration] when the company, unwilling that, out of civility to them, the public should be robbed of any thing so valuable as his musical ideas, begged he would retire and write them down; with which request, however, he so frequently complied, that, at last, one of the most suspicious had the ill-bred curiosity to peep through the key-hold into the adjoining room; where he perceived that dese taughts, were only bestowed on a fresh hamper of Burgundy, which, as was afterwards discovered, he had received in a present from his friend, the late lord Radnor, while his company was regaled with more generous and spirited port.





Burney’s first glimpse of Handel took place when he was only a boy of fourteen and Handel had stopped off at Chester on his way to Ireland for the premiere of Messiah in 1741:




I was at the Public School in that city and very well remember seeing him smoke a pipe, over a dish of coffee, at the Exchange Coffee House; for being extremely curious to see so extraordinary a man, I watched him narrowly as long as he remained in Chester, which, on account of the wind being unfavourable for his embarking at Parkgate, was several days. During this time, he applied to Mr. Baker, the Organist, my first music master, to know whether there were any choirmen in the cathedral who could sing at sight, as he wished to prove some books that had been hastily transcribed, by trying the choruses which he intended to perform in Ireland. Mr. Baker mentioned some of the most likely singers then in Chester, and, among the rest, a printer the name of Janson, who had a good bass voice and was one of the best musicians in the choir …


A time was fixed for this private rehearsal at the Golden Falcon, where Handel was quartered; but, alas! on trial of the chorus in the Messiah, ‘And with his stripes we are healed,’ poor Janson, after repeated attempts, failed so egregiously, that Handel let loose his great bear upon him; and after swearing in four or five languages, cried out in broken English: ‘You shcauntrel! tit not you dell me dat you could sing at soite?’ ‘Yes, sir,’ says the printer, ‘and so I can, but not at first sight.’





Stories of Handel abound in quotations from him rendered phonetically by those who tried to catch the idiosyncrasies of his speech. And they had plenty of opportunity to listen to him: ‘Handel was in the habit of talking to himself, so loud, that it was easy for persons not very near him, to hear the subject of his soliloquies.’


Hawkins had many conversations with him: ‘The style of his discourse was very singular; he pronounced the English as the Germans do, but his phrase was exotic, and partook of the idiom of the different countries in which he had resided, a circumstance that rendered his conversation exceedingly entertaining.’ Burney also remembered how entertaining Handel was:




His natural propensity to wit and humour, and happy manner of relating common occurrences in an uncommon way, enabled him to throw persons and things into very ridiculous attitudes. Had he been as great a master of the English language as Swift, his bons mots would have been as frequent, and somewhat of the same kind.





But Coxe pointed out that in some areas Handel was a master of the English language:




Though he was not able to pronounce the English with correctness, he thoroughly comprehended its nature and effects. In the funeral anthems, and the oratorios selected from the Scriptures, the words were principally chosen by himself; and the devotion of sounds, if the expression may be allowed, is in unison with the dignity, simple piety, and grandeur of the sacred writings.





You begin to suspect that maybe it suited Handel to cultivate his broken speech – he was, after all, far too intelligent not to have completely mastered spoken English had he wanted to, and he also knew Latin, French and Italian. So perhaps we are dealing here with an early example of a composer deliberately constructing an ‘image’, of interacting with people on his own terms. So what lay underneath the mask? According to Burney,




Though he was so rough in his language, and in the habit of swearing, a vice much more in fashion than at present, he was truly pious, during the last years of his life, and constantly attended public prayers, twice a day, winter and summer, both in London and Tunbridge.





Hawkins was able to observe Handel at his devotions:




For the last two or three years of his life he was used to attend divine service in his own parish church of St George, Hanover Square, where, during the prayers, the eyes that at this instant are employed in a faint portrayal of his excellencies, have seen him on his knees, expressing by his looks and gesticulations the utmost fervour of devotion.





But, for all this, Hawkins was clear that Handel’s piety was anything but fanatical: 




In his religion he was of the Lutheran profession; in which he was not such a bigot as to decline a general conformity with that of the country which he had chosen for his residence … and he would often speak of it as one of the great felicities of his life that he was settled in a country where no man suffers any molestation or inconvenience on account of his religious principles.





Coxe linked Handel’s spirituality closely with his music:




His great delight was derived from his attachment to his own science, and he experienced particular satisfaction from religious principles, in presiding at the organ in the cathedral church of St Paul. He frequently declared in conversation, the high gratification he enjoyed in setting the Scriptures to music, and how greatly he was edified by contemplating the sublime passages abounding in the sacred writings … His pen … is sublime, affecting, animated, and devoted, without the gloom of superstition, to the service of God.





Coxe also pointed out that there were various practical sides to Handel’s devotions:




Handel’s religious disposition was not a mere display, it was amply productive of religion’s best fruit, charity; and this liberal sentiment not only influenced him in the day of prosperity, but even when standing on the very brink of ruin. He performed Acis and Galatea (1740), for the benefit of the musical fund: the next year he gave them his Epithalamium, called ‘Parnasso in Festa’, and further extended his kindness by a legacy of one thousand pounds.





In the later years of his life Handel took a particular interest in the work of Thomas Coram’s Foundling Hospital in London:




His early exertions in its favour were the principal support of that respectable establishment. He gave an organ to the chapel; and an annual benefit, by which seven thousand pounds was cleared in the course of a few years. He also presented the governors with the original score of the Messiah.





And there were more private displays of charity:




He was equally attentive to the claims of friendship, affection and gratitude. The widow of his master Zackau [sic], being old and poor, received from him frequent remittances; and her son would have enjoyed the benefits of his liberality; but for his profligacy, and incurable drunkenness.





These acts of charity were made possible by Handel’s careful managing of his finances. Although he was essentially a freelance musician, he benefited from royal patronage and three pensions from successive monarchs which eventually totalled six hundred pounds per year: two hundred from Queen Anne, a further two hundred from King George I, and two hundred from King George II in return for teaching music to the royal princesses. These sums apart, however,




The rest was precarious; for some time it depended upon his engagement with the directors of the Academy, and afterwards upon the profits arising from the musical performances carried on by him on his own account. However, he had at all times the prudence to regulate his expense by his income.





This is Hawkins’ elegant way of saying that Handel invested wisely and clawed himself back from the brink of bankruptcy several times. Occasionally he would also indulge one particular interest, which he had cultivated and refined since his early years spent in Italy: ‘Like many of his profession, he had a great love for painting; and, till his sight failed him, among the few amusements he gave into, the going to view collections of pictures upon sale was the chief.’


So how did this maverick composer interact with people? If you were royalty you could expect deference, but also, as Burney recalls, legendary displays of impatience if Handel had to wait for the royal party to arrive for a performance, or if anyone dared to talk during it. It was left to royalty to smooth things over: ‘The Princess of Wales, with her accustomed mildness and benignity, used to say, “Hush! Hush! Handel’s in a passion.”’ And royalty remained loyal to the end: ‘The King, and Prince and Princess of Wales, were ever fond of his music, and attended his Oratorios, even when they were so much deserted, that Lord Chesterfield wittily, but ill naturedly called attending an oratorio, “an intrusion on his Majesty’s privacy”.’


If you were a musician working with Handel, life was certainly never dull, as Coxe recalled:




It is true, indeed, that the composer was not of a temper to treat singers with great respect; he considered them, perhaps too much, as mere instruments, which gave utterance to that harmony, of which he was so distinguished an Author. He possessed the impetuosity and inflexibility of genius … In temper he was irascible, impatient of contradiction, but not vindictive; jealous of his musical pre-eminence, and tenacious in all points, which regarded his professional honour.





But if you were compliant, you might expect sympathetic treatment, according to Burney: ‘I acquired considerable knowledge of his private character and turn for humour. He was very fond of Mrs Cibber, whose voice and manners had softened his severity for her want of musical knowledge.’


And if Handel was in a good mood you would certainly be forgiven a little artistic license, as Matthew Dubourg, leader of the orchestra in Dublin, discovered to his relief:




One night, while Handel was in Dublin, Dubourg having a solo part in a song, and a close to make, ad libitum, he wandered about in different keys a great while, and seemed indeed a little bewildered, and uncertain of his original key … but, at length, coming to the shake, which was to terminate this long close, Handel, to the great delight of the audience, and augmentation of applause, cried out loud enough to be heard in the most remote parts of the theatre: ‘You are welcome home, Mr Dubourg!’





Mainwaring, however, recounts a famous, fiery incident with Francesca Cuzzoni, one of Handel’s headstrong divas:




Having one day some words with Cuzzoni on her refusing to sing ‘False imagine’ in Ottone; ‘Oh! Madame’ (said he) ‘je sçais bien que vous êtes une veritable diablesse: mais je vous ferai sçavoir, moi, que je suis Beelzebub le Chef des Diables.’ With this he took her up by the waist, and, if she made any more words, swore he would fling her out of the window.





And Burney recounts the time when the castrato Carestini tried the same trick of refusing to sing an aria – one which ironically turned out to be a great favourite:




‘Verdi prati’, which was constantly encored during the whole run of Alcina, was, at first, sent back to Handel by Carestini, as unfit for him to sing; upon which he [Handel] went, in a great rage, to his house, and in a way which few composers, except Handel, ever ventured to accost a first-singer, cries out: ‘You toc! don’t I know better as your seluf, vaat is pest for you to sing? If you vill not sing all de song I give you, I will not pay you ein stiver.’





Hawkins remembers Handel’s disastrous falling out with his principal castrato, the popular, but increasing arrogant Francesco Bernadi, known as Senesino: ‘Handel was not a proud man, but he was capricious: in his comparison of the merit of a composer and those of a singer, he estimated the latter at a very low rate.’ Exactly what went wrong is not clear, but according to Mainwaring, Handel decided it was time for Senesino to be taught a lesson:




To manage him, he disdained; to control him with a high-hand, he in vain attempted. The one was perfectly refractory; the other was equally outrageous. He remained inflexible in his resolution to punish Senesino for refusing him that submission, which he had been used to receive, and which he thought he had a right to demand: but a little pliability would have saved him abundance of trouble.





‘Pliability’, however, was not in Handel’s nature, as Hawkins knew:




Such as are not acquainted with the personal character of Handel, will wonder at his seeming temerity, in continuing so long an opposition which tended but to impoverish him; but he was a man of firm and intrepid spirit, no way slave to the passion of avarice, and would have gone greater lengths than he did, rather than submit to those whom he had ever looked on as his inferiors.





As Mainwaring points out, all of this was just Handel’s way of creating and maintaining his exacting high standards in an otherwise haphazard musical world:




The perfect authority which Handel maintained over the singers and the band, or rather the total subjection in which he held them, was of more consequence than can well be imagined. It was the chief means of preserving that order and decorum, that union and tranquillity, which seldom are found to subsist for any long continuance in musical societies.





In a word, Handel was totally uncompromising, and it could cost him dear, as Coxe points out:




He was averse to all restraint upon his freedom … In England he was always well received and warmly patronised; but his general aversion to subscription engagements, and the resolute inflexibility of his temper, prevented the accession of some friends, and alienated others. With conscious pride, he was unwilling to be indebted but to his own abilities for his advancement, and they finally triumphed over all his opposers.





The same point is taken up by Mainwaring:




It is a principal part of prudence, to command our temper on any trial we may chance to receive; a part of it which, to say the truth, he never practised or professed. This omission involved him in misfortunes, which taught him another part of prudence (if it must be called so) which he never ought to have practised, much less professed, that of consulting his interest at the expense of his art.





As for Handel’s opinions of other composers, Burney recounts an incident that took place one morning while Handel was at the barber’s. He was informed by a colleague, the violinist Abraham Browne, that the Reverend Mr William Felton was opening a subscription for a second set of his own organ concertos and ‘was extremely ambitious of the honour of his [Handel’s] name and acceptance of a book, merely to grace his list, without involving him in any kind of expense’:




Handel, putting the barber’s hand aside, got up in a fury, and with his face still in a lather, cries out with great vehemence: ‘Tamn your seluf and go to der teiffel – a barson make Concerto! why he no make sarmon?’ [Damn your self and go to the devil! A parson write a concerto! Why doesn’t he write a sermon?] Brown[sic], seeing him in such a rage with razors in his reach, got out of the room as fast as he could.





Even a more distinguished composer than Felton could feel the sharpness of Handel’s tongue. Maurice Greene admired Handel to the extent of often acting as his bellows-blower when Handel first came to London, and liked to play the organ at St Paul’s Cathedral. Burney explains that Handel, ‘after the three o’clock prayers, used frequently to get himself and young Greene locked up in the church together; and, in summer, often stript into his shirt, and played till eight or nine o’clock at night’. But on being told later that Greene had set one of Alexander Pope’s lyrical odes, Handel replied dismissively: ‘It is de very ding vat my pellows-plower has set already for ein tockter’s tecree at Cambridge.’ [It is the very thing that my bellows-blower has already set for a Doctor’s degree at Cambridge.] And when Handel was asked his opinion of the composer Gluck, ‘his answer, prefaced by an oath **** was, “he knows no more of contrapunto, as mein cook, Waltz.”’ Yes, Handel’s cook really did have the musical name of Gustavus Waltz!


Away from the public arena, however, did Handel have a close circle of friends? Coxe suggests not: ‘Handel contracted few intimacies, and when his early friends died, he was not solicitous of acquiring new ones.’ Burney accounts for this by Handel’s single-minded pursuit of music:




He knew the value of time too well to spend it in frivolous pursuits, or with futile companions, however high in rank. Fond of his art, and diligent in its cultivation, and the exercise of it, as a profession, he spent so studious and sedentary a life, as seldom allowed him to mix in society, or partake of public amusements.





Hawkins agrees. Friends were at best a distraction:




His social affections were not very strong; and to this may be imputed that he spent his whole life in a state of celibacy; that he had no female attachment of another kind may be ascribed to a better reason. His intimate friends were but few.





And what of Handel’s sexuality? It is an ambiguous subject that has been much debated in recent years. But the ‘Handel was gay’ lobby has no real evidence to go on. So for the moment we might as well accept Coxe’s version of what remain the mysteries of Handel’s personal life:




He was never married; but his celibacy must not be attributed to any deficiency of personal attractions … On the contrary, it was owing to the independence of his disposition, which feared degradation, and dreaded confinement. For when he was young, two of his scholars, ladies of considerable fortune, were so much enamoured of him, that each was desirous of a matrimonial alliance. The first is said to have fallen a victim to her attachment. Handel would have married her; but his pride was stung by the coarse declaration of her mother, that she never would consent to the marriage of her daughter with a fiddler; and, indignant at the expression, he declined all further intercourse. After the death of the mother, the father renewed the acquaintance, and informed him that all obstacles were removed; but he replied, that the time was now past; and the young lady fell into decline, which soon terminated her existence. The second attachment, was a lady splendidly related, whose hand he might have obtained by renouncing his profession. That condition he resolutely refused, and laudably declined the connection which was to prove a restriction on the great faculties of his mind.





So what would it have been like to meet Mr Handel? What would you have thought as you shook hands with this overweight, bow-legged autocrat who liked vast quantities of food, talked to himself, swore in several languages, and conversed with you in only broken and heavily inflected English? How would you have reconciled what you had been told about his piety and good works with all the other stories about his short temper and high-handed treatment of colleagues and friends? How would you have connected the all-too-human figure standing before you with the composer of some of the most sublime music you had ever heard?


Well maybe it is precisely the all-too-human aspects of Handel that make him the composer of such sublime music. A humanity as flawed, yet as all-embracing, as all-seeing as Handel’s, could be precisely what makes his music touch us so deeply. That was very much the attitude of the film director, Tony Palmer, and playwright, John Osborne, when they made their controversial television film in 1985 to coincide with the tercentenary of Handel’s birth, God Rot Tunbridge Wells. It was released for the first time on DVD in 2008 (Voiceprint, TPDVD 114), with booklet notes by Palmer looking back over the intervening years. ‘I can quite see why the film … caused the purists to wet their pants,’ writes Palmer. ‘Not for the first (nor the last) time, John Osborne had taken aim at an icon of “British” culture, and come up with an altogether radical view of a national treasure, which treasures him for what he really was, a man who stood with his chin out, breast puffed up with bull-like stance, defiantly his own man.’


The film starred Trevor Howard as the aged Handel, alone and surveying his life in an extended monologue, illustrated with flashbacks. The specially recorded music was conducted with great brio by Charles Mackerras. ‘The words put into Handel’s mouth, although completely invented,’ explains Tony Palmer, ‘had derived from a clever reworking of those texts which Handel himself had used in his in his various operas and oratorios. Thus the King James Bible and the Book of Common Prayer, two books Osborne held in reverential awe, came singing onto the screen in unforgettable resonance, with the gin-soaked and pickled voice of Trevor Howard relishing every last syllable.’ The film was made on a shoestring: it’s brilliant, and flawed, and compelling. It makes you wonder if maybe you are meeting Handel.



















Essential Handel





Handel said very little about his own works. He did however tell John Hawkins that he was particularly proud of two opera arias:




Mr Handel looked upon the two airs, Cara Sposa, and Ombra Cara, as the two finest he ever made, and declared this his opinion to the author of this work.





‘Cara sposa’ comes from Act I of Rinaldo (1711), and ‘Ombra cara’ from Act II of Radamisto (1720). Both are indeed wonderful and they share a similar emotional intensity, with both heroes plunged in the deepest despair, and the orchestra weaving intricate lines around each voice.




 





Handel also told Thomas Morell, one of his librettists, that he thought Theodora (1750) was the best of his oratorios:




And when I once asked him whether he did not look upon the Grand Chorus [‘Hallelujah’] in the Messiah as his Master Piece? ‘No’, says he, ‘I think the Chorus at the end of the second part in Theodora far beyond it.’ [‘He saw the lovely youth’ etc.]





This chorus is another example of Handel at his most emotionally complex, moving from despair to hope as the persecuted Christians recall the story from St Luke’s Gospel of the Widow of Nain mourning her lost son and rejoicing when he is restored to life. Winton Dean suggests that it ‘embodies an intimate reflection of the composer’s own spiritual preoccupations’ in the latter years of his life.


So what would Handel’s contemporaries have chosen? Well, none of Handel’s top three choices featured in the first big music festival in London after his death, but the Handel Commemoration Concerts of 1784 give us a good idea of what was most popular at that time. The five concerts were held at Westminster Abbey and at the Pantheon in Oxford Street, and two of them were devoted to performances of Messiah. The other concerts were mixed programmes. Here are the complete details as reported in Charles Burney’s book, An Account of the Musical Performances in Westminster Abbey … in Commemoration of Handel. (N.B. ‘The Coronation Anthem’ is Zadok the Priest, the ‘Hautbois Concertos’ refer to the Concerti Grossi, Op. 3, and ‘Grand Concertos’ refer to the Concerti Grossi, Op. 6, and some of the titles of the operas have been anglicised: e.g. ‘Otho’ instead of Ottone):




First Performance, Westminster Abbey, Wednesday, 26 May


1784


The Coronation Anthem


Part I


Overture – Esther


The Dettingen Te Deum


Part II


Overture, with the Dead March in Saul


Part of the Funeral Anthem




When the ear heard him


He delivered the poor that cried


His body is buried in peace





‘Gloria patri’, from the Jubilate


Part III


Anthem – O Sing unto the Lord


Chorus – ‘The Lord shall reign’, from Israel in Egypt 


Second Performance, Pantheon, Thursday Evening, 27 May


1784


Part I


Second Hautbois Concerto


‘Sorge infausta’, Air in Orlando


‘Ye sons of Israel’, Chorus in Joshua


‘Rende il sereno’, Air in Sosarmes


‘Caro vieni’, in Richard the First


‘He smote all the first-born’, Chorus from Israel in Egypt


‘Va tacito e nascosto’, Air in Julius Caesar  


Sixth Grand Concerto


‘M’allontano sdegnose pupille’, Air in Atalanta


‘He gave them hail-stones for rain’, Chorus in Israel in Egypt


Part II


Fifth Grand Concerto


‘Dite che fà’, Air in Ptolemy


‘Vi fida la sposo’, in Aetius


‘Fallen is the foe’, Chorus in Judas Maccabaeus


Overture of Ariadne


‘Alma del gran Pompeo’, Accompanied recitative in


Julius Caesar


Followed by


‘Affani del pensier’, Air in Otho


‘Nasco al bosco’, Air in Aetius


‘Io t’abbraccio’, Duet in Rodelinda


Eleventh Grand Concerto


‘Ah! Mio cor!’, Air in Alcina


Anthem – My heart is inditing of a good matter


Third Performance, Westminster Abbey, Saturday, 29 May


1784


The Messiah


Fourth Performance, Westminster Abbey, 3 June 1784


By Command of His Majesty


Part I


Overture – Esther


The Dettingen Te Deum


Part II


Overture of Tamerlane, and Dead March in Saul


Part of the Funeral Anthem




When the ear heard him


He delivered the poor that cried


His body is buried in peace





‘Gloria patri’, from the Jubilate


Part III


Air and Chorus – ‘Jehovah crown’d with glory bright’, in Esther


First Grand Concerto 


Chorus – ‘Gird on thy sword’, in Saul


Fourth Hautbois Concerto


Anthem – O sing unto the Lord all the whole earth


Chorus – ‘The Lord shall reign for ever and ever’, Israel in


Egypt


Coronation Anthem – Zadok the Priest


Fifth Performance


The Messiah


By Command of His Majesty


In Westminster Abbey


Saturday, 5 June 1784





How tastes change. There are a couple of pieces from 1784 that might still feature in a popular concert of Handel extracts, but a modern programme, or a ‘Best of …’ CD could well look more like this:




‘Hallelujah’ chorus (from Messiah)


‘Arrival of the Queen of Sheba’ (from Solomon)


Hornpipe (from the Water Music)


Largo (from Serse)


Sarabande (orchestrated from the Keyboard Suite in D minor, HWV 437)


‘Let the bright seraphim’ (from Samson)


‘See the conqu’ring hero comes’ (from Judas Maccabaeus)


‘Where’er you walk’ (from Semele)


‘Harmonious Blacksmith’ (Keyboard Suite in E major, HWV 430)


‘Silent Worship’ (adapted from Tolomeo)





Moving from extracts to complete works, what could make up a Handel Top Ten? The answer of course will vary from person to person, but here, as a guide to listening, is one suggestion from each of the main genres in which Handel composed. I have set aside Handel’s two most iconic works – Messiah and the Water Music – on the Desert Island Discs principle that they are utterly essential: the equivalents of the Bible and Shakespeare which you miraculously always find waiting for you as a castaway! 
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