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To Gabriel (as usual) and my two favourite (and, for that matter, only) nieces, Isabel and Natasha; and also for my lovely Godson Leonardo Tognetti; and to Oliver and Adam Weber (who are the only people who have ever praised my football skills); but really for all of my young friends, whose company make THE WHOLE THING WORTHWHILE.






















A Note for Parents





Each chapter is in three parts: a portrait of the composer, which children can read (or have read to them); a short biography of each composer, with more stories relating to their lives, which may be dipped into, or read in one go; and a brief description of the music, with a guide to some pieces that the children (and you!) may particularly enjoy.
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In 2001, a little book I’d written called ‘Why Beethoven Threw the Stew’, about the lives and personalities of six composers, was published. That was very nice (for me, anyway). Originally I’d started off writing it just for my son Gabriel; but then the idea rather took off. It was extremely gratifying when other children read the book, and seemed to enjoy it; and even more gratifying when those children turned up at concerts, and enjoyed them.


So I was very pleased; and I went back to my normal life – well, as normal as a cellist’s life ever gets. Over the next few months, though, a question started to surface with rather disturbing regularity: “Who’s going to be in your next book?” I’d explain politely that I wasn’t going to write a new book; I’d written one, and that was that. But as time went on, my friends started to give me advice on who should be in my new book. “There isn’t a new book!” I’d say, a bit more firmly by now. My friends, however, being the rude people they are, decided to ignore me; sometimes they’d start to argue with each other about which composers should be in the new book, while I just sat silently, only intervening if they seemed to be getting into an actual fight. Eventually, however, I had to get tough, and spell it out for them. “Look,’ I said. “I’m really frantic, what with playing my cello, and organising concerts, and so on. I don’t have time for anything else in my life. To write a second book would be madness.”


So here’s the second book, in which you’ll meet six more fascinating characters who happened to be musical giants. For the past two years or so, they’ve taken over my life. I’ve read about them, I’ve listened to their music, I’ve asked endless questions about them; and I hope that I’ve come to know them a bit. The wonderful thing is – that I really like them! They were all unique, amazing people; and as for the music they wrote – well, you’ll see (hear).


I do hope that you’ll make at least six new friends over the course of the next however-long-it-takes-you-to-read-this-book. As for me - I’m a busy man now. I’m going to switch off my phones, disconnect the doorbell, unplug the computers – anything to ensure that none of my friends can ever contact me again; and I’m going to plunge myself into a new range of activities, which will occupy me from here on. I’d better get on with it; there are so many windows to be looked out of, such a variety of comfortable chairs to be sat in, and at least two thumbs to be twiddled …



















George Frideric Handel


1685–1759
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Hmm … I think that something funny must have been going on in 1685: something in the stars, or storks behaving strangely, or whatever. Because in that year – and there’s never been another year like it – no fewer than three great composers were born. One of them, the German genius Johann Sebastian Bach, is often described today as the greatest composer who ever lived. Another, the Italian Domenico Scarlatti, is famous mostly for his six hundred or so weird and wonderful sonatas for the harpsichord (the keyboard instrument that ruled before the piano took over). Scarlatti invented all sorts of exciting effects, such as crossing his hands and playing at the low end of the keyboard with his right hand and at the high end with his left – until (the story goes) he got so fat that he couldn’t get his hands over his stomach any more, and had to abandon that particular thrill.


And then there’s Handel. George Frideric Handel was born in a town called Halle (the “hall” pronounced a bit like the first syllable of “hallo”, and the “e” like the “e” in “butter”), in Prussia, Germany, on February 23rd, 1685.




 





Actually, it’s not quite that simple.




 





He was christened Georg Friederich Händel (the two dots above the “a” in German make it sound like an “e”, for some reason). And through the course of his life, he was known as Hendel, Endel, Haendel, Händeler, Hendler (don’t know how they got to that one) or Handell; the poor man must have had a bit of an identity crisis! But once he settled in England, where he spent almost fifty years, he decided that he’d call himself George Frideric Handel; so we’ll settle with that.




 





So much for the name; then there’s the date.




 





We know that he was born on February 23rd; the register at his local church tells us that he was baptised on ♂ February 24th (♂ being the astronomical sign for Tuesday; strange!). But February 23rd in 1685 wasn’t the same as the February 23rd we know and love these days. In 1685, British calendars were ten days behind German ones; in 1700, in a moment of shocking carelessness, they fell yet another day behind. Not that that would have mattered much to the young Handel as he blew out the candles on his cake, because at that point he’d probably hardly even heard of Britain; but later, he was to make his home in London, and would spend more birthdays there than anywhere else – so then it must have been a tad confusing. Fancy spending your birthday wondering whether it really was your birthday – wouldn’t that slightly dampen the celebrations? (Actually, it can happen. I have a friend who was born on February 29th; when he was sixty, he celebrated his fifteenth birthday!) Not until 1752 did the British draw level with the continent. That year, the people of Britain went to sleep on September 2nd, and then woke up the next day to find that it was now September 14th – talk about oversleeping!  But at least they’d caught up at last. (Britain does tend to be a bit slow on the uptake sometimes. As I write, we’re still driving on the left, when everywhere else in Europe, they’re driving on the right; and the reason we drive on the left is that in the old days, people on horses needed to be able to swipe with their swords at people riding the other way – perhaps not entirely necessary today; and anyway, rather tough if you were left-handed.)


So that’s Handel’s birth-date dealt with. Well, at least we’re sure that he was born in Halle, Germany; but even here there’s a snag. Although Halle was officially in Prussia, Handel considered himself a Saxon – i.e. from Saxony, another part of Germany. And by the way, he preferred writing in French to writing in German.


So that’s all clear, then – glad we got it settled.




*





Anyway, to the story: Handel’s father – who was called Georg too, just in case things weren’t confusing enough – was sixty-three years old when Handel was born. He was a barber and a surgeon; the two often went together in those days – strange thought. I can’t quite imagine it today: “Hello, barber – could I have a short back and sides, please? Oh – and while you’re about it, could you take out my appendix? Thanks.” Well, that’s the way it was in those days – perhaps because the barber had to have such a sharp knife to shave people that he thought he might as well cut them up with it as well.


We don’t really know much about the early lives of most composers who lived such a long time ago; but fortunately, in Handel’s case we know quite a bit. In the year after his death, a book called ‘Memoirs of the Life of the Late George Frederic Handel’ was published, written by a man called Mainwaring; it was the first proper biography of a composer ever written.


The book tells us a fair amount about Handel’s childhood and youth. We know from it, for instance, that Handel senior thoroughly disapproved of music – which was a pity, because Handel junior even more thoroughly approved of it. Handel senior found out about this, and was furious; he forbade Handel junior to have any musical instruments in the house, or even to go to any other house where instruments were kept. But our Handel had other ideas. Somehow he managed to get a clavichord (the softest of all keyboard instruments) smuggled into the attic of his home; and when his family was asleep, he used to go and practise up there. Seems strange that no one heard him – but his father was probably deaf by then, and perhaps he snored loudly; and maybe Mrs Handel secretly approved, and turned a blind ear.


Handel junior was a product of his father’s second marriage, so young George Frideric had several half-brothers and sisters. (By the time Handel senior died, he had twenty-eight grandchildren, as well as two great-grandchildren – not bad going.) One day, the old gentleman announced that he was going to a nearby court to visit his son Karl, who was nearly thirty years older than his little half-brother. Our Handel begged to be allowed to accompany his father; but the old man was having none of it. George Frideric was far too young for such a journey, and besides, it would look silly for a dignified gentleman to arrive with a little boy as his companion at the important court where Karl was employed. (George Frideric was probably around eleven by then.)
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Our Handel – obstinate little fellow – wasn’t going to be put off so easily. He waited until his father set off in the horse-drawn coach, and then started running after it. The horses can’t have been quite the fastest in the world, because soon after the coach had left the town, little Handel overtook it. This time he begged so hard, and generally made such a nuisance of himself, that his poor father was forced to give in; and George Frideric was off on his first trip – what a thrill! Once at the court, the boy seems to have taken every opportunity to show off (as little boys do – just occasionally …). On one occasion, he was allowed to play the organ in the chapel after the service; the Duke, Karl Handel’s employer, happened still to be in the church, and noticed something unusual about the organist. He asked Karl who was playing; and was amazed when Karl told him that it was his little brother.


The Duke demanded to see the prodigy, and told Handel senior that it would be “a crime against the public and posterity” if this young genius were not allowed to study music. Handel senior was shocked, and argued that music as a profession was undignified. (Humph.) However, he couldn’t really quarrel with such an important Duke; so he agreed, reluctantly, to find a music teacher for his son when they returned to Halle – so long as his son kept up his other studies as well. The Duke was pleased; Handel junior was very pleased (especially since the Duke gave him lots of money as a reward for his beautiful playing); and old Handel was probably in an appalling sulk as they rode home. Well, it’s good for us that Handel didn’t bow to his father’s wishes and become a lawyer – this would have been such a boring chapter!


When they got back to Halle, a teacher was found for young George Frideric; this was the organist at one of the local churches, and conductor of the choir there, a man called Zachow. Zachow seems to have been very pleased to have had such a brilliant pupil – partly because Handel must have been exciting to teach, and partly because it meant that Zachow could go off and enjoy eating and drinking with his friends, leaving Handel to do his jobs for him. Good for both of them, really.


Handel’s life then continued quietly for a few years; but meanwhile, his father’s discontinued quietly, just before Handel’s thirteenth birthday. Handel contributed a sad poem to the funeral, signing himself “George Friedrich Händel – dedicated to the Liberal Arts”; rather grand for a twelve-year-old! A few years later, perhaps to honour his father’s memory, Handel actually enrolled as a student at the University at Halle; he may even have studied law there for a year. But music was the life for him; and he was making remarkable progress. At some stage, he went to Berlin and was offered financial support by the King of Prussia; but he turned it down, because he and his friends were worried that if he accepted it, he’d be stuck there. Handel didn’t want to spend his life entertaining some prince – he wanted to conquer the world! He did take a job as an organist in Halle, but not for long; he needed to stretch his wings, to travel, to learn, to become a great composer. Mainwaring tells us that at this point it was decided that the best place for Handel would be the north German city of Hamburg, because the operas were so good there; and therefore Handel was sent there (the book tells us) “on his own bottom”. (An interesting turn of phrase; I wonder on whose bottom he could have gone, if not his own? Presumably it means that he paid for the journey himself – but it does sound a touch strange.)


He reached Hamburg in 1703, at the age of eighteen – a young man ready for anything. For three years, Handel became a Hamburger; during that time he became very famous as an opera composer. Next, having got the opera bug, Handel decided that he wanted to travel to the land where opera had been invented, and where it was (and still is) most popular – Italy. So he resolved that as soon as he could afford it, he would go there (“on his own bottom” again, Mainwaring tells us – good to know).


Handel spent around three and a half years in Italy, and seems to have had a great time – well, he seems to have received lots of attention, anyway, which for most musicians is the same thing. He wrote beautiful music for the Catholic Church (even though he himself remained a Lutheran Protestant for his whole life); and also successful operas – in Italian, of course, as all operas were at that time. It was quite an amazing achievement for a German to go to Italy and to be taken seriously as an opera composer by the Italians, who felt that they owned opera. Handel was taken extremely seriously; in fact, he was adored – and not just by the audiences. This is the only time in his life when we know fairly definitely that Handel had a love affair: the object of his affections was a soprano called Vittoria. It seems that she transferred her affections from a local prince to Handel; dangerous behaviour – princes tended then to have short tempers, and to cut off heads off when they were really annoyed. But the lovers survived; perhaps music was more important for the prince than love! (The same seems to have been true for Handel; we really don’t know anything about his love life after that. But perhaps he just kept it very well hidden – and we’re unlikely to find out any more now.)


Despite his triumphs in Italy, in 1710 Handel decided to return to Germany and look for a job. (We have no idea what Vittoria thought about that; maybe he was running away from her by that time?) He was offered a job as court musician to George, Elector of Hanover. (Rulers of parts of Germany were known as Electors, because they were allowed to vote in the election of the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire of the German nation – that must have made them feel important.) Handel worried that this job would stop him travelling. No problem, said the Elector, travel as much as you like – just remember to tell people that you’re an employee of mine. A perfect job offer! So Handel accepted the generous salary, and left immediately. First he went to Halle to see his ailing mother, to whom he had always sent a fair proportion of any money he had earned – a good boy. And then he was off, for the first, but by no means last time, to England. In fact, from his second trip there in 1712 until his death, England was his home. Not that he ever seemed very like an Englishman; he never seems to have lost his strong German accent, for a start. But it was the place where he chose to make the main part of his career, where he became a household name – and where he made lots of money, to which he didn’t object at all.


It is in England that we get to know him best – well, sort of. The good thing is that there were more newspapers, journals and pamphlets published in England at that time than anywhere else in the world; the bad thing (for us) is that Handel seems to have been a very private man, who rarely confided his inner feelings to anyone, at least in letters – or rather, in any letters that survive today (the only exception being a sad letter, in German, that he wrote to his brother-in-law on the death of his mother in 1730). So we know lots about Handel’s public activities – the concerts and operas he put on, and how they were received; we even have his bank statements! But we know less about what he was really like as a person, and about how he felt about everything that happened in his life.


Still, there are enough descriptions of him, and stories about him, to allow us to build up quite a strong picture. What we do know is that everything about Handel seems to have been on a huge scale. He was hugely successful in his musical life – but also had huge problems to contend with, and huge failures. He had a ferocious temper – but could also be very kind and generous, and funny too. He had a vast appetite for food and drink – and, it seems, a pretty vast stomach to match. And he wore an enormous white curly wig.


To deal with his professional triumphs and trials first: he was probably the most famous composer in Europe in his day; there was even a statue of him in Vauxhall Gardens, London’s most popular park. (I wonder how he felt when he walked past it?) He was often called upon to compose for important royal occasions; in fact, his music is still performed at British royal ceremonies today. For thirty years or so, his operas (still in Italian) were perhaps the most talked-about events in London; and then for the last years of his life, he turned to “oratorios” – which were musical settings of stories, like operas, but without any acting or scenery, and so could be done anywhere, not just in theatres. These oratorios, usually based on biblical tales, were also very successful on the whole. He never exactly starved, as we can tell from his bank accounts (and the size of his stomach); but both operas and oratorios brought a bucket-load of worries onto his head (right through his wig).


For a start, there were the singers. The opera stars were the worst. At one point he had two Italian “prima donnas” (leading ladies) in his company at the same time, Mesdames Faustina and Cuzzoni. Since they were in the same operas, they should have been happy to sing together and be friends; not a bit of it – they were deadly rivals. Not only that, but each had a band of followers who hated the other faction. Fights broke out, both inside and outside the theatre. One prima donna would start singing, and the supporters of the other would start hissing and whistling; then the same would happen in reverse – and so on. Eventually, there was such an outbreak of “indecencies” between the members of the two fan clubs (in the presence of royalty, too – shocking!) that a performance had to be brought to an abrupt halt. Not exactly helpful for people who wanted to listen to the opera properly; Handel must have been furious.


We don’t know what he thought of Faustina, who was apparently very nice; but Cuzzoni – short and squat, with a cross little face – seems to have driven him crazy. Once, she complained about an aria he’d written for her first appearance in London; the aria wasn’t flashy enough – she wanted to knock the audience’s socks off! Handel wasn’t impressed; in fact, he lost his temper – just a little bit. “Madam!” he shouted, “I know that you are a true she-devil; but I’ll have you know that I am Beelzebub, Chief of the Devils!” And, with that, he picked her up by the waist and swore that if she made any more trouble, he’d throw her out of the window! That’s one way to deal with singers …
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Then there was the royal family: it was difficult to sell opera tickets unless the public (or at least the rich snobs among them who bought the expensive tickets) knew that the royal family was going to be present. It often happened that the various members of the royal family hated each other, so that if one went to an opera of Handel’s, another would ostentatiously not go – and wouldn’t allow any of his or her friends to go, either.


There were lots of other things that could prove difficult, as well. Sometimes the weather in London would be awful (unbelievable though that may sound …). The theatre management would announce that fires were to be lit in the theatre (sounds dangerous); and the doors would be closed whenever possible to keep the warmth in. People wouldn’t be convinced, though; they preferred to stay at home, by their own fires. Or there would be the threat of war; again, people would stay in their houses, or else retreat hastily to out-of-the-way places in the country.


And when the audience did come, on normal nights, they’d often be badly behaved, talking during bits they found boring (which tended to be the bits called “recitatives”, speech-like passages of sung conversation – as opposed to the “arias”, which were the bits where the singers would sing their beautiful melodies). Particularly rude people might shout at the singers, or start walking around (even onto the stage – a bit confusing if one was trying to follow the story!). Then there would be exciting stage effects (put in more to create a sensation than to help the story) that might go wrong – live sparrows, for instance, that were liable to deposit something unwanted on the heads of performers or audience. Or there was the time when the Queen came to the opera, carried in a royal chair, and the chair came to grief – a tad embarrassing: queens aren’t supposed to fall out of chairs.


And even if the singers and audience weren’t causing difficulties for Handel, there were the rich sponsors who supported the opera, with all their commands and demands; and then there were the greedy managers of the companies. One of these was called Owen Swiney, and lived up to his name by running off with all the money; another, although a good manager, was described by everybody as the ugliest man ever invented. There were also some musicians who thought they were better than Handel; they started making trouble even before Handel first arrived in London. “Let him come,” said one of them. “We’ll handle him!” What a wit he must have been …


No wonder Handel’s wig was white.


The oratorios generally caused Handel fewer problems than the operas; but they weren’t all plain sailing, either. Many of the stories of the oratorios were taken from the Bible, two of them directly quoting text from the Holy Book. Some people were shocked by this – to them, it was sacrilege to set sacred text to music intended for performance in theatres. And then, when the stories weren’t from the Bible, the same people would complain that it was wrong to present non-religious stories during Lent – which was when the oratorios were generally performed. Nothing was easy. At one stage, there was a series of earthquakes in London, around the time of Handel’s oratorio performances; people were too frightened to come to the theatre, especially since manic preachers kept telling them that the quakes were God’s punishment for their many terrible sins – which of course included going to the theatre!


There were also difficulties with the people who wrote the words – or the ‘libretto’, as the script for an opera or oratorio was called. The most troublesome ‘librettist’ was a man called Jennens, who selected the text from the Bible for Handel’s most famous work, ‘Messiah’ (often called ‘The Messiah’ today, but it should really be just ‘Messiah’). Jennens was a good writer – but he could also be a major pain. He criticised Handel’s music quite nastily at times; he complained that Handel had “maggots on his brain” – charming. (Actually, in those days it was a fairly common expression expression that meant “a fanciful obsession”; but still, it doesn’t sound very nice.) And he once wrote Handel such a horrible letter that it made him ill – much to Jennens’ delight. Not impressive. Still, he and Handel produced great works together; and it has to be admitted that Handel probably wasn’t an easy collaborator, either. There was a story told (probably not true, but it’s a good story anyway) that another writer, Morell, sleeping peacefully in his country house, was rudely woken at 5 a.m. by Handel yelling at him from a carriage outside his window. “Vat de devil means de vord ‘billow’?” Handel shouted (in his unique accent) at the sleepy author. Morell explained that it meant a wave of the sea. “O, de vave,” said Handel – and was off on the long journey back to his house, without another word.


Some oratorios were more successful than others. ‘Messiah’ became a huge hit, once people had got used to the choice of subject-matter; but others – for instance, one called ‘Theodora’ – didn’t do so well. Some eminent professors once applied to the great man himself for tickets to hear ‘Messiah’; instead of thanking them politely, Handel lost his temper. “You are tamnaple tainty!” he raged. “You vould not come to ‘Teodora’ – der was room enough to tance dere, when dat was perform!” (Translation – I think: “You’re damnably dainty! You would not come to ‘Theodora’ – there was room enough to dance there, when that was performed.”) Not the best way to ensure a full house, perhaps. At other times, though, he could survey an empty house and be quite philosophical – “de moosic vill sound de petter.”


When his difficulties got too much for him, at least there was the comfort of food and drink – preferably lots of it. He would order twelve gallons of port at a time – he took his enjoyment seriously! Mind you, that could lead to embarrassment as well. Once he gave a dinner party at his house for some of the principal performers of one of his oratorios. Sitting among them, Handel would suddenly get a far-away look in his eyes. “Oh – I have de taught,” he would exclaim. Much bowing and scraping – the Master had a thought! Of course he must go and write it down – the moment must not be lost. This did seem to happen rather often, though; and eventually the musicians became a little suspicious. One particularly doubtful man followed Handel to the private room to which he had retired with his “taught”, looked through the keyhole – and saw that Handel was just sitting there drinking from a particularly fine bottle of Burgundy wine that he didn’t want to share with anybody else!


Ahem.


Oh well – so Handel had his fair share of problems and embarrassments; but great men always do. And since his greatness still matters and his problems don’t, let’s spend some time with him on one of his good days. We’ll start by watching him in bed in the house in London which he leased for £35 a year from 1723 until his death. (Before that, he’d lived at the grand abodes of his rich English patrons.) It’s a lovely house (which has today been beautifully restored as the Handel House museum, joined with one devoted to a rather different musician who lived next door a few hundred years later – the rock guitarist Jimi Hendrix!). There are beautiful paintings all over the walls, because Handel collected them (one slightly less-than-beautiful drawing that’s hanging up now probably wasn’t there in those days – a caricature that appeared in the newspapers of his time, in which Handel is depicted as a pig playing the organ!) In the master bedroom, the great man is starting to wake up in his grand red four-poster bed. (It’s rather short; but that doesn’t matter, because Handel sleeps propped up on pillows – he thinks it’s healthier not to lie flat.) If he’s not wearing a nightcap, we can see that he’s bald; and presumably the first thing that he’ll do is to baldly go to the loo, which is a little ceramic pot kept inside a long wooden bucket at the end of his bed. We’ll leave the room for a few moments while he does that, and the servant carries it away.


Thank you. When it’s safe to go in again (and hopefully Handel has been washed by his servant – not always the case in the eighteenth century, by any means; he’ll have been shaved, anyway), we can follow him to his dressing room next door. A servant will fetch some posh clothes from the large walk-in closet, and dress his master; and then it will be time to fetch the imposing wig from its wig-block and fix it onto the great man’s head. (All we know about Handel’s politics, incidentally, is that he once voted for the party known as the Whigs – not surprisingly.)


Perhaps he will feel ready to compose now, and will descend the stairs to his composition room, sit at a table (with a harpsichord nearby, in case he wants to try anything out), and start scribbling away. If he’s in a really inspired mood, he’ll move himself deeply with the beauty of his own ideas; and the servant who brings him his morning hot chocolate might find his master in floods of tears. (It was said that sometimes Handel even forgot to eat when he was carried away with composing; those must have been very strong bursts of inspiration!)


He may need a visitor to bring him back to normal. It’s worth waiting for Handel’s happy moods; although he frowned a lot, it was said that when a smile eventually arrived on his face, it was like the sun bursting through clouds. There’ll certainly be a lot of sunshine if the visitor is a distinguished gentleman who comes to the house to place an order for a copy of one of the master’s latest published works. And if it’s an especially good day for Handel, he’ll hire a sedan chair (a sort of chair-taxi), and two extremely strong men will hoist him up on poles and carry him off to the Bank of England, to deposit some money in his account. Positively midsummer on Handel’s features!


Coming back, he’ll probably have a nice big lunch, and a rest; or perhaps he’ll go to the room next to his composition room, the rehearsal room (which doubles as his dining room) to conduct a rehearsal. Sometimes up to forty musicians are crammed into this small space; they’ll be sweating madly – especially after Handel, lording it at his harpsichord, has finished barking at them for not singing or playing his music exactly as he wants it. Maybe some rich lords or ladies will come swaggering in to listen to the rehearsal; but woe betide them if they’re late – they won’t be swaggering then, because Handel will be rude to anybody who interrupts his rehearsals, be they royalty or chimney-sweep.


Once he’s playing the harpsichord, Handel will be completely carried away, often making up all sorts of wonderful passages as he goes along. Sometimes this can be distracting for the singers; he’s supposed to be accompanying their singing, after all, rather than them accompanying his playing. There was a famous incident (which may have occurred in this room) when a tenor, finding himself completely put off by Handel’s flights of fancy, threatened to jump into the harpsichord to shut him up. The master was not impressed. “Let me know ven you vill do that,” he requested, “and I vill advertise it; for I am sure that more people vill come to see you jump, than to hear you sing.”


Or perhaps there won’t be a rehearsal, and instead Handel will work with his secretary and copyist, John Christopher Smith. (Many years earlier Handel had persuaded an old friend from university, Johann Christoph Schmidt, to come from Germany to England; Mr Schmidt arrived, renamed himself John Christopher Smith – Christopher Smith for short – and took up a position as Handel’s right-hand man. Later, John Christopher Smith was joined in Handel’s employment by his son, who was called – er – John Christopher Smith.) But perhaps Handel should have a rest this afternoon, because tonight he has a performance of one of his oratorios. On another night, he might have gone to the house of some rich music-loving lady, or even to the Crown and Anchor Inn (a pub/restaurant), and played the harpsichord for hours on end, much to the delight of the assembled company; but not tonight – there’s work to be done.


So later, when he’s rested and dressed in his evening finery, we can follow him out of the house, observing him walking – or perhaps waddling – along, with his roly-poly gait, through the streets of London on his way to the theatre in nearby Covent Garden (where operas are still performed today, although in a newer building). If he’s worried about being on time, we may see him consulting his beautiful silver watch, with pictures of musicians on the cover. If he’s worried about something else, perhaps we might hear him muttering to himself in his own special brand of English. When he gets to the theatre, though, we’ll leave him at the stage door and go inside the theatre to join the audience.


The place is full. The rich gentlemen and their wives – or, more likely, girlfriends – sit in boxes close to the stage; the more gallant gentlemen hold candles for the ladies throughout the evening, so that the ladies can follow the words in the programme-book. At 6.30 sharp, the excited chatter stops as the great man enters, with two wax lights being carried in front of him. There is a loud burst of applause as he takes his place at the small portable organ, on which the lights have been placed; he faces the players, his back to the audience. A movement from his hands – and the performance starts, all the players and singers (sometimes more than a hundred of them) with their eyes fixed firmly on Handel. The music is dramatic; the kettle-drums, borrowed from the Royal Artillery, sound like guns. It is also incredibly beautiful, and people are deeply stirred. Handel doesn’t want just to entertain people with his oratorios; he wants (as he says) to “make them better”. And indeed, everybody there is caught up in the ecstasy of this amazing music. There may be the odd annoying know-it-all who beats time to the music or, worse, counts aloud or discusses the performance as it goes on; but we hope that the real music-lovers will shut them up.


Between the acts of the piece, Handel plays an organ concerto he’s written, and amazes everybody with his incredible skill; how does he manage to be so precise with hands so large that his fingers look like toes? Well, somehow he manages it; and it is, all in all, a great occasion. It’s hard for the audience to tell what Handel thinks about it all, because they can’t see his face; but actually, there’s a sure sign that all is well – his wig is waggling! Not a huge waggle – but there’s some sort of movement. That’s a relief; it would be a bad sign if it were completely still. No, all is well – something’s definitely happening there; it’s nodding up and down, vibrating a bit. Mr Handel is enjoying himself.
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Facts of Life
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It’s difficult to see where Handel got his musical talents; there certainly don’t seem to have been any accomplished musicians in his immediate family. Mind you, his grandfather on his father’s side had been a deeply important man: he was appointed official bread-weigher to the town of Halle. I hope you’re impressed …


A multi-talented father …


Handel’s father, apart from his main job as a barber-surgeon, had another business for a time, selling wine. That must have meant that he could offer his customers a full service: first he could make them healthy by operating on them, then make them look tidy by cutting their hair, and finally make them feel good by plying them with wine. His greatest claim to fame, though (apart from having been Handel’s father, of course) was the operation he performed on a young boy who had rather foolishly swallowed a knife. Handel senior managed to remove the knife; the boy recovered, was nicknamed (not very imaginatively) “the Halle Sword-Swallower”, and later became a successful surgeon himself.


•2•


Handel was just seventeen when he was appointed to his first job, as organist to the Cathedral in Halle. His contract required “an upright organist” (a good thing – it’s hard to play the organ lying down) who would be “always in church in good time and before the pealing of the bells ceases”, and “for the rest, to lead a Christian and edifying life”. In fact, it would seem as if Handel did just that: he was a deeply religious man. The appointment must have been quite a relief to him; it was only a month earlier that he’d signed up at the university. This job must have given him the perfect excuse not to go to many of the classes. Handel was too busy to go to university, anyway; when he wasn’t at the Cathedral, he spent his time in Halle (as he remembered later) “composing like the devil”!



Composers Handel met – and didn’t …   


One nice friendship that Handel made at this time was with a young man who was also to become a famous composer, Georg Philipp Telemann. Famous for the quantity as well as the quality of his music, Telemann is supposed to have written more music than any other composer before or since. Telemann was studying in Leipzig, about twenty miles from Halle. Leipzig had a small opera house, run by a gentleman lucky enough to be called Mr Strungk; and it may have been thanks to Telemann that Handel saw an opera for the first time. Almost fifty years later, Handel sent Telemann a crate of rare and exotic plants, to show that he hadn’t forgotten his old friend after half a century. Unfortunately, the person charged with delivering the plants returned with the sad news that Telemann had died: a slight problem. Some time afterwards, however, someone else brought the happier news that Telemann really wasn’t that dead after all. A few years later, Handel tried again; and this time, another crate of plants found their way to the still very much alive – and sniffing – Telemann.


Unfortunately, Handel never met Bach; just once, in 1719, Bach may (we don’t know for certain) have journeyed from Leipzig to visit his fellow genius, when he heard that Handel was visiting his old mother in Halle. By the time he got there, however (the story goes), Handel had just left – rather a long way for Bach to go just to practise his U-turns!
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Once in Hamburg, Handel joined the opera company, first as a violinist (at which he pretended to be very bad – presumably he didn’t want to be stuck in the violin section), then as a harpsichordist (at which he astonished everybody by being brilliant); and then as a composer. He wrote his first operas there (including one, unfortunately lost today, called ‘Love Obtained by Blood and Murder, or: Nero’. Sounds great!) Another opera, however, does survive – ‘Almira’, Handel’s first. It was a big success; and Handel used bits of it in later pieces – a very definite habit of his throughout his life. He was very much in favour of recycling; if he liked a tune he’d written, he’d tend to use it again (and again). And if he liked a tune that another composer had written, he’d use that too – not always to the other composer’s delight! Hmm …


An irritating friend …


Perhaps the first friend Handel made in Hamburg was a musician called Mattheson – composer, harpsichordist, singer and pain in the neck. He and Handel seem to have had a love/hate relationship. The worst moment came when the company was performing an opera by Mattheson, who was also singing the main male part. His character committed suicide about half an hour before the end of the opera, which gave Mattheson half an hour to loiter around without getting any attention. So he used to go and shove Handel – who up to that point had been playing the harpsichord – off the instrument, and play it himself for that last half-hour. One night, Handel (probably in a bad mood, or just fed up with pain-in-the-neck Mattheson) refused to budge; and the two got into a fight. Much to the excitement of the crowd around the opera house, the two men went outside and drew their swords! Mattheson thrust his sword towards Handel’s chest – but, very luckily for Handel (and for us), he  was wearing a coat with large metal buttons, and the sword shattered. (Can’t have been much of a sword.) After which, Handel and Mattheson decided that, since they were obviously not destined to kill each other, they might as well be friends again; so they went off and had dinner together, before going on to a rehearsal of Handel’s new opera. An odd little story.


Handel and Mattheson shared another strange experience, as well. Both of them were invited to apply for the post of organist at nearby Lübeck, a well-paid and important job. Both, it seems, might have been tempted to take it – but there was one slight problem: whoever was appointed to the post would have to marry the daughter of the retiring organist, Buxtehude. Neither Handel nor Mattheson – nor Bach a couple of years later – could face that prospect; and so they all refused the job. Not exactly flattering for the poor woman!


In later life, incidentally, Mattheson kept writing to Handel, asking him to write the story of his own life for a book about musicians that Mattheson was compiling. Handel kept refusing, and Mattheson grew sulkier and sulkier – thus ended the great (or grating) friendship.
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In Italy Handel was a star. He was employed by rich princes and cardinals to write operas, cantatas (shorter works for singers and orchestra, without acting) and his first oratorios. His rich patrons catered to his every need; in one palace, where he stayed for several months, he was provided with forty-five pounds of ice, presumably just to keep his drinks cool – luxury! After the first performance of one of his operas in Venice, the crowd went mad, exploding at almost every pause in the music, and shouting out “Viva il cara sassone!”– “Long live the dear Saxon!” (They weren’t to know that Handel was officially Prussian, not Saxon – especially since Handel doesn’t seem to have known it himself.) A cardinal who was a patron of Handel’s wrote long verses in praise of “the dear Saxon” – which Handel then set to music. Oh well – geniuses don’t have to be modest, I suppose.


He also met his fellow 1685-er, Scarlatti, who adored him. There was a fancy-dress party in Venice, to which Handel went in disguise; as usual, he started playing the harpsichord. Scarlatti happened to be at the same party: “Either that is the famous Saxon,” said he, “or the devil.” It was said that in later life, every time Scarlatti heard the name “Handel”, he would cross himself reverently – a wonderful compliment.


A cruel practice …


In Rome, Handel had to switch from operas to oratorios; the reason was that the Pope had forbidden opera there – too frivolous and theatrical. Still, oratorio performances there weren’t exactly shabby: in one case, a special theatre was constructed in a prince’s palace, with an amazingly ornate stage, room for a huge orchestra, and seats for a large and distinguished audience. The only problem was that the day after the first performance, the prince was told off by the Pope for having had one of the roles sung by a woman singer!


One way of getting around that problem and still having high singing parts was to have them sung by “castrati”. The castrati were a breed of singers (now vanished, I’m glad to say) who were born as normal boys; but, unfortunate enough to possess beautiful singing voices, they were given an operation that prevented them growing up into normal men. That way, their voices would always stay high; and the best of them apparently sang with an unearthly beauty (or, as someone rather rudely put it, in a “celestial whine”.) Perhaps the really successful ones thought it was worth it; but what about the ones who didn’t make it? Their lives ruined for nothing – an awful thought.


The ones who did make it became superstars, though. The castrato who was most closely associated with Handel was called Senesino. He kept quarrelling with Handel, and looked just like a pig – but it was said that he had the voice of an angel. The audiences at operas must have been a bit confused; female characters were sung either by women or by castrati – and male characters could be sung by either men or women. Opera is a really strange business.
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The Elector of Hanover, Handel’s employer, must have been extremly keen to have Handel on his staff – or at least to be able to boast about having him on his staff; he put up with Handel’s absence from Hanover for a very long time. Meanwhile, the Queen of England, Anne, who was a fan of Handel’s, paid him an extra salary on top of his one from Hanover – Handel was clever about money! Handel did go back to the Elector’s court in 1711 after his first visit to England, which had lasted about nine months; but the next year he returned to England, and this time he “forgot” to go back to Hanover. Ahem. Not surprisingly, the Elector seems to have become a bit tetchy. Things could have become quite dicey for Handel, especially because, thanks to complicated family relationships, the Elector was next in line to the throne of England (despite not speaking a word of English). Handel could have been in trouble in two countries; but he managed to wriggle out of the difficulty by acting as a SPY – shocking!


Before the Elector could become George 1 of England, Queen Anne would have to vacate the throne. In 1714, she became very ill and seemed to be dying; but she was being very indecisive – she kept getting a bit better, and then a bit worse, and confusing everybody. Very selfish, really, but it worked in Handel’s favour. It so happened that Handel was a great friend of the Queen’s doctor, who would give him all the latest news; Handel would in turn pass this on to his Hanover contacts. These powerful people were very anxious to put George onto the throne the moment Anne snuffed it, before anyone else could get the idea that they’d look better with a crown on their head than George would; so every snippet of information that Handel could provide was useful. Handel also passed on gossip from Hanover (carefully tailored by his Hanoverian friends) to people in England who wanted to know what was going on over there. So: “George Frideric Handel – Composer and Spy”. It sounds quite good, really.


Friends in high places …
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The British royal family was very important to Handel – and he was quite important to them, too. Some of his most famous works were written for royal occasions – beginning with a ‘Te Deum’ (not to be confused with tedium!) performed at the first important service to be held at Sir Christopher Wren’s newly built St Paul’s Cathedral, in 1713. In the following years, Handel produced a series of masterpieces for ceremonial occasions. There was, for instance, his ‘Water Music’, written for an amazing sailing party that the king held one evening in 1717. The musicians floated in a barge up the River Thames, playing as they fol lowed the King’s barge. This went on for about three hours, until the King  got off the barge at Chelsea and spent another three hours having his dinner there – while the musicians went on playing. And then, at two o’clock in the morning, the King went back up the river, with the musicians following, still playing. I hope they got paid overtime! (And didn’t suffer from seasickness.) Many years later, Handel was to compose music for the Royal Fireworks, too – of which a little bit more a little bit later …


He also wrote music for the coronation of George II in 1727, for the funeral of George’s wife, for some victories in battle, and for various other ceremonial events. In addition, he taught music to several members of the royal family. The royal family in turn did him several favours (apart from paying him for his services). King George I, for instance, granted Handel exclusive rights to publish his own music, “strictly forbidding all our loving subjects” to put out editions without paying Handel anything. And one of the same king’s very last acts was to grant Handel British citizenship in 1727, sending his command to the House of Commons via an exceedingly important personage – the Deputy Gentleman Usher of the Black Rod, no less (though, it must be admitted, no more either).
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From 1712, when he came to live in England, until 1719, Handel supported himself with occasional operas and commissions from rich patrons (as well as his salary from Hanover, and the British royals). In 1719, however, some of his aristocratic friends banded together to create an opera company to be called “The Royal Academy of Music”, with Handel as musical director. (Many of the patrons were members of something called the Kit-Cat Club; and tickets were sold principally at Mrs White’s Chocolate House. It all sounds quite delicious!) Subscribers could buy “silver tickets” (really made of metal), which would be good for admission to the opera every night of the season for, it was hoped, twenty-one years. In the end the company lasted only nine years; but there were some glorious operas composed and performed during that time.


It doesn’t seem as if the collapse of the company in 1728 made too much difference to Handel. He continued to buy and sell shares on the stock market; and immediately after the Royal Academy of Music closed, he entered into an agreement with the theatre manager Heidegger (“the ugliest man in existence”) to go on with his opera seasons. As Handel’s biographer Mainwaring tells us, at this point Handel “embarked on a new bottom”! (Clever of him.)


Handel was really the king of opera in London for many years. But he made enemies: in 1733, another company was formed, called the Opera of the Nobility, basically with the thoroughly noble intention of ruining Handel. The problem was partly that the King and Queen, along with their eldest daughter, the Princess Royal, supported all Handel’s productions; but their eldest son, the Prince of Wales, hated his family, and wanted to ruin Handel as a way of getting at them. So the Prince got all his cronies together to form the new company; rehearsals for the operas were held at his palace. It became a huge fight, with the Opera of the Nobility often getting the upper hand; there were reports of the King sitting almost by himself at Handel’s opera performances. In the end, both companies collapsed. The Opera of the Nobility ended in 1737; Handel carried on for a little longer, but wrote his last opera in 1740 (Incidentally, the Prince of Wales later decided that he liked Handel after all, and was very good to him. So he’s forgiven.)


Singing superstars …


One of Handel’s tasks as musical director of the Royal Academy of Music, and as chief of the later opera seasons, was to go abroad and find singers with wonderful voices, and persuade  them to come to London and sing there (for vast fees). In this way, he found the fighting “prima donnas”, Cuzzoni and Faustina, the castrato Senesino, and various other odd-sounding stars: one poor soprano who apparently sang beautifully, but was nicknamed “the elephant”; one castrato who was said to have a square mouth and sometimes to sound like a distressed calf bleating (I wonder what he got paid for that?); a soprano who had a good voice, but was very small and crooked; another who was called “the Pig” and made “frightful mouths” – and so on. At least “the Pig” was loyal to Handel – perhaps pigs are loyal? But no – Senesino looked just like a pig, too, and at the first opportunity he defected to the Opera of the Nobility. (Just before he did that, though, Handel got a small revenge in advance: in a performance of Handel’s opera ‘Julius Caesar’, just as Senesino had proudly sung the words “Caesar does not know what fear is”, a piece of scenery fell down on the stage. Senesino fell down on the floor trembling and whimpering, and everybody laughed at him. Served him right.)


It wasn’t really Senesino’s treachery that threatened to ruin Handel, though – it was that the Opera of the Nobility managed to engage Farinelli, the most famous castrato who ever lived. He created a sensation in London, until he was lured to Spain, where he was paid a fortune to sing privately for the Spanish king, who suffered from depression. Only music could make this king feel better – and only a few pieces of music, at that. Farinelli had to sing the same songs every night for nine years!


•7•


Handel’s last opera performance was in 1741; that was really it for his operas – it seems that not one of them was revived after Handel’s death until 1920! (Several of them are popular again now, I’m glad to say.) But he knew that he was on to a safer bet with his oratorios, which he’d been producing steadily since the 1730s. For a start, he didn’t need costumes, scenery and so on, so it was much cheaper; then he was spared some of the off-stage dramas that always go hand in hand with operas. The singers seem to have been generally less temperamental; oratorios, frequently religious in character, just didn’t produce stars in the same way that operas did, and that was basically a good thing. There was a problem in the early days of the oratorios, when Handel employed some Italians who either sang in an English so bad that it annoyed (or perhaps worse, amused) the audiences, or else sang their parts in Italian, which was a bit unsettling; but by the 1740s, he was only employing suitable singers.


Instead of opera seasons, Handel now put on oratorio seasons. It was less risky altogether; but there was still uncertainty involved. Sometimes the oratorios were all the rage – packed, and the talk of the town; but sometimes they were a disaster, empty and deserted. This would be either because of the usual natural causes – the weather, a threatened earthquake, or somesuch; or because of certain very unnatural causes – horrible high-society ladies and gentlemen who, for whatever reason, had it in for Handel. One of the worst of these was a certain Lady Brown, who made sure to hold her fashionable balls and card-parties on the same nights as poor Handel was performing his oratorios, and to invite everybody she could think of who might otherwise have gone to the performances – sweet of her. There was also a group of louts – presumably paid by one of Handel’s rich enemies – who went around pulling down the posters advertising his performances!


So in 1745, a very sad letter from Handel appeared in a London paper, announcing that, since no one loved him or his music any more, he was cancelling the rest of the season of concerts he had planned, and was going to roll himself up into a little ball and hide in a corner. (Well – words to that effect, anyway.) Luckily, a very nice letter appeared in the same paper the next day, saying that his fans did love him really, and encouraging all his subscribers (who’d bought their tickets for the whole season in advance) not to ask for their money back. Handel seems to have cheered up immediately, and resumed his performances. Within a year or so, his concerts were full to bursting again. As one lady of the time put it, “Those oratorios of Handel’s are certainly (next to the hooting of owls) the most solemnly striking music one can hear.” Quite so. Even today, Handel is probably most celebrated for his oratorios, which are the most beloved works of their kind ever written.


Nights to remember – for one reason or another …


Perhaps the most famous concert that Handel ever gave was the first performance of ‘Messiah’, in 1742. This took place, not in London, but in Dublin – then the second-largest city in the British Isles. It was Handel’s first and only visit there – and they made a huge fuss of him. Handel built up the excitement carefully; he started off by giving several concerts consisting of other works of his. The first concert took place just before Christmas 1741 – ‘Messiah’ wasn’t to be unveiled until April 1742. In the months between, Handel’s local celebrity grew, both as a composer of genius and as a major character. At one performance, a solo violinist called Dubourg took off on a flight of fancy, and got rather lost; eventually he found his way back to the place where he’d left off. To the delight of the audience, Handel’s voice resounded loudly through the hall: “You are velcome home, Mr Dubourg!”


The forthcoming new work was the talk of the town. Eventually a rehearsal was held, attended, according to the ‘Dublin Journal’, by a “grand, polite and crowded audience”; the same paper informed its readers that ‘Messiah’ was the “finest Composition of Musick that ever was heard” – not a bad review! Then came  the first performance, given in aid of some worthy charities; it was a triumph. Even though the concert hall was full to bursting (there were a hundred more people in the hall than were officially allowed – no fire regulations then), it had to be repeated a few weeks later, when, because of the crowded audience and the hot weather, several panes of glass had to be removed from the windows. These performances were historic events; ‘Messiah’ has taken its place ever since as the most famous oratorio of all time.


A slightly less glorious occasion was the first performance, in London in 1749, of another well-known work by Handel, ‘Music for the Royal Fireworks’. This was written as part of the celebrations for the end of a long war, in which Britain had claimed victory. One man, a certain Mr Servandoni, had designed a huge wooden structure for the occasion, which was being erected in Green Park; another man, called Charles Frederick, had been given the title of “Controller of his Majesty’s Fireworks as well as for War as for Triumph” – grand, as titles go; and Handel had been asked to compose music for the opening ceremony. The rehearsal of the new piece went well; it was attended by a vast crowd of people – one newspaper with a lively imagination claimed that there were twelve thousand of them! Anyway, there were enough of them to cause a three-hour traffic jam on London Bridge. But the great occasion itself – oh dear. A lot of the fireworks wouldn’t light at all – and one of those that did set the wooden structure on fire. It burnt to the ground, Mr Servandoni attacked Charles Frederick with a sword, and everybody got furious with everyone else. Not exactly a successful night out …
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Basically, Handel had the constitution of an ox who does press-ups on a regular basis. All the guzzling can’t have been good for him (especially since he may have developed lead-poisoning from the wine he loved so much – something to do with the way it was made at that time). His exercise can’t have been that vigorous, either – people with bow-legs and roly-poly walks tend to move rather slowly. But on the whole he was surprisingly healthy, except for a couple of worrying attacks (strokes, perhaps?). The first occurred when he was fifty-two; his right hand was paralysed, and he seemed to be affected mentally. Fortunately, it didn’t last long: he went off for a rather fierce cure of vapour-baths, took three times the recommended dose, and, to everybody’s amazement, bounced back to robust health – this was a strong man!


But in February 1751, real disaster struck: Handel realised that he was going blind. In the middle of composing a chorus to the ominous words “How dark, O Lord, are thy decrees”, he had to break off, writing a note in the manuscript saying that he’d had to stop because his left eye was “so relaxt” (that’s one way of putting it!) A couple of weeks later, there was some improvement, and he went on composing; but it didn’t last. That summer, he completely lost the sight in his left eye; and his right eye was failing too. Various operations were tried, but none of them really helped. The last was by the famous (or infamous) eye surgeon (or, as he described himself, “opthalmiater” – extraordinary word!) John Taylor, who had operated (unsuccessfully) on Bach, as well as on camels and dromedaries (probably unsuccessfully too, but since they never talked about their experiences, we don’t really know). Not very surprisingly, he didn’t do Handel any good.


The first few months of blindness must have been truly awful for Handel; there is a sad report of him sitting unhappily at an oratorio performance, unable to play and ignored by the audience. Later, he found it particularly painful to hear his own setting of the words “Total eclipse – no sun, no moon, All dark amid the blaze of noon,” (from his oratorio ‘Samson’). It was a dark time for Handel, in every sense. Wonderfully, though, he rallied; although he had to be led to the organ, and to be led back towards the audience when it was time to bow, he resumed playing and directing. Rehearsals were held at his house, and he still managed to play organ concertos between the acts of his oratorios – either playing old ones from memory, or giving the orchestra simple accompaniments to play and making up the solo part as he went along. His last performance, of ‘Messiah’, took place just eight days before he died.


Handel’s favourite charities …


Although Handel continued to put on his oratorio seasons for the general public (and his own bank account), an increasing amount of his energy in his last years went towards helping good causes. His charity performances became celebrated occasions. One organisation which he helped a lot (and to which he left £1000 in his will) was “The Fund for the Support of Decayed Musicians and their Families”; this had been set up after the children of an oboist who had died in poverty had been seen driving donkeys outside the opera house where their father had formerly played. The fund still exists – although it’s now known, less colourfully but more cheerfully, as “The Royal Society of Musicians”. Another charity for which Handel raised money was one that helped “fallen ladies”.


But the organisation with which Handel was most closely associated in his final years was the Foundling Hospital, which took in poor orphans. Handel presented the hospital with an organ for its chapel, became a governor, and gave annual performances of ‘Messiah’ for its benefit (as well as leaving a manuscript score and set of orchestral parts of it to the hospital in his will). The performances became major events, attended by the cream (both fresh and sour, probably) of society, as well as by the unfortunate (actually, comparatively fortunate) orphans themselves. The concerts were packed: for the performance given in 1750 to celebrate the installation of the organ  which Handel had presented, so many people were expected that ladies were asked to come “without hoops” (not the toys – large dresses, that would take up too much room) and the gentlemen “without swords”. (Funny – I wouldn’t have thought that swords would have taken up too much room; but I suppose that if they’d tried to remove them from their sheaths in a really crowded space, a nasty accident might have occurred – and it’s true that that would have significantly detracted from the gentlemen’s enjoyment …)
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Handel’s end, when it came, was very peaceful. Shortly after his last performance of ‘Messiah’, he went to bed – and stayed there. He had hoped to die on Good Friday (wanting, it was said, to meet “his sweet Lord and Saviour on the day of His Resurrection”). But despite newspapers having eagerly reported his death on the Thursday, he actually died at 8 a.m. on Saturday April 14th, 1759. He was visited on his deathbed by various old friends, including some with whom he had previously quarrelled; he made peace with them all. He had made his will in 1750, but as he’d outlived several of the people to whom he had originally left money, he’d had to alter it four times since – the last time just three days before his death. The document contains a (slightly immodest) request to be buried with a private funeral in Westminster Abbey (where only kings and queens and very important people are buried); he also left “up to £600” for a memorial to himself there – he really wanted to be remembered!


His request to be buried in the Abbey was granted – but not the request for privacy; around three thousand people attended the funeral on April 20th. The monument was built: it was to be the last work of Roubiliac, the same sculptor whose first commission had been Handel’s statue in Vauxhall Gardens – so he’d had practise. Handel was laid to rest nearby – to be joined in a neighbouring grave 111 years later by the great writer Charles Dickens; I wonder if their skeletons talk to each other at night? Handel left lots of money, so his favourite charities were well taken care of, as were his assistants, his favourite niece in Germany, some other relatives, and his servants, one of whom bought his house and its contents – fixed wig block, lead cistern, and all. Many years later, a cheeky upstart whose name happened to be Handel, and who decided that he should therefore have some of the estate, tried to get his hands on it; but I am glad to say that his scheme was foiled. The nerve of it!
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Handel’s music was carefully disposed of, too; most of his manuscripts have survived, which is good. His will also gives a list of several interesting-sounding friends to whom he left money: they include a perfumer, two lawyers, a rich merchant and others. It’s a little glimpse into Handel’s private world; but only a little one. It would be good to know him a bit more intimately, perhaps; but what’s most important is that his music and reputation have survived …


… and survive they most certainly have


For the British, who’d adopted him, or rather, been adopted by him, Handel was a national treasure, to be celebrated and boasted about (a touch annoying for the Germans, who’d produced him!) Three years after Handel’s death, Roubiliac’s memorial was unveiled – very grand it was (and is), too: a bronze Handel in a swirling cloak, holding one of the most famous arias from ‘Messiah’ (“I know that my Redeemer liveth”), with the title page of ‘Messiah’ (missing one “s”, for some reason) behind it, an organ behind that, and an angel, sitting very comfortably on a cloud and playing a harp, over Handel’s head. The only slight problem is that the date of birth is wrong: it says that Handel was born in 1684. Oh well.


Performances of Handel’s music (not the operas, but the oratorios, ceremonial music and instrumental works) kept his name alive; but what really cemented his fame was the celebration of his centenary in – ahem – 1784. (Handel fans were evidently deeply muddled people.) It was a huge event, finishing with a performance of ‘Messiah’ in Westminster Abbey, with over five hundred performers. From then on, Handel festivals were held regularly in London and, increasingly, elsewhere. Probably the largest performance of all came in London in 1883, when an orchestra of five hundred and a choir of four thousand took part in a Handel festival which drew in an audience of more than 87,000 – phew! I wonder what Handel would have thought of it? He’d probably have been shocked by the loudness and heaviness of it all – utterly different from his own performances; but then, perhaps, once he’d got over that, I suspect he might have been rather pleased at all the attention and fame (and at the money flowing into the box office). And who knows? Perhaps his wig would have waggled – just a little …










The Music


I’m not sure there has ever been a composer whose music is as thrilling as Handel’s. Somehow he manages to tell you, right from the first notes, that something special and important is about to happen – or is already happening. It’s not surprising that he was commissioned to compose works for so many great occasions; they couldn’t fail to be memorable events, with that music going on! He likes drums and trumpets, and generally lots of noise; but he doesn’t need them to create excitement. It’s his pounding, zippy rhythms, the extraordinary combinations of voices and instruments, the spicy harmonies that do the trick; nobody has had a finer sense of drama than Handel.


It’s not just excitement and drama that set Handel’s music apart, though; there’s also tenderness, wit, and lots of gorgeous and easily remembered tunes. And he manages to make us feel totally involved, even though the gods and goddesses, kings and queens and so on in his operas and oratorios aren’t exactly like the people that one generally knows. (How many kings and queens do you meet on a daily basis?) We end up caring about them, because the music draws us into their world. Even if they’re heroes and heroines and we’re not (well, you may be, but I’m certainly not), their emotions are universal, and so they speak directly to us.


We don’t get to know Handel himself through his music – at least, not about his love-life and such; he’s not that sort of composer. His works are dressed up, as it were, in formal clothes and a wig; but what magnificent clothes, and what a glorious wig! His music can be dark and tragic, as often as it’s joyous and celebratory; but it always leaves us with the feeling that life is better and more interesting than we thought, that the world is a great and exciting place after all. And for that, may we be truly thankful to Mr Handel.





What to listen to


The trouble with recommending any particular Handel piece is that he wrote so much – over six hundred works, including more than sixty huge operas and oratorios. So – where does one begin? Well, perhaps you should start with some of the ceremonial music. If you can get a recording of it, listen to ‘Zadok the Priest’, with the volume fairly high (not too high, or you’ll get a fright – and annoy the neighbours). It starts softly, not much seeming to happen – but there’s a feeling that something momentous is about to take place; and it is. Suddenly the choir enters, singing for all they’re worth at the very tops of their voices; it’s one of the great moments in music.‘Music for the Royal Fireworks’ is fun, too; lots of pomp and ceremony there. Another piece to keep you dancing around the room is ‘The Arrival of the Queen of Sheba’. (Actually, Handel never appears to have called it that, and anyway, nobody seems to know where Sheba was; but that’s what the piece is usually called today.)


When you want to start getting to know the bigger, more important pieces,‘Messiah’ is a must, of course. Again, it’s probably worth getting hold of a recording, and listening to it several times before you go to a live performance; it’s almost two and a half hours long, so it’s good to be looking forward to your favourite bits – and there’ll be lots of those! (There’s a famous chorus known as the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’; that by itself is worth the price of admission.) All the big oratorios are worth getting to know – ‘Theodora’,‘Israel in Egypt’, and many others. Make sure that you have a copy of the words in front of you as you listen, because that makes it all far more enjoyable. The same goes for the operas: it’s important to know what’s going on! If you can get videos of them, it might be best to start with those – although of course, they’re never going to have the same effect as live theatre. Try ‘Julius Caesar’ (sometimes known by its Italian title,‘Giulio Cesare’), or ‘Alcina’ (a magic opera about a sorceress with a rather nasty habit of turning people into rocks, streams, trees or wild beasts) – both masterpieces. And maybe the funniest is ‘Xerxes’, which is about a complicated set of love-pairings that all go wrong (and then right again, naturally).


Another thrill is a choral work he wrote in Italy at the age of twenty-two, called ‘Dixit Dominus’. Then there’s lots of breathtaking orchestral music – the ‘Concerto Grosso’, Op. 6, No. 5, for instance. It’s really hard to choose just a few of his works though; the trouble is that they’re all so good! So – just start exploring: there are endless treats in store …
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