MESSIAH  (1741)

George Frideric Handel (1685-1759)

If you had followed this curious cosmopolitan gentleman (Handel) along Brook Street in London to his home on 22 August 1741, you might have seen him sit at his desk in the front room and start to put notes on paper with remarkable speed.  For the next 23 days he wouldn't leave the house; his manservants would bring his meals to his room.  Then, on 14 September, after a little over three weeks of feverish work on the manuscript, he would shut the completed Messiah in his drawer where it would remain practically untouched for the next seven weeks!

Handel was sick at heart.  His faithless English public had turned against him and he had no idea of a production of Messiah.  For an explanation of his three-weeks' intense devotion to it we must look inward.  In the first place, it was Handel's custom to work rapidly.  His French biographer, Romain Rolland, suggests that he composed as one speaks, that he was the greatest improvisor on paper that the world has ever seen and that his hand was always lagging behind his thoughts.  But what the world calls inspiration is often little more than the result of hard work that has been obscured from its view.  It seems more reasonable to accept the explanation of Mendelssohn - that Handel spent his time working out his compositions in his head, and that once he went to his desk, he simply wrote down something that had already been composed mentally.

Whatever the case, we know that Handel was deeply moved during the 23 days.  At one point, after having written the "Hallelujah Chorus", he called to his manservant and with eyes filled with tears exclaimed, "I did think I did see all heaven before me, and the great God Himself."

TERMS:  
oratorio = piece for vocal soloists, chorus, and orchestra 



which is based on a religious text (scripture).


    
recitative = quickly moving music for declamation of 




text.

