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interrupt their creativity and vitality. Handel’s last oratorio, the
Triumph of Time and Truth, is considered as vibrant and brilliant as
his early works; and Bach’s valedictory work, the choral prelude Wher
We Are in Deepest Need, dictated to his son-in-law because the master
was totally blind, has all the power of the compositions of his youth.

After this general comparison of the two masters, we will now look
at the life and accomplishments of each individually.

GEORGE FREDERICK HANDEL

Handel’s ancestors, like those of Bach, came from Eastern Europe,
Silesia and Bohemia, and settled in Saxony. They had become
converted to the Lutheran church and left their homeland in order
to practice their religion freely. Handel’s tather, Georg (1622-97), was
a barber—surgeon and became the court physician to the duke of
Saxe-Weissenfels. His first wife had died, and he had married
Dorothea Taust, the daughter of a prominent Lutheran pastor. She
was thirty years younger than her husband and bore him two sons and
two daughters. The oldest son died; the second was George Frederick.
George Frederick was born on 23 February 1685, in Halle, which
belonged to the territories ruled by the elector of Brandenburg.!2
Handel’s gift for music became apparent very eatly in his youth.
Initially, his father seems to have been opposed to a musical education
for Handel, but musicians and other influential men at the court
prevailed upon him to allow George Frederick to take lessons. His first
teacher was Friedrich Wilhelm Zachow, a fine musician and a
composer of average talent, who taught young Handel composition,
organ, piano, harpsichord, violin, and oboe. When Handel’s tather
died in 1697, the boy’s music lessons were intensified. He also learned
Greek and Latin at the Gymnasium and later studied at the university
in Halle, where in 1702 he became organist at the cathedral for one year.

A well-rounded education for an artist usually included travel to
cities and countries where other well-known artists worked and were
available for tutoring. After his year as cathedral organist in Halle,
Handel traveled to Hamburg, a major trading center in the north whose
wealthy merchants had established the first opera stage in Germany
in 1678. The opera house was more a place of popular entertainment
than of culture. Although the music of the operas performed there
was passable, the texts were common and crude and were usually
based on recent historical events with which everyone was familar. They
emphasized the comical, farcical, and risqué. Handel came in contact
with several of the local musicians and earned a fair amount of money
by playing the violin and the piano for the opera company and by
composing several operas which were apparently performed with great
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success. He was able to save a substantial amount of money, which
made it possible for him to accept an invitation to visit Italy, the country
where, at that time, opera and other musical genres were cultivated
and developed. He visited Florence, Venice, Rome, and Naples and
thereby came 1n contact with such famous composers as Scarlatti and
Corelli and with cultured and influential leaders of the Roman Catholic
church and of the European aristocracy, who gave him support and
referrals and thus influenced his future career. He enjoyed tremendous
success both as a performing musician and as a composer. He composed
operas, cantatas, church music, and an oratorio, all of which were
performed in front of enthusiastic audiences. In Venice his opera
Agrippina was played a number of times and was wildly acclaimed.

Members of the court of Hanover were present during the Venice
presentation, and they invited Handel to Hanover where George of
Brunswick ruled. (He later became King George I of England.) Handel
accepted the position of kapellmeister at an annual salary of one
thousand ducats, a very substantial sum of money and considerably
more than Bach earned as cantor in Leipzig in his later life.?? The terms
of his employment allowed Handel to travel extensively. The courts
of London and Hanover maintained warm relations with each other,
and English noblemen invited Handel to visit London, an invitation
he accepted late in 1710.

London, at that time a city of half a million people, was a major
European cultural center, the home of such renowned authors and
philosophers as John Dryden, Alexander Pope, Jonathan Swift,
Daniel Defoe, Joseph Addison, Richard Steele, John Locke,
George Berkeley, and Isaac Newton. Music in London, however, did
not enjoy the same renown as literature and philosophy; in fact, since
the death of Henry Purcell in 1695, it had reached a low point. The
aristoctacy was enamored with Italian opera. With his training and
experience in Hamburg and Italy, Handel had mastered Italian opera
and was eminently qualified to satisty the taste of London high
society. He composed and performed his opera Rznaldo, which became
an instant and resounding success. Handel himselt accompanied the
singers on the harpsichord, and his brilliant improvisations thrilled
the audience, as did also several of the melodies from the opera, which
soon became tunes for popular marches and drinking songs. The march
from the third act became the ‘‘Royal Guard March’” and was used
by John Pepusch in The Beggar’'s Opera. The aria ‘Il Tricerbero
humiliato’” became a popular drinking song with the text ‘‘Let the
waiter bring clean glasses.”” Almirena’s saraband—Handel's own
tavorite melody—"‘Lascia ch’io pranga’ 1s sung to this day in the
Church of England as the hymn ‘‘Father in Heaven.’’14 Romain Rolland
calls the Rinaldo a turning point in the history of music since it marks
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