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which were so fashionable in his day are now rarely performed though
some have been revived recently mainly for historical reasons our
tastes have changed and so have the voicesvoices for which the ariasarlasardasariasaddas were
composed notably the castrati surgically altered male sopranos whose
vocal power and awesome technical ability and breath control thrilled
audiences in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 8 of his twenty
four oratorios only the messiah has become a regular concert staple
it was acclaimed as a masterpiece from the beginning and has enjoyed
unparalleled popularity ever since handel s great choruses especially
those from the messiah are well known particularly in england and
the united states and are frequently performed by choirs great and
small bachs most popular choruses are also well known and require
exceptional skill on the part of the performers most however are not
usually recalled and hummed by the average concertgoer after a
performance

to state as a fact that bach s choral musicmusic isis generally not intrinsically
vocal that itit isis difficult to sing implies not the slightest criticism
indeed I1 consider it one of the fortuitous virtuesvirtues of bachs musicmusic inin general
that itit does demand self discipline and long arduous hours of practise
on the part of those who would perform it 9

for a number of years as a schoolboy bach sang in church choirs
and later in his life conducted choirs thereby gaining an insight
into the subtleties of choral composition and a sympathetic approach
as a composer to the problems of choral style and that I1 may say
puts a heavy burden on the credulousness of the conductor and singer
of bach s music 10 most choral singers find handel more melodious
than bach handel knew what the public wanted and what singers
loved to sing in his decorative choral passages once handel sets the
pattern he generally preserves it 11 one can anticipate handel but
not bach

handel loved opera the most dramatic spectacular and lucrative
musical genre of the time he wanted to be a successful opera
composer and although he succeeded for a while in the end he
failed bach on the other hand eschewed opera entirely handel
became the unrivaled master of the oratorio and handel s oratorios
like all his compositions were written for thethe public bach composed
mainly for himself and for the glory of god and his greatest works
are church cantatascantatas and organ music

both masters knew tragedy inin their lives As a young boy handel
lost his father bach lost his father and his mother his first wife and
ten of his children both had to overcome opposition and adversity
ignorance and intolerance both composers became blind during the
last years of their lives but this malady did not stifle or appreciably
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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 bachs valedictory work the choral prelude when
weve are in deepest need dictated to his soninlawson 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 ofbach 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 handels father 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 taustbaust 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 121 2

handels gift for music became apparent very early 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 father
died in 1697 the boy s musicmusic lessons were intensified he also learned
greek and latin at the gymnasiagymnasigymnasiumum 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 inin halle
handel traveled to hamburg a major trading center in the north whose
wealthy merchants had established the first opera stage inin 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 risque 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 in 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 cantatascantatas 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 I1 of england handel
accepted the position of kapellmeisterkapellmeister at an annual salary of one
thousand ducatsdubats a very substantial sum of money and considerably
more than bach earned as cantor in leipzig inin his later life 13the13 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
aristocracy was enamored with italian opera with his training and
experience in hamburg and italy handel had mastered italian opera
and was eminently qualified to satisfy the taste of london high
society he composed and performed his opera rinaldo which became
an instant and resounding success handel himself 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 pepuschpegusch in the beggars opera the aria 11IIil tricerbero
humiliahumiliateto became a popular drinking song with the text let the
waiter bring clean glasses almirenamirenaalvirenaAl s saraband handel s own
favorite melody lasciaalascia chio pianga is sung to this day inin the
church of england as the hymn father inin heaven 14 14romainremainRomain rolland
calls the rinaldo a turning point in the history of music since it marks
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