
HA! Lay-LOO-yah!

On Saturday 6th March, the choirs of St Mark’s and Wolfson College will come together to perform Handel’s Messiah in St Mark’s church. We can only wonder at how many times this well-trilled piece has been publicly performed in the two and half centuries since its first airing. It has seeped into our national consciousness and become part of our cultural fabric.

Amazingly, the entire work of roughly nineteen airs and recitatives and twenty-two choruses was composed by Handel in just over three weeks. It should be noted that this was in a period not prey to our modern anxiety about originality, when self-borrowing was standard practice. But still. And if you look at the score – which you can now do quite easily thanks to the British Library’s splendid website – you can glimpse something of the intense process of a thousand rubbings-out, corrections and ink spillages. 

A mark, perhaps, of its cultural significance are the many legends that now surround the work. It is said that at the first ever performance in Dublin on 14th April 1742, the alto soloist – a woman of dubious morals – gave such an exquisite performance that a member of the audience called out, “Woman, for this thy sins be forgiven!” A year later at the first London performance, the Hallelujah chorus so stirred George II that he too rose to his feet (thus setting a precedent followed by audiences ever since, even in the absence of royalty). And indeed, it is suggested that Handel himself on finishing that very movement proclaimed, “I did think I did see all Heaven before me, and the great God himself!”

Nevertheless, it did take a while to get off the ground. The London premiere met with some disapproval because a Covent Garden theatre was deemed an inappropriate venue for a sacred oratorio, and the work was scarcely reprised during the years that followed. Then in May 1774, the 90th anniversary of Handel’s birth was celebrated with a Messiah extravaganza involving 500 singers and instrumentalists. And so began a tradition of ever-more ambitiously scaled performances. In 1791 it was presented by a cast of 1,000; and in 1883 London’s Crystal Palace reverberated to a Hallelujah of 4,000. Indeed, the need for a suitably grand Messiah performance space was what precipitated the building of New York’s Carnegie Hall. During the nineteenth century, performances were becoming not only bigger but also more frequent owing to the rise of the choral society and the availability of relatively cheap vocal scores. Many societies sang through the whole lot, unfailingly, every year.

So what is the secret of the Messiah’s enduring popularity? There is, of course, the inspired word painting and the memorable melodic lines that abound in almost every part, but there is also the way that whole work seems to unfold within. It is meditation rather than narrative, working on the unconscious like a poem. Listening to a whole performance rather than, say, a snatch of the Hallelujahs, creates a sense of something lived-through: an experience that is more than the sum of its individually glorious parts, in which there is more to the notes than meets the ear.

The Messiah continues to be performed all over the world, by singers and instrumentalists, by professionals and by amateurs; it is played in concert halls, churches and scout huts; there are scratch Messiahs, jazz Messiahs, ‘authentic’ Messiahs, rock Messiahs, and even a Trappist monk Messiah (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZCFCeJTEzNU, if you haven’t yet had the benefit). The work has taken on a life of its own; it has adapted and innovated, yet remains the Messiah. Last Christmas saw the first ever dramatised version, brilliantly reimagined by director Deborah Warner with the English National Opera. I was fortunate enough see it, and for me it really was ‘all Heaven before us’. Equally wonderful, though, has been the opportunity to sing it. So why not take the opportunity to renew your acquaintance with Handel’s masterpiece on the 6th March? We may not be the ENO, and St Mark’s may not be exactly the London Coliseum, but it is our Messiah, the Newnham Messiah. Moreover, we can promise a wonderful line-up of soloists, including Lynette Alcántara – who comes fresh from understudying the alto lead for that ENO production. She is, I hasten to add, a woman of impeccable morals. 

Debbie Pullinger
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