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Welcome and introduction by  

Liz Ferrand,  

Chair,  

Cardiff Polyphonic Choir

 
 

 

A very warm welcome to our on-line ‘Zoom and Sing’ Messiah workshop.  
 
2020 has been the strangest musical year any of us have experienced, and the toughest.  We’ve not been 
able to rehearse face-to-face. And we’ve seen the loss of our entire season’s programme. But, at the same 
time, it has underlined just how important and life-affirming singing is for all of us as choral singers.  
 
Like choirs across Wales and the UK, Cardiff Polys has sought to rise to the challenge. We’ve continued 
rehearsing weekly via Zoom. And we’ve made a virtual recording, with video, of Welsh composer Richard 
Vaughan’s setting of the text ‘Justorum Animae’. We were delighted to have it broadcast on Radio Wales, 
and it’s on the choir’s Youtube channel too.  
 
Handel would have been a big part of this year’s programme, with Dixit Dominus planned for March, and 
the Polys’ triennial Messiah in Cardiff’s St David’s Hall a few days ago. But we were determined not to miss 
out on celebrating this most wonderful of composers and his most loved work. Hence today’s workshop.  
 
We’re delighted that our conductor David Young will be guiding us through the oratorio. We are hugely 
grateful to David in this Covid year. He has helped us master the steep learning curve of on-line singing. 
And he has enabled us keep alive a real sense of being a choir, even when we couldn’t meet.  
 
We hope you’ll find the day interesting and rewarding. It will be flexible, but you can expect to participate 
in an opening warm-up from 10.30 a.m; work on selected parts of Messiah before lunch at 1.00 pm;  and 
then a run-through of much of the oratorio from around 2.00  to 3.30 p.m..  
 
Finally, we’d like to use the day in exactly the same way Handel did at the first performance of Messiah, in 
Dublin in 1742. All the proceeds went to charity. Today’s workshop is free. But, if you enjoy it, please do 
consider donating to the work of the charity Help Musicians UK. In this most difficult time they are working 
to provide support for professional musicians, many of whom have lost their entire income. Links about 
how to do that are in your email from Ticketsource with the Zoom code for today.  
 
So do enjoy the day, and very best wishes from all of us at Cardiff Polyphonic Choir. 



      
 

DAVID YOUNG - CONDUCTOR
 

    

 

David is a freelance conductor working on a 
diverse range of projects across the UK and 
beyond. As well as his work with Cardiff 
Polyphonic Choir, he is Chorus Director of the 
RTÉ Philharmonic Choir in Dublin, Musical 
Director of Reading Bach Choir, and Co-
Director of professional vocal ensemble 
Reverie.  He is a versatile conductor with 
broad tastes and enthusiasms, ranging from 
the largest of choral/orchestral works to 
complex contemporary a cappella music.  

In recent years, he has led acclaimed performances of Elgar The Dream of Gerontius, 
Mozart Requiem and Mass in C Minor, Monteverdi Vespers, Beethoven Mass in C, Haydn The Creation, 
Finzi Requiem da Camera and Mendelssohn Elijah, as well as orchestral works by Debussy, Elgar and 
Holst. His a cappella repertoire is equally broad, including a deep passion for the music of Byrd, Tallis 
and Schütz, alongside elegant secular works by Brahms and Haydn, and the full range of contemporary 
choral music, from its most popular exponents such as Eric Whitacre and James MacMillan through to 
challenging works by Maija Einfelde and Pēteris Vasks. 
 
As well as his work as a conductor, David is an experienced and inspirational chorus master, having 
worked with symphonic choruses his whole career. In his role with the RTÉ in Ireland, he has prepared 
choirs for Principal Conductor Jaime Martín (Mahler Symphony No. 3), Kenneth Montgomery (Elgar The 

Dream of Gerontius) and Patrik Ringborg (Dvorák Requiem). From 2016-2017 he held the post of Sir 
Alexander Gibson Fellow with the Royal Scottish National Orchestra Chorus, with whom he maintains a 
strong relationship, and where he worked with the chorus on Brahms Nänie, Verdi Requiem and a 
commissioned work by Gerald Barry. In December 2017 he directed the annual performance of Handel 
Messiah in St David’s Hall, Cardiff, with the period instrument ensemble Réjouissance and Cardiff 
Polyphonic Choir.  
 
David studied at the University of Manchester and the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama. His 
recent guest work has included Huddersfield Choral Society and New London Chamber Choir, and he 
made his conducting debut with the RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra in October 2020, performing 
Mozart, Rossini and Fauré. He has broadcast several times on BBC Radio with Cardiff Polyphonic Choir, 
and during his time in Manchester prepared the University Chamber Choir for work with BBC 
Television, and a role alongside the Hallé Choir and Orchestra in Wagner Die Meistersinger von 

Nürnberg under the baton of Sir Mark Elder. He has also prepared choirs for Michael 
Sanderling/Dresden Philharmonic (Beethoven Symphony No. 9), Eric Whitacre/RPO (Whitacre Deep 

Field, Five Hebrew Love Songs), Justin Doyle/Manchester University (Brahms Requiem) and James 
Burton/Manchester University (Walton Belshazzar’s Feast). In October 2019 he prepared an ambitious 
tour of combined choirs from Cardiff performing Mendelssohn Elijah with Berlin’s Sinfonie Orchester 
Schöneberg and Raphaël Haeger, which took place in St Davids Cathedral, BBC Hoddinott Hall Cardiff 
and The Berliner Philharmonie. 



      

 

HANDEL’S MESSIAH - by John Bawden 

 
When Handel settled in London in 1712 there was already a thriving Italian opera scene and he soon 
became its leading figure, with a succession of brilliant works flowing from his pen. However, then, as 
now, the economics of opera were constantly on a knife-edge and making a profit on these costly 
ventures was difficult and unpredictable. Despite their critical acclaim, Handel’s Italian operas never 
attracted large audiences. They were mainly supported by the aristocracy and the upper classes. Public 
taste was changing quickly, though, and by the 1730s people were becoming increasingly intolerant of 
the unfamiliar language, ridiculous plots, arrogant soloists and over-elaborate music. They now 
demanded something less highbrow and more home-grown. Box office revenues started to plummet as 
rival companies competed with each other for the dwindling audiences and the costs of opera production 
escalated. Handel had invested heavily in his own company and this alarming collapse seriously affected 
his finances. 

 
Faced with possible bankruptcy the ever-resourceful composer turned to oratorio as a potential solution 
to his financial difficulties. Though oratorio has much in common with opera it is not staged and is 
consequently a great deal less costly to produce. It was a genre in which Handel had already experienced 
some modest success, beginning with his first English oratorio, Esther, composed in 1720. He now found 
himself working more and more on oratorios and in February 1741 he staged his last Italian opera, which 
closed after just three performances.  

 
Handel's oratorios were deliberately aimed at a new audience: the Protestant middle classes. The 
musical style was largely direct and straightforward and the librettos, in English, were generally based 
on passages from the Old Testament, a common literary heritage with which everyone was thoroughly 
familiar. In an era of increasing prosperity and expanding empire these vivid Biblical stories of larger than 
life heroes leading a people who, if they followed God’s law, were specially protected and given victory 
over their enemies, must have held particular resonance for the middle classes of eighteenth-century 
London. Musically, Handel’s most significant innovation was his use of the chorus, which was given a 
much greater role and now enjoyed equal status with the soloists. His monumental style of choral 
writing, calculated to impress with great blocks of vocal sound – exemplified in such pieces as the 1727 
coronation anthem, Zadok the Priest – was ideally suited to the task. 

 
In 1741 Handel had already begun work on a new work, Messiah, when he received an invitation from 
the Duke of Devonshire, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, to visit Dublin. He accepted the invitation, taking 
his Messiah score with him. It was first performed at the New Music Hall, Dublin, in April 1742, and was 
an unqualified success. One effusive review ran: ‘Words are wanting, to express the exquisite 

Delight [Messiah] afforded to the admiring, crowded Audience. The Sublime, the Grand and the Tender, 

adapted to the most elevated, majestick and moving Words, conspired to transport and charm the 

ravished Heart and Ear.’ In addition to its musical impact, its success was also due to the general approval 
of the donation of a large part of the proceeds to various Dublin charitable institutions, a pattern later 
repeated in London with Handel’s association with the Foundling Hospital. 

 
Though Messiah shares many common characteristics with Handel’s other twenty or so oratorios, it is 
the least typical in several respects: it has more choruses than any other except Israel in Egypt; it does 
not have a newly written libretto but one compiled from existing short passages from the Bible; and it 



has no named characters or overall narrative, presenting instead a series of contemplations on the life 
of Christ and Christian redemption. The success of Messiah owes much to the fine libretto compiled for 
Handel by Charles Jennens, who had previously collaborated with him on his oratorio Saul. Jennens’ 
extensive knowledge of literature and music made him in many ways an ideal creative partner for Handel, 
though the relationship was not without its tensions.  

 
The work is divided into three parts. Part One deals first with the prophecies concerning Christ’s birth. 
An appealing sequence of Christmas movements follows, comprising the chorus ‘For unto us a child is 
born’, with its powerful setting of the words ‘Wonderful’ and ‘Counsellor’; recitatives depicting the 
angels bringing the good news to the shepherds; and the imaginative final chorus, ‘Glory to God’, which 
ends with a diminuendo as the angels disappear from sight. 

 
Part Two is the dramatic heart of the work. It tells of Christ’s passion, crucifixion, resurrection and 
ascension. Here we find a wide range of emotional expression, from the crowd’s derisive taunts in ‘He 
trusted in God’, to the heartbreaking alto aria, ‘He was despised’ and the bass soloist’s fierce rage in 
‘Why do the nations’. This part ends, though, on a gloriously optimistic note, with trumpets, drums and 
chorus blazing out their triumphant ‘Hallelujah!’.  

 
Part Three consists entirely of commentary, principally on the resurrection and the theme of Christian 
redemption. In a work that abounds in superb music, this section contains some of Handel’s most 
inspired writing, beginning with the radiant soprano aria, ‘I know that my redeemer liveth’. Equally 
superb is the bass aria, ‘The trumpet shall sound’, with its spectacular trumpet solo. However, it is in the 
towering final choruses, ‘Worthy is the Lamb’ and ‘Amen’, that Handel truly surpasses himself with music 
that carries all before it in an exultant affirmation of faith. 

 
Throughout, Handel’s writing for orchestra and solo voices is masterly, the fruits of a lifetime’s musical 
experience. Arguably, though, it is the choruses that raise Messiah onto a different plane, thanks to 
Handel’s unerring ability to grasp the dramatic potential of each text and the astonishing power and 
variety of his choral writing.  

 
Handel composed Messiah in just twenty-four days, a remarkably short space of time but not exceptional 
by his own extraordinary standards. What is almost beyond comprehension, however, is how in these 
three weeks he was able to create a work of such sustained inspiration, power and seemingly 
inexhaustible invention. More than 250 years have passed since its first performance, 
yet Messiah’s status as one of the great icons of European music remains undiminished, and it continues 
to speak to millions of people of many cultures and faiths around the world. 
 
 

 

 

(© John Bawden. Reprinted with his permission, from British Choirs on the Net www.choirs.org.uk ) 

 

 

 
  



     

 
THE STRUCTURE OF HANDEL’S MESSIAH.  
There is no definitive version of Messiah. The composer added to and adapted the work’s structure over 
several years, in part reflecting the forces at his disposal for particular performances. The full structure 
given here is based on that in the Novello Handel Edition, edited by Watkins Shaw, in the 1992 version.  

 
Part I 

1. Sinfonia (Overture) 

2. Comfort ye my people (Recit. - Tenor) 

3. Ev'ry valley shall be exalted (Air - Tenor) 

4. And the glory of the Lord (Chorus) 

5. Thus saith the Lord (Recit. -  Bass) 

6. But who may abide the day of His coming 
(Air – Soprano or Alto) 

7. And he shall purify the sons of Levi (Chorus) 

8. Behold, a virgin shall conceive (Recit. - Alto) 

9. O thou that tellest good tidings to Zion (Air 
– alto. Chorus) 

10. For behold, darkness shall cover the earth 
(Recit. - Bass) 

11. The people that walked in darkness have 
seen a great light (Air - Bass) 

12. For unto us a child is born (Chorus) 

13. Pifa ("Pastoral Symphony") 

14 (a) There were shepherds abiding in the 
fields (Recit.-  Soprano) 

      (b) And lo, the angel of the Lord (Recit. -  
Soprano) 

15. And the angel said unto them (Recit. -  
Soprano) 

16. And suddenly there was with the angel 
(Soprano) 

17. Glory to God in the highest (Chorus) 

18. Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion (Air -
Soprano) 

19. Then shall the eyes of the blind be opened 
(Recit. - Soprano or Alto) 

20. He shall feed his flock like a shepherd (Alto 
and/or Soprano) 

21. His yoke is easy (Chorus) 

 

Part II 

22. Behold the Lamb of God (Chorus) 

23. He was despised and rejected of men (Air 
- Alto) 

24. Surely he hath borne our griefs and 
carried our sorrows (Chorus) 

25. And with his stripes we are healed 
(Chorus) 

26. All we like sheep have gone astray 
(Chorus) 

27. All they that see him laugh him to scorn 
(Recit. -  Tenor) 

28. He trusted in God that he would deliver 
him (Chorus) 

29. Thy rebuke hath broken his heart (Recit. - 
Tenor) 



30. Behold and see if there be any sorrow 
(Recit. - Tenor) 

31. He was cut off (Recit. - Tenor) 

32. But thou didst not leave his soul in hell 
(Air - Tenor) 

33. Lift up your heads, O ye gates (Chorus) 

34. Unto which of the angels (Recit. - Tenor) 

35. Let all the angels of God worship Him 
(Chorus) 

36. Thou art gone up on high (Soprano or 
Alto) 

37. The Lord gave the word (Chorus) 

38. How beautiful are the feet (Air – Soprano) 

39. Their sound is gone out (Chorus) 

40. Why do the nations so furiously rage 
together (Air - Bass) 

41. Let us break their bonds asunder (Chorus) 

42. He that dwelleth in heaven (Recit. - Tenor) 

43. Thou shalt break them with a rod of iron 
(Air - Tenor) 

44. Hallelujah (Chorus) 

 
 

Part III 

45. I know that my Redeemer liveth (Air - 
Soprano) 

46. Since by man came death (Chorus) 

47. Behold, I tell you a mystery (Recit. - Bass) 

48. The trumpet shall sound (Air - Bass) 

49. Then shall be brought to pass (Recit. - 
Alto) 

50. O death, where is thy sting? (Duet - Alto 
and Tenor) 

51. But thanks be to God (Chorus) 

52. If God be for us, who can be against us? 
(Air – Soprano or  Alto) 

53. Worthy is the Lamb.  (Chorus) 

             Amen (Chorus) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



        
 

 

A HANDEL and MESSIAH QUIZ 
21 questions to test your knowledge of the oratorio, its composer, and his world. Answers at the end.  

 
1. How long did Handel take to compose Messiah?  

a) 15 days 
b) 24 days 
c) Six weeks 
d) Three months 
e) Nine months 

 
2. What inscription did Handel write at the end of his autograph score of Messiah? 

a) ‘He hath done all things well’  
b) ‘QED’ [Quod est demonstrandum]  
c) ‘SDG’ [Soli Dei Gloria] 
d) ‘It is finished’ 
e) ‘Dedicated to his Gracious Majesty, the King’ 

 
3. Handel had settled in London in 1712, during the reign of Queen Anne. Under which King was Messiah 
written? 

a) George I  
b) George II 
c) George III 
d) George IV 
e) Henry VIII 

 
4. Handel completed Messiah in 1741. In that same year Johann Sebastian Bach published which of these 
works? 

a) The St Matthew Passion 
b) The St John Passion 
c) The Brandenburg Concertos  
d) The Goldberg Variations 

 

5. Messiah’s first performance was given in Dublin the following year, 1742. Why in Dublin?  
a) Handel was invited to Dublin by the Duke of Devonshire, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland; 
b) He wanted a break from London after the failure of his opera ‘Imeneo’; 
c) He was invited by the violinist Matthew Dubourg, Master of the State Music in Ireland; 
d) He wanted to first try out Messiah on an audience away from London. 

 
6. The first performance was given in aid of charities in the city of Dublin. Which of the following charities 
did NOT benefit from one of Handel’s own performances of Messiah during his lifetime?  

a) The Fund for Decay’d Musicians 
b) The Foundling Hospital 
c) The Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade.  
d) The Mercers Hospital 
e) The Charitable Music Society for the Relief of Imprisoned Debtors. 

 



7.  How long did Handel stay in Dublin, giving several concerts?  
a) Two weeks 
b) A month 
c) Three months 
d) Nine months 

 

8. Where was the second performance of Messiah given, on 3 June 1742? 
a) Dublin  
b) Chester 
c) Bath 
d) London 

 
9. At the first performances what other works were also given? 

a) Readings from scripture 
b) Organ concertos by Handel 
c) A selection of Handel’s Italian arias 
d) String trios by Handel 

 
10. Handel marks many of Messiah’s movements simply as ‘allegro’ or ‘andante’. But which of the six 
movements in a) fits with which dynamic marking in b)?    

a) Pifa (Pastoral Symphony).   ‘For he is like a refiner’s fire’.   ‘Surely he hath borne’.    ‘Lift up your 
heads’.    ‘Let us break their bonds’.    ‘The trumpet shall sound’.     

b) Largo e staccato.      A tempo ordinario.    Allegro e staccato.  Pomposo, ma non allegro.     

Prestissimo.  Larghetto e mezzo piano.     

 
11. Where was the first London performance of Messiah given on 23 March 1743? 

a) Westminster Abbey 
b) St Paul’s Cathedral 
c) Lincoln’s Inn Theatre, Portugal Street 
d) Covent Garden Theatre 
e) The Royal Albert Hall 

 
12. Which of these alternative titles did Handel give Messiah for its first London performance?  

a) ‘God’s purposes for Man’ 
b) ‘The Scriptures’ 
c) A ‘new Sacred Oratorio’ 
d) ‘The Story of our Lord’ 

 
13. Messiah was not well received at its first London performance. Which other new Handel oratorio 
premiered the previous month to much greater acclaim, on 18 February 1743?  

a) Samson 
b) Jeptha 
c) Israel in Egypt 
d) Solomon 

 
14. Which of the following is not an oratorio by Handel?  

a) Joseph and his Brethren 
b) Alexander Balus 
c) Israel in the Wilderness 
d) Susanna 

  
 



15. Where was Handel’s funeral held, on 14 April 1759?  
a) St Paul’s Cathedral  
b) Westminster Abbey 
c) The Foundling Hospital Chapel 
d) St Margaret’s Church, Westminster 

 
16. Which composer’s music was mainly played at Handel’s funeral?  

a) William Croft 
b) J S Bach 
c) Thomas Arne 
d) Henry Purcell 

 
17. Which piece from Messiah is featured in Handel’s funeral monument, by the French sculptor Roubillac?  

a) ‘Since by man came death’ 
b) ‘Hallelujah’ Chorus 
c) ‘I know that my Redeemer liveth’ 
d) ‘Glory to God’ 

 
18. Which British Prime Minister stood down on 11 February 1742, two months before the first 
performance in Dublin, after 20 years in the job?  

a) William Pitt ‘the Elder’ 
b) Robert Walpole 
c) Benjamin Disraeli 
d) William Pitt ‘the Younger’ 
e) Frederick, Lord North 

 
19. Shortly after Messiah’s London premiere, Handel composed a Te Deum to celebrate victory at the 
battle of Dettingen, on 27 June 1743. What is the battle most noted for? 

a) King George II became the last British monarch to lead troops in battle; 
b) Handel himself was present at the battlefield; 
c) The final time the Duke of Marlborough commanded British forces; 
d) The first time British, French, and Hanoverian troops fought under the same command. 

 
20. Handel lived in No. 25, Brook Street, in London’s Mayfair. Which other musician once lived in No. 23, 
the house next door to Handel?  

a) Thomas Arne, composer of ‘Rule Britannia’ 
b) Joseph Haydn, while composing his ‘London’ symphonies 
c) Jimi Hendrix, the guitarist 
d) Jim Morrison, singer with American band The Doors,  
e) Ralph Vaughan Williams, while composing ‘A London Symphony’ 

 
21. And finally…which other musical family members lived just along Brook Street, at No. 67?  

a) The Bee Gees – the brothers Barry, Robin & Maurice Gibb 
b) Franz Joseph Haydn and his brother Michael Haydn 
c) Fanny Mendelssohn and her brother Felix Mendelssohn 
d)  The Trapp family, of Sound of Music fame. 

 
 

 
 
 



 

           
 
 
 
And now for the answers… 
 
Q1.   b)  24 days, between 22 August and 14 September 1741.  
Q2.   c) ‘SDG’ [Soli Deo Gloria – to God alone be the glory]. 
Q3.   b) King George II. 
Q4.   d) The Goldberg Variations. 
Q5.   a) He was invited to Dublin by the Duke of Devonshire, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. Handel’s friend, the 
violinist Matthew Dubourg, may have helped engineer the invitation.  
  
Q6.   c)  The Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade. It was set up in 1787, nearly 30 years 
after Handel’s death. The Fund for Decay’d Musicians was set up in 1738 by Handel and others. It 
eventually became the Royal Society of Musicians.  
Q7.   d) Nine months. Having arrived in November 1741 he stayed until August 1742. 
Q8.   a) Dublin. Handel also gave two series of very profitable subscription concerts during his stay there.   
Q9.   b) Organ concertos by Handel. 
Q10      Larghetto e mezzo piano - Pifa (Pastoral Symphony).      

Largo e staccato - Surely he hath borne.  A tempo ordinario - Lift up your heads.   
Allegro e staccato - Let us break their bonds.   Pomposo, ma non allegro - The trumpet shall sound.   
Prestissimo - For he is like a refiner’s fire.  
 

Q11.  d) Covent Garden Theatre 
Q12.  c) a ‘new Sacred Oratorio’ 
Q13.  a) Samson. Even Handel wrote musical turkeys – among them his oratorios Joseph and his Brethren, 
and Alexander Balus. 
Q14.  c) ‘Israel in the Wilderness’ is a fake oratorio. But Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach did write an oratorio 
‘The Israelites in the Wilderness’ in 1768.  
Q15.  b) Westminster Abbey. 
 
Q16.  a) William Croft. 
Q17.  c) ‘I know that my Redeemer liveth’. 
Q18.  b) Robert Walpole. 
Q19.  a) King George II became the last British monarch to lead troops in battle. 
Q20.  c) Jimi Hendrix. 
Q21.  a) The Bee Gees. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 


