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1

— Symphony: Andante

3:29

2

— Symphony: Allegro

1:36

3

— Symphony: Menuet

2:30

			 Act 1 Scene 1
4

— Recitative This day, a solemn feast

Joshua Ellicott

5

— Chorus Awake the trumpet’s lofty sound!

6

— Air Ye men of Gaza

7

— Chorus Awake the trumpet’s lofty sound!

8

— Air Loud as the thunder’s awful voice

9

— Air Then free from sorrow

2:04

Mary Bevan

— Recitative Why by an angel

4:06
0:30

Hugo Hymas

2:53

Fflur Wyn

2:33

10 — Chorus Awake the trumpet’s lofty sound! 
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0:34

0:29

Joshua Ellicott

0:49

Joshua Ellicott

4:53

13 — Recitative Oh, change beyond report

Jess Dandy

0:49

14 — Air O mirror of our fickle state!

Jess Dandy

3:38

Joshua Ellicott, Jess Dandy

3:00

Joshua Ellicott

4:04

Jess Dandy

1:17

12 — Air Torments, alas, are not confin’d

			 Act 1 Scene 2

15

— Recitative Whom have I to complain of but myself

16 — Air Total eclipse!
17

— Accompagnato Since light so necessary is to life

18 — Chorus O first created beam

3:10

19 — Recitative Ye see, my friends

Joshua Ellicott, Jess Dandy
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			 Act 1 Scene 3
20 — Recitative Brethren and men of Dan

Matthew Brook, Jess Dandy

0:32

Matthew Brook

0:59

22 — Recitative Oh, ever failing trust 

Hugo Hymas

0:13

23 — Air God of our fathers 

Hugo Hymas

2:29

24 — Accompagnato The good we wish for 

Matthew Brook

1:16

25 — Air Thy glorious deeds inspir’d my tongue 

Matthew Brook

4:26

Joshua Ellicott, Matthew Brook

1:41

27 — Accompagnato My griefs for this 

Joshua Ellicott

1:02

28 — Air Why does the God of Israel sleep? 

Joshua Ellicott

4:39

Jess Dandy

0:23

21 — Accompagnato Oh, miserable change!

26 — Recitative Justly these evils 

29 — Recitative There lies our hope! 
30 — Chorus Then shall they know

2:28

31 — Recitative For thee, my dearest son 

Matthew Brook, Joshua Ellicott

1:42

Joshua Ellicott

1:29

33 — Arioso Then long eternity shall greet your bliss 

Jess Dandy

2:09

34 — Air Joys that are pure 

Jess Dandy

3:01

32 — Accompagnato My genial spirits droop 

35 — Chorus Then round about the starry throne
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			 Act 2 Scene 1
1

— Recitative Despair not thus!

2

— Air Just are the ways of God to man

3

— Recitative My evils hopeless are!

4

— Air and Chorus Return, O God of hosts!

Matthew Brook, Joshua Ellicott

1:25

Matthew Brook

3:06

Joshua Ellicott, Jess Dandy

0:31

Jess Dandy

7:53

Jess Dandy, Joshua Ellicott, Sophie Bevan

3:24

Mary Bevan

7:14

			 Act 2 Scene 2
5

— Recitative But who is this

6

— Air With plaintive notes

7

— Recitative Alas! Th’event was worse

Sophie Bevan, Joshua Ellicott

0:59

8

— Air Your charms to ruin led the way

Joshua Ellicott

2:48

9

— Recitative Forgive what’s done

Sophie Bevan

0:30

Sophie Bevan, Fflur Wyn

4:26

10 — Duet My faith and truth
11

— Chorus Her faith and truth

1:11

12 — Air To fleeting pleasures make your court

Sophie Bevan

13 — Chorus Her faith and truth

3:06
1:11

14 — Recitative Ne’er think of that!

Joshua Ellicott, Sophie Bevan

1:34

15

Sophie Bevan, Joshua Ellicott

1:39

Jess Dandy, Joshua Ellicott

0:20

Fflur Wyn

4:00

Joshua Ellicott

0:21

— Duet Traitor to love

			 Act 2 Scene 3
16 — Recitative She’s gone!
17 — Air It is not virtue
18 — Recitative Favour’d of heav’n is he
19 — Chorus To man God’s universal law

2:34
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			 Act 2 Scene 4
20 — Recitative No words of peace

Jess Dandy, Vitali Rozynko, Joshua Ellicott

1:55

21 — Air Honour and arms scorn such a foe

Vitali Rozynko

5:4 4

22 — Recitative Put on your arms

Joshua Ellicott

0:11

23 — Air My strength is from the living God

Joshua Ellicott

2:56

24 — Recitative With thee, a man condemn’d

Vitali Rozynko, Joshua Ellicott

0:52

25 — Duet Go, baffled coward, go

Joshua Ellicott, Vitali Rozynko

2:18

26 — Recitative Here lie the proof

Jess Dandy

0:51

27 — Chorus Hear, Jacob’s God

3:24

28 — Recitative Dagon, arise
29 — Air To song and dance we give the day

Vitali Rozynko

0:16

Hugo Hymas

4:06

30 — Chorus To song and dance we give the day

2:04

31 — Chorus and Soli Fix’d in his everlasting seat 

3:04
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			 Act 3 Scene 1
1

— Recitative More trouble is behind

Jess Dandy, Joshua Ellicott, Vitali Rozynko

2

— Air Presuming slave, to move their wrath!

3

— Recitative Reflect then, Samson

4

— Chorus With thunder arm’d, great God, arise!

2:42

5

— Recitative Be of good courage

2:19

6

— Accompagnato Then shall I make Jehovah’s glory known!

Joshua Ellicott

0:31

7

— Air Thus when the sun from’s wat’ry bed

Joshua Ellicott

4:43

8

— Accompagnato With might endued above the sons of men

Jess Dandy

0:32

9

— Air and Chorus The holy one of Israel

Jess Dandy

2:21

Jess Dandy, Matthew Brook

0:29

Hugo Hymas

3:45

Matthew Brook, Jess Dandy

0:50

Matthew Brook

3:4 4

Jess Dandy, Matthew Brook

0:17

1:38

Vitali Rozynko

3:23

Jess Dandy, Joshua Ellicott

0:51

Joshua Ellicott, Jess Dandy, Vitali Rozynko

			 Act 3 Scene 2
10 — Recitative Old Manoa, with youthful steps
11

— Air and Chorus Great Dagon has subdu’d our foe

12 — Recitative What noise of joy was that?
13 — Air How willing my paternal love
14 — Recitative Your hopes of his deliv’ry
15

— Symphony: Presto

0:19

16 — Recitative Heav’n! What noise!

Matthew Brook

17 — Chorus Hear us, our God!

0:06
1:12

18 — Recitative Noise call you this?

Jess Dandy, Matthew Brook
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			 Act 3 Scene 3
19 — Recitative Where shall I run

Hugo Hymas, Jess Dandy, Matthew Brook

3:49

20 — Air and Chorus Ye sons of Israel, now lament

Jess Dandy

3:43

21 — Recitative Proceed we hence to find his body

Matthew Brook, Jess Dandy

1:4 4

22 — Soli and Chorus Glorious hero

Matthew Brook, Mary Bevan

5:39

23 — Recitative Come, come!

Matthew Brook, Jess Dandy

1:05

Mary Bevan

2:58

24 — Air Let the bright seraphim
25 — Chorus Let their celestial concerts all unite 
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A work of and for its time
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Samson shows Handel at the height of his powers as the innovator of English oratorio. It is a pivotal work in Handel’s career and in the
history of oratorio.
The season in which Handel premiered Samson, at Covent
Garden Theatre on 18 February 1743, marked his final departure from
Italian opera and his permanent turn to English word-setting. The last of
his more than 30 Italian operas for London had been produced, to small
enthusiasm, in 1741. During that summer he wrote Messiah, which he
took with him to Dublin and premiered there after two successful concert seasons. He had started Samson before his Irish journey, but he left
it in draft till his return, when he considerably revised and expanded it,
completing the autograph score on 29 October 1742.
A seed for Samson had been sown well before the start of composition. On 23 November 1739 one of Handel’s keenest supporters, the
fourth Earl of Shaftesbury, held a gathering in his London home. The next
day he wrote to his cousin James Harris:
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I never spent an evening more to my satisfaction than I did the
last. Jemmy Noel [his brother-in-law] read through the whole
poem of Sampson Agonistes and whenever he rested to take
breath Mr Handel (who was highly pleas’d with the piece) played
I really think better than ever, & his harmony was perfectly
adapted to the sublimity of the Poem. This surely […] may be
call’d a rational entertainment.
Shaftesbury’s word ‘sublimity’ to characterize John Milton’s dramatic
poem is key to contemporary appreciation of art, of Milton, of Handel’s
music, and, eventually, of Handel’s setting-to-be. It could well be that
at Shaftesbury’s party Handel was inspired not only to improvise aptly
on the subject of Samson Agonistes (published in 1671), but to create a
major work from it, and to ask his friend Newburgh Hamilton to fashion a
libretto for the projected oratorio. Hamilton was the right person for the
task. He had a deep respect for great English poetry, and an immense
admiration for Handel’s ability to bring fine words to even greater fruition with his music. In 1736 Hamilton had (modestly) arranged for Handel
John Dryden’s great ode for St Cecilia’s Day, Alexander’s Feast. Handel’s
setting was so admired that (unusually for this period) a full score was
published in 1738. In the celebrated statue of Handel by Louis-François
Roubiliac for Vauxhall Gardens, unveiled in 1738 and now in the Victoria
and Albert Museum, Handel leans on four scores, only one of which bears
the title of an individual work: Alexander’s Feast.
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Samson was a much more ambitious undertaking than Dryden’s
ode, but Milton’s Samson Agonistes was ideal for oratorio, which – as
composed by Handel – was not intended to be staged or acted but performed in ‘concert’ style. Samson Agonistes was a drama – ‘agonistes’
means ‘struggling’ – in verse, with named characters. So it lent itself to
conversion to recitative and airs modelled, as the solos in English oratorio were, on the forms of Italian opera. Milton intended it to be read
in private, not acted, in a genre known as ‘closet drama’, for reading in
one’s closet, i.e. study. In order to enable the reader fully to imagine
the drama, Milton included ‘stage directions’ (as it were) in the form of
descriptive remarks by the characters themselves; Hamilton realized
their aptness for ‘opera of the mind’ and incorporated some of them, for
example Micah’s comment on first seeing the blinded Samson, ‘how he
lies with languish’d head, unpropp’d’.
Milton was aware of early Italian opera, and knew that it was modelled on Greek tragedy. He took Greek tragedy as a model for Samson
Agonistes, a basis retained in Handel’s Samson. The structure observes unity
of time and place, any physical action takes place ‘offstage’ (such as towards
the end of the oratorio), and the drama develops in a series of conversations
between two or three people and a chorus which is both engaged with, and
a commentator on, the action. From Milton’s drama Hamilton derived a unifying theme of the entire libretto, which gave Handel opportunities – taken
magnificently – for imaginative and expressive word-setting: the imagery of
dark and light, which suffuses the whole text from ‘Total eclipse’ to the final
‘endless blaze of light’, and is particularly appropriate to the story of a blind
man regaining inward light.
13

Both Milton’s text and the libretto dramatize the encounters of
Samson with his friends, his father, his former wife, and his enemies’
champion during his last day on earth, and recount his destruction of
his enemies and himself. But Hamilton did a necessary and deft scissorsand-paste job on Milton’s drama, cutting it by two-thirds, simplifying
much of its political content, lessening its harsh attitude to women,
and taking the character of Samson still further away from his violent
biblical original (Book of Judges: 13–16). He did more: he incorporated
material from fourteen of Milton’s other poems and psalm paraphrases,
and added some words of his own, to supply the needs of Handel and his
audience. Milton expressly forbids funeral lament for Samson: ‘No time
for tears …’, but Hamilton rightly judged that Handel needed a conclusion both cathartic and uplifting, so he added an elegy (‘Glorious hero’)
and the famous solo and chorus ‘Let the bright seraphim’.
Even more boldly, recognizing that Handel’s style of composition required a succession of contrasting moods, Hamilton created a
whole nation to set against the Israelites. Samson opens with a brief
recitative in which the blinded and enslaved Samson bitterly remarks
that a festival honouring the Philistines’ god Dagon is affording him a
day’s respite from ‘servile toil’. Any audience familiar with the prevailing style of eighteenth-century opera and oratorio would expect this
recitative to be followed by an air for Samson. Instead, Samson, and
Handel’s listeners, are startled by a blaze of orchestral colour and
a jubilant chorus, the first in a sequence of airs and choruses from
Samson’s captors, the hostile Philistines. The contrast with Samson’s

14

MENU

MENU

isolation and dejection could hardly be greater. There is no Philistine chorus in Samson Agonistes. Its presence in Samson is a stroke of authorial
genius. It enables Handel to avoid uninterrupted gloom and to introduce
a distinct style of music – homophonic and breezy, in exuberant dance
rhythms – which perfectly conveys the hedonism and thoughtless confidence of Samson’s captors, especially by contrast with the exalted
‘church style’ of many of the Israelite choruses.
A modern listener is likely to identify Samson as the first recorded
fundamentalist suicide terrorist. Nothing would have been further from
the minds of Milton, Hamilton, Handel and their audiences. All of them
would have known the Old Testament Samson and recognized him as
divinely chosen but deeply flawed: admirable as a patriotic protector of
his people and ordained champion of the one true God, but an example
of the weakness even of great men. Milton would have identified powerfully with Samson, for he too had become blind while serving his nation’s
aims, in Milton’s case as foreign secretary in the government of Oliver
Cromwell, who like Samson saw himself ordained to combat the heathen.
By the time of Handel’s Samson, the British cultural public no
longer condemned Milton as a republican regicide but sympathized
with him for his blindness and revered him as the greatest poet in
the English language, during the eighteenth century rated far above
Shakespeare. For Handel’s public, Milton’s grand, exalted style was the
perfect material for the uplifting, ‘sublime’ mood they craved – this
was not really ‘the age of reason’ – and which they especially admired

15
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in Handel’s music. Milton and Handel was a dream team, as Hamilton
recognized and proclaimed in his preface to the libretto:
But as Mr. Handel has so happily introduc’d here Oratorios, a
musical Drama, whose Subject must be Scriptural, and in which
the Solemnity of Church-Musick is agreeably united with the
most pleasing Airs of the Stage: It would have been an irretrievable Loss to have neglected the Opportunity of that great Master’s
doing Justice to this Work; he having already added new Life and
Spirit to some of the finest Things in the English Language.
There was an element of partisanship in Hamilton’s advocacy, reflecting some competition between London’s two leading music theatre composers to annexe Milton. During 1738 and 1739 Thomas Arne had had huge
success with Milton’s Comus; Handel had riposted in 1740 with L’Allegro,
il Penseroso ed il Moderato. Perhaps Handel was now laying down a challenge impossible to meet, for Samson, uniquely among Milton’s works,
provided scope for two aspects of Handel’s genius always cherished by
his audiences: his capacity for expressing human emotion, especially
pathos, and his ‘sublime’ choruses. Handel was offered a Paradise Lost
libretto on three occasions but – we may think very sensibly – never tried
to set Milton’s most revered and far less dramatic epic. But he had been
urged, in print, to do a setting of Samson Agonistes; a well-known poet,
Elizabeth Tollet, appealed to him after he had produced L’Allegro:

16
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One labour yet, great Artist! we require;
And worthy thine, as worthy Milton’s Lyre;
In Sounds adapted to his Verse to tell
How, with his Foes, the Hebrew Champion fell:
To all invincible in Force and Mind,
But to the fatal Fraud of Womankind.
To others point his Error, and his Doom;
And from the Temple’s Ruins raise his Tomb.
In 1743 Milton was not only England’s greatest poet, he was also a national
figurehead in British politics. The Patriot Opposition party, campaigning
for probity and responsibility in public life, took Milton as one of their
touchstones. The core of patriotism in Samson would have spoken to
their aims, and Hamilton and Handel dedicated the libretto to the leader
of the Patriot party, Frederick Prince of Wales. In 1743 assertive patriotism had a justification which put Samson’s destruction of Israel’s enemies in a particularly acceptable light. Since 1740 Protestant Britain had
been mired in a long, confusing, intercontinental war (the War of the
Austrian Succession), with few and weak allies, against the immense
power of France and Spain, an expansionist and Catholic axis. During
Samson’s second season of performances, in 1744, on the night of an
actual performance of Samson, the French fleet sailed into the English
Channel, and Britain was saved by bad weather, not the British navy.
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The powerful character of the enemy Philistine choruses would
have reflected the audience’s anxieties. For those familiar with Milton’s
text, the Philistine dominance in the opening of Samson is a surprise;
for Handel’s listeners it would have been additionally shocking to
hear heathens announce a ‘solemn hymn’ to an idol which they claim
to be ‘king of all the earth’ in metres that are anything but solemn,
with trumpets and drums – connoting royalty and triumph – and with
words recognizably drawn from the Bible, asserting, as did the Catholic
powers threatening Britain, that they represent the true religion. Similarly,
the confrontation of Israelites and Philistines at the end of Act II may have
seemed far too equally balanced for comfort.
The British, ruled by Germans, often voiced a longing for a native
leader to save them from their enemies and secure their safety; Samson
provided them with the image of one. In a consciously disunited nation,
all agreed on the need for unity; Hamilton and Handel deleted all the
misunderstanding and conflict of views between Samson and his countrymen that marks Samson Agonistes, merging the aspiration of the hero
and his community. Like so many of Handel’s Israelite oratorios that may
seem triumphalist to us now, Samson contains much – to us now rather
poignant – wishful thinking.
Like other theatre composers of his time, Handel created
roles for specific performers, the artists he had recruited for the
coming season. His casting for Samson shows him fully aware of the
limits and possibilities of his new genre of oratorio. For his lead roles
he chose singers who were also leading stage actors, who could convey
18
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the drama as well as the sense of his texts, and he fitted his musical
characterization to their most celebrated qualities. He wrote the sympathizing friend Micah for Susannah Cibber, renowned for her ability
to convey pathos (most recently, in ‘He was despised’ at Messiah’s
premiere). Dalila was conceived, and hugely altered from her hypocritical, deceitful original, for the hugely popular Kitty Clive, whose line
in disarming flirtatiousness Handel exploited with unqualified charm.
John Beard, creating the first in a line of commanding tenor title roles
for Handel’s oratorios, had a theatre identity of manly British patriotism which transferred ideally to the representation, in Samson, of the
embattled British nation.
Samson spoke to the British public on many levels, as it still does
today, and unsurprisingly it achieved immediate and lasting success. It
was Handel’s most frequently performed dramatic oratorio during the
rest of the eighteenth century.

© Ruth Smith, 2019
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Performing Samson today
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If we claim to be producing an historically informed recording
of a work such as Samson, there is – fortunately, perhaps – a considerable degree of leeway as to what ‘historically informed’ can actually
mean. In this case, we aim to present the work in its earliest performed
version of 1743, together with the obvious application of known or conjectured performing styles (something common to most claims of historical
performance) and, perhaps most significantly, with something as close
to the forces, in size and proportion, that Handel might have used. This
recording’s most striking innovation in this regard is to recreate two
related forms of Handelian oratorio chorus (one presented in the CD
format and both available for download). This is an experiment that will
hopefully lead to further debate and also to the continued development
of historically informed choral practices in the future.
Yet, consciously adopting an historically informed approach to
Samson brings particular challenges and ironies, not least in the fact
that we do not have an historically informed audience. Or rather, what
we have is an audience that is historically informed in a very different
sense from Handel’s. As Ruth Smith remarks, Handel’s audience could
hardly have seen Samson as the suicide terrorist that he might so obviously seem from today’s viewpoint. Nor can we remain impassive to
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the respective fates of the Israelites and Philistines, each seeming to
customize a common chauvinistic heritage. How uncomfortable can it
be to learn that the Philistines are placed offstage in their encampment
in Gaza – of all places – or that they in turn call for the Jewish race to be
swept ‘from out the land’ (in the tenor aria and the succeeding chorus
‘To song and dance’)? As if this were not already problematic, we also
have remnants of the misogynistic tone of Milton’s text, almost at comedic levels in the otherwise musically compelling chorus ‘To man God’s
universal law gave pow’r to keep the wife in awe’.
It is clear then that Samson is now a darker, more complex and
more problematic work than it could have been in Handel’s day. One
way round this is to become ‘historically informed’ by the attitude of a
later age, namely by the nineteenth-century notion of the autonomous
and independent work of art, its greatness leaving us untroubled by
any meanings or representations that it might contain. Another is perhaps to embrace a particular attitude that seems to have been seeded
by Handel himself, namely the comparative musical equality of the
two tribes. Much of the Philistines’ music is compelling (particularly
in the Dalila scene) and, at times, joyful to a level seldom eclipsed by
Handel. Moreover, Samson and his Philistine equivalent, Harapha, share
very similar music in their warlike modes (particularly their respective
arias in B flat major, ‘Why does the God of Israel sleep?’ and ‘Honour
and arms’). In all then, it may be that we are musically manipulated to
adopt momentarily a variety of empathetic viewpoints that we might
feel astonished to have held. We may well therefore come out of the
experience with mixed emotions such as elation, spiritual fulfilment,
21
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guilt, disgust or surprise. It is perhaps in this rich enhancement of our
own range of feelings, beliefs and attitudes that there is some common
ground between the Samson of Handel’s time and ours (beginning with
its obvious relevance for those from Judaic and Christian traditions).
The application of historically informed performance will not necessarily enhance this engagement by default, but it gives us the opportunity
to delve a little more deeply into Handel’s performative mechanisms for
rendering this story so compelling for any audience.
The first performed version of Samson (1743) is longer than the
later revivals, and it has seldom been performed since. Two editions, one
by Donald Burrows (Novello, 2005) and Hans Dieter Clausen (Bärenreiter,
2011), have appeared in recent years, and together they establish the
full text of both this version and its later derivatives. The first performed
version contains no funeral march after Samson’s death (neither the
one that Handel originally wrote for Samson, but seems never to have
performed, nor the one from Saul that he later included). There is also
the compellingly imitative setting of ‘My strength is from the living God’
that Samson addresses to Harapha (which was never performed again)
and, most unexpected of all, the fact that the aria ‘With plaintive notes’,
otherwise sung by Dalila, is here transposed down a tone and sung by
one of the virgins in her entourage (and thus by the second featured
soprano, who also sings the first and last arias of the entire oratorio).
This was almost certainly taken by Christina Maria Avoglio, who perhaps
was more vocally suited to this aria than Kitty Clive.
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One immediate question arises in choosing to perform the uncut
version: if Handel himself shortened recitatives in most later performances, surely this was because the work was more successful in a more
concise format? There is no ready answer to this objection, but there is
surely merit in trying to understand the motivations for Handel’s first performing version (which, in 1743, already followed a process of expansion
and revision that had lasted well over a year). The most obvious factor in favour of performing the longer version is the sheer quality of the
text, which, with Newburgh Hamilton’s adaptation of Milton’s Samson
Agonistes (and including several other Milton texts), must surely register
as the strongest text of any of Handel’s dramatic oratorios. Cutting recitative, as Handel was later to do, does not actually save a great amount of
time, and the arias and choruses are already relatively concise (indeed,
there are only a handful of arias that are in full da capo format). Perhaps
the challenge is to avoid stasis in a drama that consists of a sequence of
conversations and meditations (all changes of scene relate to the arrival
of a new character, not to any actual ‘change of scene’); and there is obviously only one actual dramatic event (and even that is offstage).
It is here that the notion of Milton’s ‘closet drama’ becomes
particularly important. As Ruth Smith’s note reminds us, the original poem was designed to be read privately and, in so doing, the
reader was meant to experience the drama according to the unities
of time, place and action. Most importantly, the length of the experience was meant to mirror the length of the event itself. This seems
to be precisely the motivation lying behind Handel’s setting in its first
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performing version, by which the shortening of the original poem is compensated by the iterative meditations of the arias. These represent less
the ‘freeze-framed’ internal representation of character, common in
opera seria, but rather veer more towards the thought processes a character might undergo in real time. The challenge in performance, then,
is to attempt to create this continuity through the pacing of the numbers
and through the consistency of mood and atmosphere that comes with
each of Samson’s encounters with friends and foes. The overall trajectory
takes us from the abject darkness of Samson’s blind condition (albeit with
several bursts of rage or bravura) in Act I, through Samson’s anger in Act
II, directed at Dalila and then at Harapha, towards the growing sense of
peace in Act III, broken by Samson’s dramatic suicide, and finally towards
the blaze of light that characterizes the final aria and chorus.
The most experimental aspect of this recording lies in the constitution of the chorus. All the choruses are recorded twice, one version
(available digitally) using a group constituted entirely by the soloists
(which for this oratorio comprise a relatively luxurious group of eight,
supported here by a second alto, given the original format of three sopranos and one alto), the other (available digitally and on CD) in a version in
which the same soloists are doubled by a number of other singers, most
importantly with boys on the soprano line (this seems to have been the
most common format for Handel’s oratorio performances). Neither of
these alternatives has been fully explored in the past, at least for a work
of this scale.
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Handel’s larger-scale chorus is sporadically documented, most
thoroughly in the case of the surviving sources for the Foundling Hospital
performances of Messiah during the 1750s. According to these, the
core of the choir is constituted by the soloists singing together, with
the lower voices reinforced by around twelve singers from London’s
three principal choirs (St Paul’s, Westminster Abbey and the Chapel
Royal), and the soprano line doubled by around six boys. This suggests that the entire chorus must have numbered in the low twenties.
For this recording the number of boys has been increased (on the
rationale that today’s boys reach puberty much earlier than those of
Handel’s day and are therefore likely to be younger and smaller). The
numbers for the remaining lines have also been somewhat increased,
but it is hoped that the overall sound might give us some insight into
the sort of timbre and texture that would have been experienced in
Handel’s time. Most significant here is the combination of the mature
female soloists’ voices with young boys’ voices, which produces
a type of sound that has seldom been experienced in recent performing practices.
Donald Burrows has uncovered an interesting anomaly concerning at least some of the oratorio performances in 1743. The primary
evidence concerns the request of a ‘gentleman director’ in Salisbury,
James Harris, to borrow Handel’s vocal parts for Messiah. From the
letter to Harris by Handel’s copyist and assistant, John Christopher
Smith, it seems that Handel at this stage only possessed one part per
voice, which might suggest that in the first London performances of
Messiah the choruses were sung by soloists alone. Perhaps the men
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and boys from the London choral foundations were not available for
much of this season (Handel had been away in Dublin the year before,
so he may have lost some of the continuity in engaging these singers).
More importantly, there is strong evidence to suggest that Samson too
was initially sung by the soloists alone, since the autograph contains
indications as to which of the characters sings which part in the chorus ‘Fix’d in his everlasting seat’ (Act II) where the opposing Israelite
and Philistine characters had to be distinguished within the six-voice
texture. Further pencil indications in the performing score prepared
by Smith for ‘Glorious hero’ (Act III) suggest that he adapted passages
that were originally designated for specific soloists and doubling singers for an ensemble of soloists alone. This soloistic format is clearly
an intriguing one (particularly given that the orchestra is likely to have
been of the ‘normal’ London proportions), one which is very seldom
heard in the context of Handel oratorio performance, but which offers
opportunities for a more soloistic approach to chorus performance
(this was, after all, commonplace in operatic performance), and which
is clearly an acceptable solution in Handel’s time. In some ways, this
means that we hear the chorus as more of a collection of individuals,
some of whom are very familiar from the surrounding arias. Something
of this is obviously still evident in the ‘large’ format, since the soloists were leading the entire chorus (whether seated apart, which might
have been the case in some of the earlier oratorio performances, or
more integrated with the ripieno singers, as here). What seems most
important about both formats, is that all singers seem always to have
been as close as possible to the front of the performing group, thus
greatly aiding clarity and diction. The notion of placing choruses at the
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back seems to have arisen with the great shift inaugurated by mass amateur chorus performance, which began in several countries (but Britain
and Germany in particular) in the last decades of the eighteenth century.
Now the enormous growth in numbers meant that a forward position
became impossible. Moreover, there was clearly an increasing division
of labour between soloists (professional) and chorus (amateur), a tradition that is still very difficult to shake today, even in fully professional
practice.
© John Butt, 2019

For further information on the composition and structure of Handel’s
chorus, see:
-Donald Burrows, ‘Handel’s oratorio performances’, The Cambridge
Companion to Handel, ed. Donald Burrows (Cambridge, 1997), pp. 26281; ‘“Mr Harris’s Score”: A New Look at the “Matthews” Manuscript of
Handel’s “Messiah”’, Music and Letters, 86/4 (2005), pp. 560-72
-John Butt, ‘Chorus’, The Cambridge Handel Encyclopedia, ed. Annette
Landgraf and David Vickers (Cambridge, 2009), pp. 145-7
-Watkins Shaw, A Textual and Historical Companion to Handel’s Messiah
(London, 1965)
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Dunedin Consort is one of the world’s leading Baroque
ensembles, recognized for its vivid and insightful performances and
recordings. Formed in 1995 and named after Din Eidyn, the ancient
Celtic name for Edinburgh Castle, Dunedin Consort’s ambition is to
make early music relevant to the present day. Under the direction
of John Butt, the ensemble has earned two coveted Gramophone
Awards – for the 2007 recording of Handel’s Messiah and the 2014
recording of Mozart’s Requiem – and a Grammy nomination. In 2018, it
was shortlisted for a Royal Philharmonic Society Ensemble award.
Dunedin Consort performs regularly at major festivals and
venues across the UK, giving its BBC Proms debut in 2017 with a performance of Bach’s John Passion. In the same year, Dunedin Consort
announced its first residency at London’s Wigmore Hall, complementing its regular series of events at home in Scotland, as well as
throughout Europe and beyond. It enjoys close associations with
the Edinburgh International Festival and Lammermuir Festival, and
broadcasts frequently on BBC Radio 3, Classic FM and BBC Scotland.
The group’s growing discography on Linn includes Handel’s Acis and
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Galatea and Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos, both nominated for
Gramophone Awards. Other Bach recordings include the Mass in B minor,
Violin Concertos, Magnificat, Christmas Oratorio, Matthew and John
Passions, the latter being nominated for a Recording of the Year award
in both Gramophone and BBC Music Magazine.

© David Barbour

While Dunedin Consort is committed to performing repertoire from the Baroque and early Classical periods, and to researching
specific historical performance projects, it remains an enthusiastic
champion of contemporary music. The ensemble has commissioned
and premiered new music by William Sweeney, Errollyn Wallen,
Peter Nelson and Sally Beamish, and, in 2019, premiered four new
co-commissions with the BBC Proms.
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director

John Butt is Gardiner Professor of Music at the University of
Glasgow and Musical Director of Edinburgh’s Dunedin Consort.
As an undergraduate at Cambridge University, he held the
office of organ scholar at King’s College. Continuing as a graduate student working on the music of Bach, he received his PhD in 1987. He was
subsequently a lecturer at the University of Aberdeen and a Fellow of
Magdalene College, Cambridge, joining the faculty at UC Berkeley in
1989 as University Organist and Professor of Music. In autumn 1997 he
returned to Cambridge as a University Lecturer and Fellow of King’s
College, and in October 2001 he took up his current post at Glasgow.
His books have been published by Cambridge University Press: these
include Bach Interpretation, a handbook on Bach’s Mass in B minor,
Music Education and the Art of Performance in the German Baroque.
Playing with History marked a new tack, examining the broad culture
of historically informed performance and attempting to explain and
justify it as a contemporary phenomenon. Butt is also editor or joint editor of both the Cambridge and Oxford Companions to Bach and of the
Cambridge History of Seventeenth-Century Music. His book on Bach’s
Passions, Bach’s Dialogue with Modernity, explores the ways in which
Bach’s Passion settings relate to some of the broader concepts of modernity, such as subjectivity and time consciousness.
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Butt’s conducting engagements with the Dunedin Consort
have included major Baroque and Classical repertory and several new
commissions. He is a Principal Artist with the Orchestra of the Age of
Enlightenment and has been guest conductor with the BBC Symphony
Orchestra, BBC National Orchestra of Wales, Hallé Orchestra, City
of London Sinfonia, Rotterdams Philharmonisch Orkest, Stavanger
Symphony Orchestra, Orchestra of the Eighteenth Century, Scottish
Chamber Orchestra, Aurora Orchestra, The English Concert, Irish
Baroque Orchestra, Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra and Portland
Baroque Orchestra. He also continues to be active as a solo organist
and harpsichordist.
In 2003 Butt was elected to Fellowship of the Royal Society of
Edinburgh and received the Dent Medal of the Royal Musical Association.
That year his book, Playing with History, was shortlisted for the British
Academy’s annual Book Prize. In 2006 he was elected Fellow of the
British Academy and began a two-year Leverhulme Major Research
Fellowship for his research on Bach’s Passions. He has served on the
Arts and Humanities Research Council. In January 2011 he became
the fifth recipient of the Royal Academy of Music/Kohn Foundation’s
Bach Prize. In 2013 he was awarded the medal of the Royal College
of Organists and the OBE for his services to music in Scotland.
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Joshua Ellicott’s sweet toned lyric tenor voice and versatile
musicianship are apparent in the wide range of repertoire in which
he excels. In the field of early music he has worked with Nikolaus
Harnoncourt, Sir Roger Norrington, Harry Bicket, Harry Christophers,
Paul McCreesh, Bernard Labadie, Emmanuelle Haïm, and has developed a particular affinity with the works of Handel, Monteverdi and
Bach, and within that a special love for the role of the Evangelist in Bach’s
Passions. Ellicott also enjoys interpreting later repertoire, as varied as
Parsifal and Tristan und Isolde to The Seven Deadly Sins and Wozzeck.
One of his greatest successes of recent years has been a song programme devised around the First World War letters of his great-uncle
Jack.
Jess Dandy studied at Trinity College, Cambridge, and Guildhall
School of Music & Drama in London. She was the winner of the 2018
Oxford Lieder Young Artist Platform, and a finalist in the 2019 Das Lied
competition. Dandy’s engagements have included Stanford’s Mass ‘Via
victrix 1914–1918’ with the BBC National Orchestra of Wales, Mozart’s
Requiem with the King’s College Choir, Cambridge, Handel’s Messiah
with the Hallé Orchestra, Berlioz’s Les nuits d’été with the BBC Symphony
Orchestra, and Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas at the Ryedale Festival. Further
concert highlights include Bach’s John Passion with Les Arts Florissants
on tour in Europe and in Australia, Mass in B minor in Leipzig and Matthew
Passion in the US at the Boston Early Music Festival, Handel’s Israel in
Egypt at the Three Choirs Festival, and Bach’s Cantatas at the Edinburgh
International Festival.
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Matthew Brook has appeared as a soloist throughout Europe,
Australia, North and South America and the Far East. He has worked
with many of the world’s greatest conductors including Sir John Eliot
Gardiner, Richard Hickox, Sir Charles Mackerras, Harry Christophers,
Christophe Rousset and Sir Mark Elder, and orchestras and ensembles
including the Philharmonia Orchestra, London Symphony Orchestra,
Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, St Petersburg Philharmonic, Freiburger
Barockorchester, BBC National Orchestra of Wales, Orchestra of the
Age of Enlightenment, Chamber Orchestra of Europe, Scottish Chamber
Orchestra, English Baroque Soloists, Collegium Vocale Gent, Gabrieli, Les
Talens Lyriques, The Sixteen, Orchestre National de Lille, Nederlandse
Bachvereniging and The Handel and Haydn Society in Boston. He has
performed at festivals such as Edinburgh, Cheltenham, Utrecht, the BBC
Proms, Ambronay, La Chaise-Dieu, Innsbruck, Bermuda and the Three
Choirs.
Russian-American bass-baritone Vitali Rozynko studied at
Oberlin College & Conservatory, Eastman School of Music and Royal
Academy of Music in London. His extensive and varied repertoire ranges
from the Baroque to dramatic repertoire. He has worked with leading conductors including Seiji Ozawa, Richard Hickox, Sir Colin Davis,
Reinbert de Leeuw, Vladimir Jurowski, Ingo Metzmacher and Ludovic
Morlot. Rozynko has performed concerts across the world including Bach’s Magnificat, John and Matthew Passions, Mozart’s Requiem
and Hasse’s I pellegrini al sepolcro di Nostro Signore, and the role
of Deceit in Gerald Barry’s The Triumph of Beauty and Deceit at Het
Concertgebouw in Amsterdam. On stage, Rozynko has performed
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Escamillo in Carmen, Spencer Coyle in Owen Wingrave, Belcore in L’elisir
d’amore, Tarquinius in The Rape of Lucretia, Figaro and Conte in Le nozze
di Figaro, Le Gendarme in Les mamelles de Tirésias, and Schaunard in
La Bohème.
Sophie Bevan studied at the Benjamin Britten International Opera
School where she received the Queen Mother Rose Bowl Award. She made
her debut at the Royal Opera House as Waldvogel in Wagner’s Siegfried
and returned as Pamina in Die Zauberflöte, Antigone in Oedipe and
Sophie in Der Rosenkavalier. She made her debuts at the Glyndebourne
Festival as Michal in Saul, Pamina at the Teatro Real, and Beatriz at
the Salzburg Festival and Metropolitan Opera in the world premiere of
Thomas Adès’ The Exterminating Angel. She created the role of Hermione
in the world premiere of Ryan Wigglesworth’s A Winter’s Tale for the
English National Opera. The conductors Bevan has worked with include
Edward Gardner, Sir Mark Elder, Andris Nelsons, Vladimir Jurowski and
Sir Antonio Pappano with orchestras that include the Hallé Orchestra,
Swedish Radio Symphony Orchestra and City of Birmingham Symphony
Orchestra. She was the recipient of The Times Breakthrough Award at
the 2012 South Bank Sky Arts Awards and the Young Singer Award at the
2013 inaugural International Opera Awards.
British tenor Hugo Hymas was born and grew up in Cambridge,
where he trained as a chorister in Great St Mary’s Church Choir. He graduated with an honours degree in music from the Durham University.
For the 2019–2021 seasons, he has been selected for the Orchestra of
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the Age of Enlightenment’s Rising Stars programme for emerging soloists. Hymas performs regularly on the concert platform as a soloist in
Europe’s great concert halls. As well as his work with Dunedin Consort,
he performs with Les Arts Florissants, English Baroque Soloists, Le
Concert d’Astrée, Gabrieli, Freiburger Barockorchester, Gothenburg
Symphony Orchestra and Collegium Vocale Gent. On the opera stage
Hymas has sung leading roles in Monteverdi’s Il combattimento di
Tancredi e Clorinda, Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas, Handel’s Semele and
Acis and Galatea, and Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte.
Praised by Opera for her ‘dramatic wit and vocal control’, British
soprano Mary Bevan is internationally renowned in Baroque, Classical
and contemporary repertoire, and appears regularly with leading conductors, orchestras and ensembles around the world. She was awarded
an MBE in the Queen’s birthday honours list in 2019. In the 2019/20 season, Bevan makes her role debut as Eurydice in a new production of
Orphée aux enfers for English National Opera, performs Sifare in Mozart’s
Mitridate, re di Ponto for Garsington Opera, reprises the role of Rose
Maurrant in Weill’s Street Scene for Opéra Monte-Carlo, and tours as
Diane in Gluck’s Iphigénie en Tauride with the Orchestra of the Age
of Enlightenment. On the concert platform, Bevan has appeared with
the Hallé Orchestra, The Handel and Haydn Society, Scottish Chamber
Orchestra, City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra and Real Orquesta
Sinfónica de Sevilla.
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Welsh soprano Fflur Wyn is quickly establishing herself as one of
the country’s foremost young singers on the operatic and concert platform. Some of her most notable concert performances include Handel’s
Jephtha and Messiah, Bach’s Mass in B minor and Christmas Oratorio,
Haydn’s Harmoniemesse, Mozart’s Mass in C minor and Orff’s Carmina
Burana. Some operatic highlights include Jemmy in Guillaume Tell,
Dorinda in Orlando, Iphis in Jephtha, Vivetta in L’Arlesiana, Alice in Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland, Pamina in Die Zauberflöte, the title role in
Lakmé, Fido in Paul Bunyan, Barbarina in Le nozze di Figaro, Governess in
The Turn of the Screw, Sophie in Werther, Marzelline in Fidelio, Servilia in
La clemenza di Tito, Waldvogel in Siegfried, Gretel in Hänsel und Gretel,
Giannetta in L’elisir d’amore and Mimi in Vert-Vert.
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Dunedin Consort
Chorus

Orchestra

soprano
Mary Bevan
Sophie Bevan
Fflur Wyn

violin
Cecilia Bernardini
Sarah Bevan-Baker
Kinga Ujszászi
Sophie Barber
Tassilo Erhardt
Jacek Kurzydło
Sara Deborah Timossi
Alice Rickards
Kristin Deeken
Ellen Bundy
Holly Harman

alto
Jess Dandy
tenor
Joshua Ellicott
Hugo Hymas
bass
Matthew Brook
Vitali Rozynko

viola
Alfonso Leal del Ojo
Emilia Benjamin
Geoffrey Irwin
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cello
Jonathan Manson
Lucia Capellaro
Poppy Walshaw
Marcus van den Munckhof
double bass
Elizabeth Bradley
Hannah Turnbull
oboe
Alexandra Bellamy
Frances Norbury
bassoon
Julia Marion
Joe Qiu
horn
Anneke Scott
Anna Drysdale
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trumpet
Paul Sharp
Simon Munday
timpani
Alan Emslie
organ, harpsichord
Stephen Farr
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Company registered in Scotland, SC361385, Charity No. SC025336.
www.dunedin-consort.org.uk
Tel: +44 131 516 3718
E: info@dunedin-consort.org.uk
Twitter @dunedinconsort
facebook.com/Dunedin
Directors Sir Muir Russell KCB FRSE (Chairman), Cathy Bell MBE,
Jo Elliot, Kirsteen McCue, David McLellan, Philip Rodney,
David Strachan
Music Director John Butt OBE FBA FRSE

Management
Jo Buckley (Chief Executive)
David Lee (Head of Artistic Planning and Operations)
Kirby Kelman (Development Manager)
Lucia Capellaro (Learning and Participation Manager)
Jessica Massey (Production Assistant)
Dunedin Consort is generously supported by Creative Scotland
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CKD 578
Dunedin Consort,
Polish Radio Choir,
John Butt
Handel: Ode for St Cecilia’s Day

CKR 319
Dunedin Consort,
John Butt
Handel: Acis and Galatea

CKD 569
Dunedin Consort,
John Butt
Monteverdi: Vespers 1610

CKR 313
Dunedin Consort,
John Butt
J. S. Bach: Matthew Passion

CKR 449
Dunedin Consort,
John Butt
Mozart: Requiem

CKD 397
Dunedin Consort,
John Butt
Handel: Esther
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