
       Handel on the Stage 

 Of all the great composers of the eighteenth century, Handel was 
the supreme cosmopolitan, an early and extraordinarily successful 
example of a freelance composer. For thirty years the opera house was 
the principal focus of his creative work and he composed more than 
forty operas over this period. In this book David Kimbell sets Handel’s 
operas in their biographical and cultural contexts. He explores the 
circumstances in which they were composed and performed, the 
librettos that were prepared for Handel and what they tell us about 
his and his audience’s values, and the music he composed for them. 
Remarkably no Handel operas were staged for a period of 170 years 
between 1754 and the 1920s. Th e fi nal chapter in this book reveals 
the diff erences and similarities between how Handel’s operas were 
performed in his time and ours. 

  DAVID KIMBELL  is Emeritus Professor of Music at the University 
of Edinburgh. His publications include  Verdi in the Age of Italian 
Romanticism  (Cambridge, 1981),  Italian Opera  (Cambridge, 1991) and 
 Vincenzo Bellini: Norma  (Cambridge, 1998). He has also contributed 
to  Th e Cambridge Handel Encyclopedia ,  Th e Cambridge History of 
Italian Literature  and  Th e Oxford Companion to Italian Literature , 
and has edited volumes for the  Hallische Händel-Ausgabe  and for the 
 Works of Giuseppe Verdi .   
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    Preface     

  Th is book is addressed to those who wish to know a little more about 
Handel’s operas and to understand them a little better; and I hope it will be 
intelligible and helpful not just to professional musicians and musical schol-
ars. Anyone writing on this topic in English does so in the shadow of two 
works (really the two parts of one single work) that have already covered the 
fi eld with awe-inspiring comprehensiveness and mastery:  Handel’s Operas 
1704–1726  by Winton Dean and John Merrill Knapp, originally published 
by Oxford University Press in 1987, revised edition 1995, aft er Merrill 
Knapp’s death; and  Handel’s Operas 1726–1741  by Winton Dean, published 
by the Boydell Press in 2006. While deeply indebted to both these, my book 
is a quite diff erent kind of undertaking. I have not attempted a systematic 
examination of all the operas; I have simply set out and refl ected on some 
more general material about them – material of a kind I believe I should 
have found helpful and interesting when I  fi rst encountered the Handel 
operas myself: about the circumstances in which they were composed and 
performed; about the librettos that were prepared for Handel and what they 
tell us about his and his audience’s values; about the music he composed for 
them, and the way it was (and is) performed. It is, in other words, in many 
ways a straightforward, traditional account of history, literary and musical 
achievement, and performance practice. 

 Th e ponderous title of the fi rst chapter will alert the reader to the fact that 
it is something less than a balanced biography of Handel’s opera-composing 
years – that it concerns itself only with those matters that have some real 
bearing on his work for the opera house. Even so, it is a long chapter, for 
fairly obvious reasons. Opera is a complex art form. To provide a useful 
context within which to understand it, political and social circumstances, 
evolving literary and musical tastes, the changing conditions in theatres and 
theatre companies all need to be considered – in Handel’s case in three dif-
ferent countries. Some readers may be surprised, in this chapter and in the 
chapters about the music, that I have paid so much attention to his German 
years and to the one opera,  Almira –  very rarely performed – that survives 
from them. My response would be that, if we are to think sensibly about 
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how Handel became a composer of Italian opera, we need to understand all 
we can about his years in Italy. As soon as we try to do that, we come face to 
face with a record of quite prodigious achievement, particularly during the 
fi rst six months he spent there, and particularly in the circumstances under 
which he was then working: a new land, a new language, a new religion, a 
new social hierarchy. I sometimes fi nd myself wondering whether there has 
ever been anything quite to match it in the whole history of musical pre-
cocity. And (to return to  Almira ) with that Italian period in our sights, it is 
scarcely possible to know enough about the young German musician who 
had left  his homeland only a few months before. 

 Th e logic of dividing the material on the librettos into two chapters 
should be clear. But some readers may like to know that they are, very gen-
erally, organised according to the hierarchy classically defi ned, half a cen-
tury before Handel’s time, by Pierre Corneille. (For Handelians Reinhard 
Strohm’s article on ‘Dramaturgy’ in  Th e Cambridge Handel Encyclopedia  is a 
helpful guide.) In the musical chapters my main aim has been to shed some 
light on what seems to me the clear truth that Handel’s operatic music was 
composed with a dramatic purpose, which performers should understand 
even if they choose to override it.  Chapter 4  describes the evolution of this 
musical language in his early years, up to the point when it was mature and 
wide-ranging enough to give voice to well-nigh anything in human experi-
ence that was likely to fi nd a place in eighteenth-century drama.  Chapter 5  
shows what he then did with it, using for illustration some of the operas that 
are relatively frequently performed. 

 Th e chapter on Handelian opera in performance may seem ill-balanced – 
as elegantly proportioned as a pantomime horse, one kind reader has sug-
gested. My excuse must be the strange history of the topic. Th e operas had 
disappeared from the theatre well before Handel died, and they did not 
return to it for some 170 years; indeed more than two centuries had elapsed 
before they became anything like standard items in the operatic repertory. 
When they did come back, the world’s understanding of what the function 
of an opera house was, and what the balance of responsibility was in decid-
ing how a ‘work’ should be performed there, had been utterly transformed. 
To try to shed some light on how things were done in Handel’s time, and 
juxtapose it with what is done in our time, is necessarily a curious exercise, 
but I hope it can be a worthwhile one too. 

 An earlier and more extended version of the section ‘Resources for char-
acterisation’ in  Chapter  5  was published in  Händel-Jahrbuch  54 (2008) 
as ‘Heldinnen aus Ariost:  Einige Gedanken über Händels Kunst der 
Charakterdarstellung’.   
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