
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Over the past 30 years, Friends have been providing transformational support for the Hall, ensuring this historic 

building remains a home for great music making. Enjoy the benefits of friendship by joining as a Friend today, and 

be a part of the Wigmore story.    

 

Wigmore Hall is a no smoking venue. No recording or photographic equipment may be taken into the auditorium nor used in any other part of the Hall without the prior 
written permission of the management.  
In accordance with the requirements of City of Westminster persons shall not be permitted to stand or sit in any of the gangways intersecting the seating, or to sit in any 
other gangways. If standing is permitted in the gangways at the sides and rear of the seating, it shall be limited to the number indicated in the notices exhibited in those 
positions. 
Disabled Access and Facilities - full details from 020 7935 2141. 
Wigmore Hall is equipped with a ‘Loop’ to help hearing aid users receive clear sound without background noise. Patrons can use this facility by switching hearing aids to 
‘T’. 

 
Please ensure that watch alarms, mobile phones and any other electrical devices which can become audible are switched off. Phones on a vibrate setting can still be heard, 
please switch off. 
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In April 1741, Handel gave the last performance of his 

career as a composer of opera. Deidamia only enjoyed 

three performances at the Lincoln’s Inn Fields theatre 

and sounded the death-knell of an operatic career that 

had been in decline for some time, due in part to a 

general cooling of English public love for Italian opera. It 

had also come, though, as a result of Handel’s own 

propensity to fall out with his singers, and after the 

establishment of an opera house by Prince Frederick to 

rival that of his parents, the Prince had poached all 

Handel’s best voices and thrown him out of the opera 

house in the process. 

What happened after the final performance of 

Deidamia is one of the few genuinely mystifying holes in 

Handel’s otherwise detailed and complete biography. 

There is some suggestion that he retreated to rural 

Leicestershire and the country house of his patron and 

librettist, the industrialist Charles Jennens. Although it 

cannot be certain that this was, in fact, what he did, 

since Handel only reappears in August that year by way 

of his signature on a joint venture with Jennens entitled 

simply Messiah, this remains the most likely explanation 

of how he spent the months after his embarrassment at 

the Opera of the Nobility. Whatever happened over that 

summer of 1741, it is clear that Handel had become so 

jaded and drained by the increasing antipathy of 

London’s elitist audiences that in November he was 

happy to accept an invitation to visit Dublin that had 

been extended to him by the city’s Lord Lieutenant. 

Bad weather in Chester delayed the departure of 

Handel’s boat to Dublin, and he was forced to take a 

room at a pub called the Golden Falcon for a few days 

while it cleared. A young Charles Burney, then only a 

schoolboy, wrote that he observed Handel 'smoking a 

pipe over a dish of coffee, at the Exchange Coffee-

house', and that he used the time he had to wait by 

searching out Edmund Baker, organist of Chester 

Cathedral, to ask if he could borrow some lay clerks to 

'try over the chorus which he intended to perform in 

Ireland'. As it happened, their sight-reading turned out 

to be less accurate than had been advertised, and 

Burney further recounts that after repeated failed 

attempts at 'And with his stripes we are healed', Handel 

swore at one singer in four or five different languages 

and shouted, 'You scoundrel! Did you not tell me you 

could sing at sight?' 'Yes, sir,' replied the bass, 'and so I 

can; but not at first sight.' 

Whether any of the musicians due to meet Handel in 

Dublin and also stranded at Chester knew well enough 

to avoid these read-throughs in the Falcon’s back room 

is impossible to say. However, the newspapers charting 

the composer’s progress towards Ireland noted the 

simultaneous arrival of some other famous names, 

come to perform as part of his visit. These included 

Christina Maria Avoglio, an acclaimed Italian soprano 

yet to fall out fully with Handel and therefore still 

available, and an organist named Mr Mclean (who had 

given a recital in Chester while waiting for the boat) 

travelling with his wife, a singer. Once established in 

Dublin, Handel crossed paths with a further number of 

musicians that impressed him greatly, including the 

singers of its two professional cathedral choirs, and the 

instrumentalists working under Matthew Dubourg, a 

former friend from London and master and composer to 

His Majesty’s Band in Ireland. Handel was enormously 

encouraged by the warmth of his reception, by the lofty 

but culturally liberated audiences, and even by their 

politeness as they listened intently and 'expressed their 

great satisfaction' with his music. His first concert 

showcased his extended ode L’Allegro, il Penseroso ed 
il Moderato and was so successful that it was extended 

into a set of six subscription concerts which, in turn, left 

audiences wanting Handel to provide them with more 

before he returned to England. 

It was now that Handel made a careful and calculated 

decision. Instead of returning to London, he entered 

into complicated negotiations with Jonathan Swift, Dean 

of St Patrick’s Cathedral, to mount a charity première of 

the unperformed score that he had brought with him 

and tried out on the lay clerks of Chester Cathedral. 

Without telling Jennens, on 13 April 1742 Messiah was 

premièred in the music hall on Fishamble Street to an 

audience so big and appreciative that many of its 

window-panes had been removed to provide extra 

ventilation, and ladies had to be entreated to 'be 

pleased to come without Hoops, as it will greatly 

increase the Charity, by making Room for more 

Company.' 

The charity in question to benefit from this 

performance was a consortium of the City Prison and 

two hospitals. Unlike performances of his music in 

London that were largely patronised by its social elite, 

one contemporary commentator on the Dublin Messiah 
noted that on this occasion 'Handel’s design drew 

together not only all the lovers of music, but all the 

friends of humanity.' So rapturous was the reception, in 

fact, that another performance had to be put on in June 

before Handel was free to leave for home in August. 

When Handel arrived back in London and explained 

himself to Jennens, his irritated patron made a number 

of changes to his libretto and its order, and Handel 

himself some further adjustments to the patchwork 

score to accommodate the larger forces on offer in 

London. Messiah was mounted relatively frequently in 

London over the course of the following decade – 

usually in similar and exclusive venues to his earlier 

operas – but to muted enthusiasm. It was not until 

Handel put on a charity performance in 1750 at the 

Foundling Hospital, of which he was a supporter, that 

the scale of the spiritual and communal statement 

made by Messiah was finally appreciated in his adopted 

home, and his standing with its audiences finally 

reframed and reinforced. In Dublin, though, they had 

loved it, and him, from the first. 
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Please turn the page quietly.





 

 
 
 

 




