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Praise for Every Valley

‘A mesmerising journey of musical genius through one of the most fascinating and creative moments in human history’ Amanda Foreman

‘A book of power and glory, brimming with emotion and dazzling in its reach’ Stacy Schiff

‘As compelling as a symphony with a full choir of amazing characters. Unforgettable’ Simon Sebag Montefiore

‘Much closer to the teeming panorama of a novel like War and Peace than the narrow focus of most books about music history … It takes a rare blend of scholarship, ingenuity and empathy to weave together the stories of the mostly distressed souls who, one way or another, were connected with Messiah’s creation … King expertly juggles these individuals’ stories and a lot more besides … Riveting’ The Times, Book of the Week

‘Charles King’s fascinating history of Handel’s most famous work shows it in a whole new light … His book humanises the work’s exalted creators and demonstrates that the Messiah is not a pompous manifesto of faith but a troubled, often desperate quest for consolation’ Observer ‘By following the links between individuals who are connected by varying degrees of separation with the work’s original creation and promotion, the author discovers that this one musical piece can stimulate joined-up insights into almost every significant aspect of its period: cultural, political, social, economic … [King’s] technique is often cinematic … A truly informative, imaginative and engaging work’ Financial Times

‘Fascinating … King’s narrative is wide-ranging, taking in not just the ailing composer and his circle … [and] how the Messiah coincided with the birth of the Enlightenment … In King’s telling, the “Hallelujah” chorus is just one rousing highlight among many’ New Statesman

‘In an engagingly written story … Charles King explores the background to a work which he considers the greatest piece of participatory art ever created. King’s discursive and genial approach … make for enjoyable reading’ BBC Music Magazine

‘King’s story weaves together five parallel plots with imagination, enthusiasm and erudition … Engaging’ BBC History Magazine

‘[King is] a splendid writer … Fascinating’ Atlantic

‘Compelling. King transforms Handel’s world into a place we can all recognise and understand as the foundation for our own’ Washington Post

‘Engaging and enthusiastic … King handles a very large cast of characters and source material with energy, intelligence and aplomb’ Literary Review

‘An adroitly threaded account of Handel’s life and achievements [that] opens out to a colourful gallery of eighteenth-century personalities who played a part in making Messiah what it was … Readable, well researched and rich with detail’ Gramophone

‘A book rich with quirky characters living under strange circumstances: eccentric royals, visionary benefactors, financial collapses, theatrical triumphs and career meltdowns … We are plunged into the hectic mayhem of London life’ New York Times

‘In Every Valley Charles King … sets out to explain the Messiah’s enduring popularity … King interweaves the lives of several people directly or tangentially connected with it [and] accompanies these with analyses of Georgian life and thought … The result is a densely textured history of the era’ New York Review of Books

‘Smartly written … In explaining the social and biographical background of the story of Messiah, King brings the masterpiece to life – and keeps it alive’ Washington Examiner

‘A work of vivid social and cultural commentary, [as well as] an in-depth study of artistic creation’ New York Times Book Review

‘Charles King shows how Handel’s epic work, the Messiah, sprang not from one solitary composer’s genius but from the dramatic interplay of eighteenth-century lives and their times. Fascinating and accessible to all’ Henry Louis Gates Jr

‘Vividly depicting life in Britain during the turbulence of the 1700s, Charles King celebrates Handel’s Messiah as a glorious beacon of hope’ Elaine Pagels

‘Charles King’s erudition is remarkable but never obtrusive, for he is a wonderful story-teller. Every Valley is eighteenth-century history as page-turner, evoking both tears and laughter’ Archie Brown
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“The Famous Mr. Hendel”

LONDON, 1717

The Thames was tiled1 with boats late on a midsummer Wednesday, the kind of liquid English evening where twilight seems to last forever. His Most Sacred Majesty George I, three years into his reign, had set out in a gilded barge around eight o’clock. River craft brimming with duchesses, earls, and other “Persons of Quality,”2 as one witness put it, now jostled for position near him on the water. On another ceremonial barge, fifty violinists, trumpeters, and other musicians cycled through minuets, airs, and hornpipes.

Surrounding the courtiers in silk gowns and powdered wigs, commoners paddled along in their own rowboats and skiffs, laughing and hurling creative insults at one another across the water. “You pimps to your own mothers, stallions to your sisters, … christened out of a chamber pot, how dare you show your ugly faces upon the river of Thames, and fright the king’s swans?”3 rowers and wherrymen were known to cry. “You offspring of a dunghill, and brothers to a pumpkin … hold your tongues … or I’ll whet my needle upon mine arse and sew your lips together,” might come the reply.

As the raucous procession passed by, onlookers gawked and chittered on dry land. The people, reported a Swiss observer, were “sans nombre.”4 Every now and then, a cheer might ripple through the ranks, starting beyond earshot and rolling closer, like a rainstorm combing through a clump of willows.

To any newcomer in the crowd, nature itself seemed to bend to the king’s will. From Whitehall to Westminster, past Lambeth and the pleasure gardens at Vauxhall, the slow-moving current was drawing the boats, astonishingly, upriver. A child on the embankment could have challenged the sovereign to a race and won—by running in what would have been, on any ordinary day, the wrong direction.

The entire affair, it turned out, had been planned on a waterman’s secret.

Travelers coming to London5 by sea were sometimes surprised when their sailing ships anchored at the mouth of the Thames and then simply waited—not for a shift in the wind but for a change in the water. Depending on the hour, the river flowed either forward or backward, pushed along by the estuarial tide, carrying lost boots, schools of pike and carp, occasionally corpses, and just now royals and nobility headed toward supper and an evening’s entertainment at a garden villa upstream in Chelsea. Early the next morning, with the water returned to its normal state, George floated back home and allowed everyone finally to retire to bed.

Two days later, when a newspaper gave an account of the outing, the most remarkable thing was reckoned to be not the king and his mobile court, swept along by a reversible river, but rather “the finest Symphonies, compos’d express for this Occasion,”6 and the German who had written them. He was thirty-two years old, graced with a royal pension, and comfortable in four languages. He was said to have survived a sword






































Charles Jennens’s Messiah Libretto

Handel’s handwritten score of the Messiah has survived down to the present and is held in the British Library. The score from the first Dublin concert, written out by a copyist, is housed at the Bodleian Library in Oxford. Jennens’s original pages for the libretto, however, have been lost. The earliest published version is the 1742 Dublin wordbook, printed by George Faulkner, which was so full of what Jennens called “Bulls,” or misprints—or possibly other mistakes that Jennens blamed on Handel—that he was disgusted when he saw it.

Copies of the 1742 wordbook are today exceedingly rare. One surfaced in 1891 in Dublin, “among some old books exposed for sale,”1 and is now in the British Library. Another was owned2 by the godson of the composer Sir Arthur Sullivan (of Gilbert and Sullivan fame), before being gathered into an unparalleled private trove of music manuscripts and letters, the Heineman Foundation Library, and then passing to the Library of Congress.

Jennens might have had a hand in editing a new wordbook produced in 1743 by the printer Thomas Wood for Handel’s London performances. This version came to light3 in the 1970s in Massachusetts and now resides in the collection of the Morgan Library and Museum in New York. It began with the same epigraphs that Jennens had supplied for the Dublin premiere: the Latin quotation from Virgil and the passage laying out the essentials of Christian belief, compiled from New Testament verses in 1 Timothy 3:16 and Colossians 2:3. The main text altered some spellings from the 1742 version and divided the libretto not only into the standard three parts but also into numbered quasi-scenes. It also changed the attribution line on the title page from “Compos’d by” Handel, as the original Dublin wordbook had it, to “Set to Musick” by him. Since Jennens never seems to have sought public credit for his contribution to the Messiah, the change might simply have reflected the feeling that no one should claim to have “composed” a work made up of sacred scripture.

With a wordbook in hand, a listener could follow along through the work as Jennens seems to have imagined it: not so much a series of scenes in a plot as legs of a theological and philosophical journey. The 1743 text is somewhat different from how performances of the Messiah usually run today, but it is perhaps as close as history can come to Jennens’s intentions.




MESSIAH, AN ORATORIO.


Set to Musick by George-Frederic Handel, Esq.



MAJORA CANAMUS.

And without Controversy, great is the Mystery of Godliness: God was manifested in the Flesh, justify’d by the Spirit, seen of Angels, preached among the Gentiles, believed on in the World, received up in Glory.

In whom are hid all the Treasures of Wisdom and Knowledge.

PART I.

I.

RECITATIVE, accompanied.

Comfort ye, comfort ye my People, saith your God; speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem, and cry unto her, that her Warfare is accomplished, that her Iniquity is pardon’d.

The Voice of him that crieth in the Wilderness, Prepare ye the Way of the Lord, make straight in the Desert a Highway for our God.

SONG.

Every Valley shall be exalted, and every Mountain and Hill made low, the Crooked straight, and the rough Places plain.

CHORUS.

And the Glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all Flesh shall see it together; for the Mouth of the Lord hath spoken it.

II.

RECITATIVE, accompanied.

Thus saith the Lord of Hosts; Yet once a little while, and I will shake the Heavens and the Earth; the Sea, and the dry Land:

And I will shake all Nations; and the Desire of all Nations shall come.

The Lord whom ye seek shall suddenly come to his Temple, even the Messenger of the Covenant, whom ye delight in: Behold He shall come, saith the Lord of Hosts.

SONG.

But who may abide the Day of his coming? And who shall stand when He appeareth?

For He is like a Refiner’s Fire:

CHORUS.

And He shall purify the Sons of Levi, that they may offer unto the Lord an Offering in Righteousness.

III.

RECITATIVE.

Behold, a Virgin shall conceive, and bear a Son, and shall call his Name Emmanuel, GOD WITH Us.

SONG and CHORUS.

O thou that tellest good Tidings to Zion, get thee up into the high Mountain: O thou that tellest good Tidings to Jerusalem, lift up thy Voice with Strength; lift it up, be not afraid: Say unto the Cities of Judah, Behold your God.

Arise, shine, for thy Light is come, and the Glory of the Lord is risen upon thee.

RECITATIVE, accompanied.

For behold, Darkness shall cover the Earth, and gross Darkness the People; but the Lord shall arise upon thee, and his Glory shall be seen upon thee.

And the Gentiles shall come to thy Light, and Kings to the Brightness of thy Rising.

SONG.

The People that walked in Darkness have seen a great Light; they that dwell in the Land of the Shadow of Death, upon them hath the Light shined.

CHORUS.

For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given; and the Government shall be upon his Shoulder; and his Name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The Mighty God, The Everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace.

IV.

RECITATIVE.

There were Shepherds abiding in the Field, keeping Watch over their Flock by Night.

SONG.

And lo, an Angel of the Lord came upon them, and the Glory of the Lord shone round about them, and they were sore afraid.

RECITATIVE.

And the Angel said unto them, Fear not; for behold, I bring you good Tidings of great Joy, which shall be to all People:

For unto you is born this Day, in the City of David, a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.

RECITATIVE, accompanied.

And suddenly there was with the Angel a Multitude of the heavenly Host, praising God, and saying,

CHORUS.

Glory to God in the Highest, and on Earth Peace, Good Will towards Men.

V.

SONG.

Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Sion, shout, O Daughter of Jerusalem; behold thy King cometh unto thee:

He is the righteous Saviour; and He shall speak Peace unto the Heathen.

RECITATIVE.

Then shall the Eyes of the Blind be open’d, and the Ears of the Deaf unstopped; then shall the lame Man leap as a Hart, and the Tongue of the Dumb shall sing.

SONG.

He shall feed his Flock like a Shepherd: He shall gather the Lambs with his Arm, and carry them in his Bosom, and gently lead those that are with young.

Come unto Him all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and He will give you Rest.

Take his Yoke upon you, and learn of Him; for He is meek and lowly in Heart: and ye shall find Rest unto your Souls.

CHORUS.

For his Yoke is easy, and his Burden is light.

The End of the FIRST PART.

PART II.

I.

CHORUS.

Behold the Lamb of God, that taketh away the Sin of the World!

SONG.

He was despised and rejected of Men, a Man of Sorrows, and acquainted with Grief.

He gave his Back to the Smiters, and his Cheeks to them that plucked off the Hair: He hid not his Face from Shame and Spitting.

CHORUS.

Surely He hath born our Griefs, and carried our Sorrows:

He was wounded for our Transgressions, He was bruised for our Iniquities; the Chastisement of our Peace was upon Him, and with His Stripes we are healed.

CHORUS.

All we, like Sheep, have gone astray, we have turned every one to his own Way, and the Lord hath laid on Him the Iniquity of us all.

RECITATIVE, accompanied.

All they that see him laugh him to scorn; they shoot out their Lips, and shake their Heads, saying,

CHORUS.

He trusted in God, that He would deliver him: Let him deliver him, if he delight in him.

RECITATIVE, accompanied.

Thy Rebuke hath broken his Heart; He is full of Heaviness: He looked for some to have Pity on him, but there was no Man, neither found he any to comfort him.

SONG.

Behold, and see, if there be any Sorrow like unto His Sorrow!

II.

RECITATIVE, accompanied.

He was cut off out of the Land of the Living: For the Transgression of thy People was He stricken.

SONG.

But Thou didst not leave his Soul in Hell, nor didst Thou suffer thy Holy One to see Corruption.

III.

SEMICHORUS.

Lift up your Heads, O ye Gates, and be ye lift up, ye everlasting Doors, and the King of Glory shall come in.

SEMICHORUS.

Who is this King of Glory?

SEMICHORUS.

The Lord Strong and Mighty; the Lord Mighty in Battle.

SEMICHORUS.

Lift up your Heads, O ye Gates, and be ye lift up, ye everlasting Doors, and the King of Glory shall come in.

SEMICHORUS.

Who is this King of Glory?

SEMICHORUS.

The Lord of Hosts: He is the King of Glory.

IV.

RECITATIVE.

Unto which of the Angels said He at any time, Thou art my Son, this Day have I begotten thee?

CHORUS.

Let all the Angels of God worship Him.

V.

SONG.

Thou art gone up on High; Thou hast led Captivity captive, and received Gifts for Men, yea, even for thine Enemies, that the Lord God might dwell among them.

CHORUS.

The Lord gave the Word: Great was the Company of the Preachers.

DUETTO and CHORUS.

How beautiful are the Feet of them that bring good Tidings, Tidings of Salvation; that say unto Sion, thy God reigneth, break forth into Joy, thy God reigneth!

SONG.

Their Sound is gone out into all Lands, and their Words unto the Ends of the World.

VI.

SONG.

Why do the Nations so furiously rage together? and why do the People imagine a vain Thing?

The Kings of the Earth rise up, and the Rulers take Counsel together against the Lord and against his Anointed.

CHORUS.

Let us break their Bonds asunder, and cast away their Yokes from us.

VII.

RECITATIVE.

He that dwelleth in Heaven shall laugh them to scorn; the Lord shall have them in Derision.

SONG.

Thou shalt break them with a Rod of Iron; Thou shalt dash them in pieces like a Potter’s Vessel.

VIII.

CHORUS.

Hallelujah! for the Lord God Omnipotent reigneth.

The Kingdom of this World is become the Kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ; and He shall reign for ever and ever, King of Kings, and Lord of Lords. Hallelujah!

The End of the SECOND PART.

PART III.

I.

SONG.

I Know that my Redeemer liveth, and that He shall stand at the latter Day upon the Earth:

And tho’ Worms destroy this Body, yet in my Flesh shall I see God.

For now is Christ risen from the Dead, the First-Fruits of them that sleep.

CHORUS.

Since by Man came Death, by Man came also the Resurrection of the Dead.

For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive.

II.

RECITATIVE, accompanied.

Behold, I tell you a Mystery: We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a Moment, in the Twinkling of an Eye, at the last Trumpet.

SONG.

The Trumpet shall sound, and the Dead shall be raised incorruptible, and We shall be changed.

For this Corruptible must put on Incorruption, and this Mortal must put on Immortality.

III.

RECITATIVE.

Then shall be brought to pass the Saying that is written; Death is swallow’d up in Victory.

DUETTO.

O Death, where is thy Sting? O Grave, where is thy Victory?

The Sting of Death is Sin, and the Strength of Sin is the Law.

CHORUS.

But Thanks be to God, who giveth Us the Victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.

SONG.

If God be for us, who can be against us?

Who shall lay any thing to the Charge of God’s Elect?

It is God that justifieth; who is he that condemneth?

It is Christ that died, yea, rather that is risen again; who is at the Right-Hand of God; who maketh Intercession for us.

IV.

CHORUS.

Worthy is the Lamb that was slain, and hath redeemed us to God by his Blood, to receive Power, and Riches, and Wisdom, and Strength, and Honour, and Glory, and Blessing.

Blessing, and Honour, and Glory, and Power, be unto Him that sitteth upon the Throne, and unto the Lamb, for ever and ever. Amen.

FINIS.




Author’s Note

In the eighteenth century, spelling, capitalization, and punctuation were idiosyncratic. I have followed the usage in the original texts unless doing so would create confusion or unnecessary strangeness, such as in reported speech. The same goes for now-outdated labels for categories of people.

The current, or Gregorian, calendar came into use in Britain and its overseas colonies by act of Parliament in September 1752. Before then, Britain was eleven days behind the modern system, which had already been adopted in parts of continental Europe. Moreover, the new year began not on January 1 but on the Feast of the Annunciation, or Lady Day, March 25. Events in the intervening months can thus seem to be off by an entire year from how they would be reckoned today. (That is why Handel’s gravesite in Westminster Abbey confusingly gives his birth year as 1684, which, given that he was born on February 23, we would now call 1685.) I have used the calendar appropriate to the place and time of the action, with the exception of the hazy period from January to March, where I give the year as it would be calculated now.
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