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Audiences do not flock to concert halls to look at staff 
paper—every great work, no matter it’s magnificence in concep-
tion, requires performers to bring it to life. And yet, when studying 
works in the canon of Western classical music, the significance 

of the performer is often overlooked. George Frederic Handel’s (1685–1759) 
Messiah (1741) is perhaps the most popular piece of classical music ever 
composed, a reputation that was built with and through performers, both 
singers and instrumentalists, who undoubtedly influenced the work in the 
minds of the composer and his audiences. This article examines four of those 
performers and the music written for them in Messiah and Handel’s other 
works to explore the unique abilities that defined their voices. Understanding 
how those qualities impacted Messiah in composition and beyond can reshape 
our modern performances and our conceptions of performers’ roles in shap-
ing the Western canon.

GIULIA FRASI

Soprano Giulia Frasi (fl. 1740–c.1772) has been called Handel’s last prima 
donna.1 She first sang for Handel in 1749 and was his principal soprano 
until he died in 1759. He wrote roles specifically for her in his later oratorios, 
including the title roles in Susanna (1749) and Theodora (1750). Frasi was 
hailed as an expressive singer and capable actress, and her clear voice and 
excellent English diction made her an ideal soprano for oratorio.2 Since start-
ing work with Handel in 1749, Frasi sang in every performance of Messiah 
under the composer’s direction.3 Although the original soprano arias were 
obviously not written for her, Giulia Frasi’s talents still influenced the work 
in significant ways.

Before 1751, all but one performance of Messiah involved multiple sopranos.4 
The reason underlying this choice is unknown; perhaps Handel wanted differ-
ent vocal colors for different sections, perhaps he did not feel he could entrust 
the entirety of the work to one soprano. Frasi was one of only two sopranos to 
sing the whole role under the composer’s direction, and she did so in nearly 
every performance from 1752 on. As a result, we now conceive of the soprano 
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work in Messiah as a singular role. Frasi also popularized 
the 4/4 version of “Rejoice greatly, o daughter of Zion,” 
which was originally written in 12/8 meter (Example 1). 
The new, more virtuosic version was written for the 1749 
season, the first season in which Handel employed Frasi.6 
It’s likely that he wrote the common time version with 
her in mind, although his manuscripts do not make that 
explicit. Regardless, Frasi was the first soprano to perform 
the version that is still beloved today.

Susanna also premiered in 1749, the title role of 
which was explicitly meant for Frasi. Susanna’s arias 
therefore provide an interesting case study to evaluate 
Handel’s perception of Frasi’s vocal abilities and how 
Handel might have envisioned applying her talents in 
Messiah. These arias written for Frasi differ from many 
of Handel’s other soprano arias. Handel often takes his 
sopranos as high as B5, and keeps them generally above 
D4, but Frasi’s Handelian range extends from B3 to A5. 
Especially considering Baroque pitch, this range is what 
we expect from the modern mezzo soprano. The tes-
situra of these arias sits lower too, often in and around 
the primo passaggio (Example 2).

It is therefore no surprise that in our modern Fach 
system, many arias written for Frasi fall within the 
domain of dramatic sopranos or mezzos.8 Indeed, some 
of the most acclaimed performances of these roles have 
been given by mezzo sopranos, as, for example, Lorraine 
Hunt-Lieberson.9 Handel, with his exquisite knowledge 
of the voice, would have composed these arias only for a 
singer with considerable facility, beauty, and strength in 
her lower notes.10 Even acknowledging the differences 
between modern and Baroque ideas of registration, it 
is difficult to imagine that these arias could have been 
composed for a light soprano voice.11 Based on Handel’s 
music for her, it is likely that today Frasi’s voice would be 
classified as a full lyric or perhaps even dramatic soprano.

Example 1. G. F. Handel, “Rejoice greatly,” from Messiah, 
mm. 64–67.5

If, however, we think of Frasi as a modern dramatic 
soprano, it is difficult to imagine that the common time 
version of “Rejoice greatly” could have been composed 
with her voice in mind. The same twentieth century 
voice pedagogues that call “If guiltless blood be your 
intent” a dramatic soprano aria classify “Rejoice greatly” 
as an aria for coloraturas.12 Pedagogues of the eighteenth 
century, however, particularly Pier Francesco Tosi, 
stress the importance of training all voices, regardless of 
size, to sing rapid coloratura, as it was required not just 
by “Rejoice greatly,” but by much of the music of that 
period.13 Although the tessitura and range of “Rejoice” 
differ from Handel’s other work for Frasi, the demands 
for vocal agility are quite similar, as excerpts from 
“Guilt trembling” and “Rejoice greatly” demonstrate 
(Example 3).14

Modern audiences are often more likely to encounter 
lighter voices, such as those of Kathleen Battle or Emma 
Kirkby, singing the soprano solos in Messiah. This 
predilection for lighter voices seems to have developed 
alongside a focus on historical performance practice, 
and yet it runs counter to what is known about Giulia 
Frasi, the soprano Handel chose most often to perform 
this work.

GAETANO GUADAGNI

For just a handful of performances of Messiah, between 
1750 and 1755, Handel employed Gaetano Guadagni 
(1728–1792) as his alto soloist.17 Guadagni was one 
of the last great castrati and would go on to premiere 
the role of Orfeo in Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice.18 His 
“full and well-toned countertenor voice”19 inspired 
audiences and Handel alike. In 1750, Handel rewrote 
“But who may abide” and “Thou art gone up on high” 
specifically for Guadagni.20 At this point in his career, 
Guadagni was a complete novice in oratorio, which 
may explain Handel’s choice to employ another alto 
soloist alongside Guadagni for the 1750 performance.21 
And yet, even as an untested artist in this genre, Handel 
composed two new settings for his voice. Whether this 
was due to an astoundingly beautiful voice and impec-
cable technique or perhaps the more practical concern 
of providing a singer of Guadagni’s caliber with enough 
arias, these new settings make Guadagni’s appeal and 
skill as a performer clear. His versions of these arias are 
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Example 2. G. F. Handel, “If guiltless blood be your intent,” from 
Susanna, mm. 40–48.7

Example 3. G. F. Handel, a) “Guilt trembling spoke my doom,” from Susanna, 
mm. 59–61;15 b) “Rejoice greatly,” from Messiah, mm. 71–76.16

a)

b)
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the most popular today and were used in the Foundling 
Hospital performances through the end of Handel’s life, 
although in transposition.22 Despite his relatively short 
tenure with Handel, Guadagni is the only singer whose 
name appears on any Messiah manuscripts. Additionally, 
since these arias were previously sung by the bass soloist 
and then later transposed for the soprano, Guadagni’s 
presence forever altered the scope of Messiah for not 
only future alto soloists, but also sopranos and basses.23

The timbre and capabilities of the castrato instrument 
are an enigma to modern listeners. There is but one 
extant recording of castrato Alessandro Moreschi, and 
it is of course impossible to extrapolate from a single 
voice the qualities inherent to all castrati.24 But despite 
our inability to clearly imagine his tone, information 
about Guadagni’s voice abounds both in contemporane-
ous accounts of his performances and in the music that 
was written for him. He was known as an exceptional 
actor—one reviewer stated that he had no equal on the 
European stage.25 By 1753, after having studied English 
declamation with Charles Burney, it was said that he 
performed better in English than in his native Italian.26 
His skill at negotiating the registers of his voice is specifi-
cally noted, and the music that Handel wrote for him 
requires exquisite control and coordination of vocal 
registration.27 Handel composed the role of Didymus in 
Theodora (1750) for Guadagni, and the vocal demands 
of this role closely match those of the Guadagni setting 
of “But who may abide.”28 By examining the demands of 
these arias, written by the same composer quite possibly 
in the same year, we can discern some of the skills and 
qualities unique to Guadagni’s voice.

Despite his own preference for syllabic singing rather 
than highly melismatic arias, Guadagni’s voice must have 
been sufficiently, if not exceptionally, flexible.29 Nearly 
all of Handel’s arias for him call for ostentatious runs 
and melismas (Example 4).

Handel exploits Guadagni’s talent for negotiating the 
registers of the voice in multiple ways. Both in the role 
of Didymus and in Guadagni’s Messiah arias, the singer 
is required to execute melismas that quickly traverse a 
large range. Note that in both Example 4 excerpts the 
runs span at least an octave and a third in two mea-
sures or less. These arias also present the singer with 
a different kind of registration challenge: phrases with 

isolated high notes, approached and departed by large 
leaps (Example 5).

Handel’s arias for Guadagni also regularly feature 
heavy orchestration in the B sections, with reiterated 
notes in all the strings. These passages tend to align 
with heightened emotion in the text and often include 
a shift in mode or tonal center (Example 6). Guadagni’s 
apparent ability to contend with these thick textures 
indicates his lower and middle voice was strong. Note 
that the runs in “But who may abide” require that the 
singer perform such feats of registration and agility in 
the context of this relatively thick orchestration.

Both of the new settings for Guadagni, “But who 
may abide” and “Thou art gone up on high,” require 
these talents in ways that previous versions did not. The 
original “But who may abide” tested the range and reg-
istration of the bass soloist, but required far less agility. 
The increased demands for flexibility, plus the frenetic 
orchestration made possible by a large instrument, yield 
the raging text painting of the “refiner’s fire” that is 
unique to the Guadagni version. The range and tessitura 
of both arias were altered to suit Guadagni’s low voice.36 
The original bass version of “Thou art gone up on high” 
maintains a high tessitura for the bass. But the revision 
for Guadagni allows him to sit comfortably in his middle 
octave for the majority of the aria, which seems to shift 
the affect of the piece from one of triumph and might 
to comfort and peace. Both Guadagni revisions feature 
lines that traverse the range of each piece in unexpected 
and thrilling ways, undoubtedly inspired by Guadagni’s 
skillful vocal technique.

JOHN BEARD

The “first star tenor of the London stage”37 was also 
Handel’s star tenor. John Beard (c.1717–1791) sang 
more Handel roles under Handel’s direction, and more 
Messiah performances, than any other singer.38 Except 
for those in 1749 and 1750, John Beard sang the tenor 
role in Messiah in every performance under Handel’s 
direction from 1745 to the composer’s death in 1759.39 
He was an audience favorite, with some calling him the 
“finest English singer of the age.”40 Charles Burney, in 
his History of Music, praised his conduct, musical knowl-
edge, and “intelligence as an actor.”41 Beard’s training 
in music began early—as a boy chorister at the Chapel 
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Royal—and he was thus known as an excellent musi-
cian and sight-reader. He left the Chapel Royal choir in 
October of 1734 after his voice changed, and he made 
his debut as a tenor under Handel’s direction in Il Pastor 
Fido just two weeks later.42 In one letter recounting the 
performance, Handel was said to be “full of [Beard’s] 
praises.”43 This was the start to a beautiful working 
relationship, and Handel went on to write 28 roles in 
operas and oratorios specifically for Beard.44

Among these 28 roles, however, the tenor work in 
Messiah is not one, at least explicitly. While we know 
that Handel generally wrote for specific singers, the 
two Guadagni arias are the only pieces of Messiah with 
a specific name attached.45 Handel composed most of 
his oratorios for a specific set of singers hired well in 

advance for London premieres, but Messiah’s premiere 
took place in Dublin.46 Whether or not this premiere 
locale was Handel’s intention at the outset of composi-
tion is still debated, but it seems clear that Handel did 
not know who the first Messiah soloists would be during 
the composition process.47 Even so, Handel was not in 
the practice of writing for generic tenors; he very likely 
had a specific voice in mind.48 Perhaps it was Beard, not 
just because he was arguably Handel’s favorite tenor, 
but also because immediately after completing Messiah, 
Handel set to work on Samson (1741), in which the 
title role was explicitly meant for Beard.49 Furthermore, 
Handel likely anticipated London performances, par-
ticularly because Charles Jennens, Messiah’s librettist, 
intended the work for the London Lenten season.50 Who 

Example 4. G. F. Handel, a) “The raptur’d soul,” from Theodora, mm. 24–26;30 
b) “But who may abide,” from Messiah, mm. 69–74.31

a)

b)
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else but John Beard’s voice could have been in Handel’s 
ear as he wrote “Every valley”?

Vocally, it seems that John Beard was capable of 
almost anything. Handel’s writing for him varies greatly 
in terms of tempo, range, coloratura, melody, and 
style. Perhaps his versatility is why Handel so clearly 
enjoyed working with Beard. However, a few patterns 
emerge when comparing the arias for Samson and 
the tenor work in Messiah that hint at a connection 
between these two roles. In many places, Handel seems 
to prefer short phrases for Beard. Certainly his music 
contains extended phrases, but they are generally full 
of coloratura. The long, languid lines that often appear 
in Handel’s music are difficult to find in Samson or in 
the tenor work from Messiah. On the contrary, very 
short phrases, often of just a measure, occur in Beard’s 
arias regardless of affect or the phrasing of the text—in 
many cases Handel breaks up a sentence to create this 
effect (Example 7).

Handel’s arias for Beard are also replete with large, 
dramatic leaps. This kind of vocal motion occurs par-
ticularly often in the role of Samson, and it requires a 
specific coordination and skill from the singer. Messiah’s 
tenor arias often demand this feat (Example 8).

Handel’s music for Beard was often heroic; in addi-
tion to premiering the role of Samson, Beard was also 
the first Judas in Judas Maccabeus.57 The Grove Book of 
Opera Singers goes so far as to state that these leading 
male roles set for Beard helped establish the natural 
male voice as dominant over castrati in London.58 One 
could argue that there is no hero in Messiah besides the 
titular savior, but the tenor arias present an undeniable 
air of triumph and strength. The tenor is the first to 
speak to the audience in “Comfort ye my people” and 
“Every valley shall be exalted.” He welcomes and calms 
the listener, pardons Jerusalem, and then victoriously 
heralds impending salvation. In “Thou shalt break 
them,” he threatens the kings of the earth who “take 

Example 5. G. F. Handel, a) “The raptur’d soul,” from Theodora, 
mm. 80–81;32 b) “But who may abide,” from Messiah, mm. 122–123.33

a)

b)
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Example 6. G. F. Handel, a) “The raptur’d soul,” from Theodora, mm. 90–92;34 b) “But who may abide,” from Messiah, 
mm. 66–70.35

a)

b)

counsel together against the Lord” with resolute and 
righteous retribution.59 In “O Death where is thy sting?” 
our hero returns one last time, in duet with the alto, to 
proclaim victory on our behalf. The placement and tone 
of these arias present the tenor as the audience’s guide 
and protector, and no tenor was more trusted, both by 
Handel and by London audiences, than John Beard.60

THEODORE REINHOLD

Theodore Reinhold (d. 1751), sometimes known as 
Henry Theodore, at other times as Thomas, became 
Handel’s principal bass soloist in 1736.61 He sang with 

the composer until his own passing in 1751, a tenure 
that included every London performance of Messiah 
during his lifetime.62 As was true for John Beard, the bass 
role in Messiah was not expressly written for Reinhold, 
even though he was Handel’s principal bass at the time. 
Samson, however, contains two arias written for explic-
itly for Reinhold. These arias, sung by the character 
Harapha the Giant, bear remarkable similarities to the 
bass arias in Messiah, and these similarities, in conjunc-
tion with the unusual location of Messiah’s premiere, 
suggest that the bass role in Messiah may have been 
written with Reinhold’s voice in mind, despite the lack 
of explicit designation.
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The first of the Samson arias is a triumphant declara-
tion in the major mode with bold arpeggiated chords 
and scalar melismas, in a style akin to “Why do the 
nations so furiously rage together” (Example 9). The 

chord progressions and structure are quite similar. 
Both arias, at least in their original conceptions, are 
in ABA form, with the main theme repeated twice in 
the A section, the second time with a modulation. The 

Example 7. G. F. Handel, a) “Total eclipse,” from Samson, mm. 13–17;51 b) “Thus when the sun from’s 
wat’ry bed,” from Samson, mm. 9–12;52 c) “Behold and see,” from Messiah, mm. 7–12.53

c)

b)

a)
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B sections of both arias are relatively short and set in 
the relative minor.

The comparison between Harapha’s second aria, 
“Presuming slave” and “The people who walked in 
darkness” is uncanny. Both arias, set in the minor 
mode, feature a tonally wandering melodic line and 
unison orchestration (Example 10). These arias from 
Samson and Messiah are undeniably musically similar, 
but they are sung by completely different characters 
and serve very different dramatic purposes. Harapha 
is a Philistine guard who scorns the God of Israel, and 
“Presuming slave” is his attempt to humiliate Samson 
in the third act. The bass arias in Messiah project a holy, 
even prophetic persona, and “The people who walked 
in darkness” foretells Christ’s birth in Part 1 of Messiah. 
The subject matter, function, and characters of these 
arias—written mere weeks apart from each other—are 
unrelated. What else could possibly connect them but 
their intended singer?

Reinhold is the most elusive of the four singers pre-
sented here. He is rarely discussed by music historians 
of the time, and they do little more than list his roles or 

mention him in passing while detailing the work of other 
singers. Most of what is known about his voice must 
therefore be discerned from studying the music that was 
written for him. His range in his Handelian work was 
G2–F4—the same range of the bass solos in Messiah.67 
As for his timbre, here again Samson affords an excellent 
opportunity for analysis. Samson has two bass roles, but 
Reinhold was cast as Harapha the Giant, the lower of the 
two—likely indicating a larger, deeper voice.68

Beyond his vocal technique, Reinhold gained a reputa-
tion as an excellent actor, especially after his portrayal of 
the Dragon in Lampe’s The Dragon of Wantley.69 Handel 
made great use of Reinhold’s talent as an actor by casting 
him in a variety of roles, from Pharaoh in Joseph and his 
Brethren to the title role in Hercules.70

SO WHAT?

Two qualities seem to unite all four of these singers. 
The first is the size of their voices. In recent decades, as 
more scholars and performers have focused on Baroque 
performance practice, a bias toward lighter voices in 
Handelian work has developed. But many of the vocal 

a)

b)

Example 8. G. F. Handel, a) “Torments, alas,” from Samson, mm. 29–38;54 b) “Thou 
shalt break them with a rod of iron,” from Messiah, mm. 22–25.56
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lines in Messiah seem destined for lower, larger voices 
by their tessitura, their orchestration, and their charac-
ter. Frasi, Guadagni, Beard, and Reinhold likely bore 
a greater resemblance to Eileen Farrell or Jon Vickers, 
who gave famous Messiah performances in the twentieth 
century that are now thought to be historically inaccu-
rate.71 My intent is not to suggest that light lyric voice 
types should not sing Messiah—modern performances 
prove constantly that it can be artfully done. Rather, the 
idea is that no voice should be considered too operatic 
or heavy to perform Messiah, as long as it can move as 
the music demands.

Secondly, Frasi, Guadagni, Beard, and Reinhold all 
garnered praise as actors. Some say the narrative of 
Messiah is difficult to discern, others say it does not 
exist, but it can be no coincidence that Handel’s most 
influential soloists for this work excelled at telling stories. 

Handel was a dramatist, who took great care with his 
libretti. Records of his conversations with his librettist, 
Charles Jennens, indicate that they squabbled over even 
the smallest changes to Jennens’s original draft, such as 
whether or not it was appropriate to use “them” rather 
than the scriptural “him” in the aria “How beautiful are 
the feet of them.”72 To Handel and Jennens, every word 
pulled from scripture was an important part of the story, 
but modern singers and audiences alike are so saturated 
in this music that these performances can become “park 
and bark”73 affairs. Handel made it clear in whom he 
chose to deliver this music to his audiences that Messiah 
is a story and should be well told.

The degree to which these voices inspired Handel in 
his composition of Messiah is unknowable. Nevertheless, 
Frasi, Guadagni, Beard, and Reinhold were more than 
just fortunate singers who happened to find themselves 

Example 9. G. F. Handel, a) “Honor and arms,” from Samson, mm. 15–18;63 b) “Why 
do the nations so furiously rage together,” from Messiah, mm. 16–18.64

a)

b)
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adjacent to history. These four undoubtedly shaped 
Messiah in the eyes of its earliest audiences and therefore 
deserve some credit for its success. Repeatedly choosing 
these singers and their specific talents was not an acci-
dent, but rather a statement about Messiah’s message and 
how it should be delivered and received. Understanding 
the singers Handel chose, the original vessels of Messiah, 
illuminates more of Handel’s intention, and reminds us 
of the power of the performer.
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