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Program Notes 

 

One of the interesting things about the origin of Messiah is the fact that when Handel 

was writing this signature work in 1741, he, unlike his predecessors Bach and 

Telemann, was not composing under contract with a church. He was, however, 

exceptionally popular, having established a stellar reputation in the field of opera. In 

1737 Handel turned from a 39-year focus on composing operas, a declining genre in 

England, toward developing the oratorio genre, more as a matter of practicality than 

religiosity. In most of his oratorios Handel paraphrased Biblical texts, focusing on 

characters and setting them as stories similar to characters in his operas. In Messiah, 

Handel’s librettist Charles Jennins sets the text using actual Biblical phrases rather 

than paraphrasing the text and setting it as “story.” The central idea then is not a 

representation of the life of Christ, but rather a dialogue of the struggle of dark and 

light and the ultimate redemption of humanity. Tonight’s performance focuses on Part 

I with texts combining the prophecies of Isaiah, Haggai, Malachi and Zechariah and 

the gospels of Matthew and Luke, juxtaposed against the stirring words of 

“Hallelujah” and “Worthy is the Lamb” from the book of Revelations. Though it was 

originally written to be performed during the Easter season, no Christmas season 

seems complete without a public performance of this monumental work. Thank you 

for helping us continue this tradition as an offering to and celebration of our 

community. 
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Lillian Quackenbush is associate professor and chair of the Department of Music at Columbia 

College. Her musical resume includes numerous performances of Handel’s Messiah as chorus 

member, soloist, and conductor. Dr. Quackenbush is the founder/artistic director of the Sandlapper 

Singers, a 25-voice professional choral ensemble, and she also serves as Director of Music at 

Shandon Presbyterian Church. She has had an extensive career as a vocal performer in musical 

theater, opera, and oratorio and frequently serves as clinician for choral festivals and workshops. 
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