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WELCOME
From St. Giles Cripplegate
Fore St Ave, Barbican,
London EC2Y 8DA
St Giles’ Cripplegate is one of the few
remaining medieval churches in the
City of London and, after surviving
devastating bombing during the
Blitz, it sits at the heart of the modern
Barbican development. It is thought
that there has been a church on this
spot for one thousand years. We know
nothing about the early Saxon church,
which was probably a little chantry or
chapel made of wattle and daub. In
1090, a Norman church stood on this
site, built by Alfune, Bishop of London,
who afterwards assisted Rahere, the
founder of nearby St Bartholomew’s, in
building the neighbouring church of St
Bartholomew the Great.
Some time during the Middle Ages, the
church was dedicated to St Giles. The
church’s full name is “St Giles’ without
Cripplegate”. The name “Cripplegate”
refers to one of the gates through the
old City wall, which had its origins
in Roman times as a fortification to
protect the Roman city from attackers.
The interior of St Giles’ is spacious, with
arcades of pillars separating the north
and south aisles from the nave. The
main difference between the present
and the medieval church is that the
separation of the chancel and the nave
has become less obvious. There is now
little to show the difference, except
the corbels representing musicians
which support the clerestory shafts of
the original chancel. What appears
to be a remarkably truncated chancel

Not far from Handel’s statue in the
Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens was a statue
of the seventeenth-century English poet
John Milton. Though he died in 1674,
Milton’s legacy extended well into the
eighteenth century. Handel seems to
have first become captivated by Milton’s
poetry following an evening in November
1739 spent with Lord Shaftesbury, when
the host’s brother-in-law read aloud
the entirety of John Milton’s epic tragic
drama Samson Agonistes.
The interest this experience sparked
in Handel for Milton’s poetry resulted
in some of his most ambitious vocal
music — first in L’Allegro, il Penseroso
ed il Moderato (1740) and ultimately in
Samson (1743), set to a libretto adapted
by Newburgh Hamilton. With Carolyn
Sampson and Mark Padmore, two of
the most accomplished Handel singers
active today, in this final programme
from St Giles’s Cripplegate Church (which
also hosts the remains of Milton) we trace
how Milton’s poetry inspired Handel to
use music as a means of advancing and
extending poetic meaning.
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There in holy passion
Let me wander
Or let the merry bells
As steals the morn
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HANDEL & MILTON
Handel’s career was at a crossroads in Summer 1738. He was on the verge of bankruptcy
after the failure of that year’s opera season (his most recent opera Faramondo had run for
only eight performances; Serse which premiered in March that year, managed only five)
and had suffered a stroke in the winter of 1737. He had spent 20 years promoting Italian
opera in London, yet it was clear that tastes were changing and his enormous effort was
ending in failure, costing him both his fortune and his health.
So Handel adapted: having begun the year with two traditional opera seria productions
in Italian, he spent that summer labouring over the programme for the new season for
1739. One of these was an existing work he had to finish even if his heart cannot have been

Handel had already considered Paradise Lost but opted instead, based on an idea of
Harris’s, for two contrasting early poems, L’Allegro ed Il Penseroso. Later he was to return
to Paradise Regained as the source for perhaps his greatest biblical oratorio, Samson. And
any doubts Handel might have had about the public’s appetite for Milton would have been
allayed by the huge success Thomas Arne was enjoying with his musical adaption of Milton’s
Mask. Indeed so successful was Arne’s version that Milton’s drama was henceforth known by
the name which Arne gave it, The Masque of Comus

George Frideric Handel
(1685–1759)

Concerto Grosso in D, Op.6 No.5 HWV 323

wholly in it – the Italian opera Imeneo (witheringly described on its premiere, by one of his
own librettists, as ‘the worst of all Handel’s compositions‘), but the other works were to be in

[Larghetto, e staccato]

English.

Allegro
Presto

Handel is sometimes described as ‘inventing’ the oratorio form at this critical moment in

Largo

his fortunes but the truth is it did not emerge fully-formed from the ashes of Italian opera.

Allegro

He in fact struggled at first to find a satisfactory formula. He had, though, a number of

Menuet, un poco larghetto

models to draw from : many years previously he had written some English-language works
for the Duke of Chandos, notably the Old Testament-based Esther and the pastoral Acis

Handel had been virtually bankrupted by his recent operatic failures and none of his new

and Galatea. These works had been revived and presented in theatres in 1732 despite

projects, exciting as they might be, could yet generate income. So, with a characteristic

having no on-stage action. Esther in particular had had several further revivals, often as a

combination of energy and commercial acumen, he launched himself into instrumental

popular concert work during Lent when London’s theatres closed. Alexander’s Feast, written

composition underwritten by a subscription list that included many of London’s wealthiest

1736, was another English-language work, differing from the others by virtue of the choir

families and finest musicians. The entire set of 12 Concerti Grossi Opus 6 was completed

substantially carrying the narrative. Thus when Handel turned again to English texts that

in a single month and this D major concerto in three days, between October 8th and 10th,

summer of 1738 he was not in completely uncharted waters. The first English works to

1739. Part of the reason he could work so fast was that many of his themes throughout

emerge in this new chapter were Saul, a biblical narrative broadly of the Esther type, and

the Opus 6 concerti were borrowed, both from himself and others. Such recycling was of

Israel in Egypt, another biblical tale but in this case driven by narrative choruses.

course commonplace at the time and Handel’s borrowings were anyway so transformative
and subtle that their actual origins were in some cases not identified until centuries later:

Saul marked a significant step in another respect too: it initiated a collaboration with a man

the opening slow movement, the quick fugue which follows, and the closing Menuet (with

whose name would for ever be linked to his own, Charles Jennens, librettist of Messiah. It

variations) are adapted from the introduction to his Ode for St. Cecilia’s Day, completed

was a three-way correspondence between Jennens, Handel and another supporter, James

earlier in the year. The Presto, in a quick 3/8, and the Allegro take themes from Domenico

Harris, which led directly to Handel’s first setting of a work by Milton whose epic volumes

Scarlatti’s Essercizi per Gravicembalo, which had been published in London the previous

Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained (which included the so-called closet drama Samson

year, so it is only the stately and sombre Largo which appears to be originally composed.

Agonistes) were (after the Bible) the most read works in England at the time; Paradise Lost
in particular was re-printed on average once every year for the entire 18th Century (twice
as often as Shakespeare).

Despite the borrowings, all twelve concertos in fact contain much that is startlingly

SCENE I

SCENE III

original, and it is only their formal construction which is somewhat old-fashioned,

Air - Samson

Air - Dalila

consciously referring back to Corelli’s concerti grossi which were so popular in

Total eclipse! no sun, no moon,

To fleeting pleasures make your court,

England at the time, with their invariable soloists - two violins and cello - and irregular

All dark amidst the blaze of noon!

No moment lose, for life is short!

sequences of movements which vary from concerto to concerto. This is music full of

O glorious light! no cheering ray

The present now’s our only time,

grandeur, excitement, good tunes and brilliantly idiomatic writing for strings.

To glad my eyes with welcome day!

The missing that our only crime.

Why thus depriv’d thy prime decree?

How charming is domestic ease!

Sun, moon, and stars are dark to me.

A thousand ways I’ll strive to please.

Samson Excerpts
Samson is the second of Handel’s oratorios to be based on a Milton text (L’Allegro
being the first). His librettist this time was Newburgh Hamilton who had provided
the libretto (based on Dryden) for Alexander’s Feast a few years earlier. Hamilton
recommended Samson Agonistes to the composer in the belief that ‘nothing of that
Divine Poet’s work wou’d appear in the Theatre with greater Propriety or Applause’,
although he conceded that Milton’s tragedy ‘never was divided by him into Acts or
Scenes, nor design’d for the stage’. Hamilton adapted the poem by turning it into
three acts: the bulk of the recitatives are taken from Samson Agonistes, albeit in a
substantially reduced form, while the arias and choruses were mostly sourced from
other poems by Milton.
Samson was to undergo many further changes before its eventual launch in a Lenten
season in 1743, alongside the trusty L’Allegro and the Messiah, new to London but fresh
from its triumphant unveiling in Dublin. As originally conceived the oratorio was to
cover only the three main encounters between Samson and the other characters in the
story - Dalila, Harapha and Manoah - ending with the funeral music for soloists and
chorus, Glorious Hero. But Handel now wanted to include two of the singers who had
starred in the Dublin Messiah, the alto Susannah Cibber (sister of Thomas Arne), for
whom the role of Micah was much expanded, and Signora Avoglio who was variously
a Philistine and an Israelite woman and was given the brilliant final aria ‘Let the bright
seraphim’.
The title role was written for the great tenor, John Beard. Beard was one of Handel’s
most loyal singers (he was still only in his mid-twenties and Samson would be his
nineteenth role for Handel) and this was intended to be his greatest role to date. He
went on to sing in all of Handel’s great oratorios including further title roles in Judas
Maccabeus and Jephtha.

Life is not lost, though lost your sight;
SCENE II

Let other senses taste delight.

Accompagnato - Samson
My griefs for this

SCENE IV

Forbid mine eyes to close, or thoughts to rest.

Duet - Dalila & Samson

But now the strife shall end: me overthrown,

Traitor to love, I’ll sue no more

Dagon presumes to enter lists with God,

For pardon scorned, your threats give o’er.

Who, thus provok’d, will not convive, but rouse

Samson

His fury soon, and his great name assert;

Traitress to love, I’ll hear no more

Dagon shall stoop, ere long be quite despoil’d

The charmer’s voice, your arts give o’er.

Of all those boasted trophies won on me.
SCENE V
Air

Air - Samson

Why does the God of Israel sleep?

Thus when the sun in’s watery bed,

Arise with dreadful sound,

All curtained with a cloudy red,

With clouds encompass’d round,

Pillows his chin upon an orient wave!

Then shall the heathen hear Thy thunder deep.

The wandering shadows, ghastly pale,

The tempest of Thy wrath now raise,

All troop to their infernal jail,

In whirlwinds them pursue.

Each fettered ghost slips to his several grave.

Full frought with vengeance due,
Till shame and trouble all Thy foes shall seize.

Thomas Arne

George Frideric Handel

(1710-1778)

L’Allegro, Il Penseroso ed il Moderato (excerpts) HWV 55

Three Dances from the Masque of Comus

It was Charles Jennens, the librettist for Saul, who first urged Handel to set Milton’s
The English composer Thomas Arne was almost entirely self-taught and, at least at first, almost

youthful poems L’Allegro and Il Penseroso. In a three-way correspondence with Handel

exclusively a man of the theatre. The Masque of Comus, an adaptation of Milton’s awkwardly

and another Handel subscriber James Harris, they hit upon the device of combining

titled A Mask, Presented at Ludlow Castle 1634, was first performed at the Theatre Royal Drury

the two poems in order to highlight the dramatic potential of the conflict between two

Lane in March 1738 and was Arne’s first major stage success, continuing in the repertoire of

opposed points of view. There is no plot but Harris produced a version in which the two

music theatre companies for many years after the composer’s death.

poems are inter-leaved. In L’Allegro the cheerful protagonist embraces the delights of
pastoral and city pleasures, and Handel responds with a series of brilliant vignettes

The Mask, as a form, was primarily a courtly entertainment honouring its patron (hence Milton’s

descriptive of English country life. The mood is darker in Il Penseroso, concerned with

rather cumbersome title) and the plot of Comus, a typical mixture of pastoral and supernatural

calmer contemplation and the solace of solitude, as in ‘Come, pensive nun’.

fantasy, gives a flavour: a lady (never named) is lost in the forest. The magician Comus (bearing
more than a passing resemblance to Satan in Paradise Lost), disguised as a shepherd, places

Jennens task was to construct a third section, drawing on Milton and other sources,

her under a spell and lures her to his palace. A spirit warns her two brothers of her plight and

which sought to reconcile the first two sections by advocating a moderate middle

supplies them with a suitable potion to release her from enchantment. A banquet is arranged

way. The beautiful duet ‘As steals the morn’, with its wonderful depiction of sunrise,

at Comus’s palace at which the enchanted lady is to be tempted further by diverse airs and

illustrates Jennens gift as a librettist, an ability to create texts which seem to lend

dances, with Comus encouraging her to drink from his cup. But the brothers arrive in the nick of

themselves to musical settings. To celebrate the final reconciliation of the opposed

time and all can eventually rejoice at the triumph of virtue over wickedness.

points of view he takes part of a speech by Prospero in Act V of The Tempest and
transforms it into a more ‘vocal’ form. As Jane Glover writes in her book ‘Handel in

The three Dances from Comus were part of the dénouement at the banquet. They are given no

London’ he takes Shakespeare’s lines

titles but consist of an energetic Gigue, followed by a temptingly stately Largo and a suitably
rustic conclusion.

And as the morning steals upon the night
Melting the darkness, so their rising senses
Begin to chase the ignorant fumes that mantle
Their clear reason.
And turns them into something more singable:
As steals the morn upon the night
And melts the shades away,
So truth does Fancy’s charm dissolve
And rising reason puts to flight
The fumes that did the mind involve,
Restoring intellectual day.

SCENE I

SCENE II

Accompagnato- Il Penseroso (soprano)

Air - Tenor

Come, pensive nun, devout and pure,

Let me wander, not unseen

Sober, steadfast, and demure;

By hedge-row elms, on hillocks green.

All in a robe of darkest grain,

There the ploughman, near at hand,

Flowing with majestic train.

Whistles o’er the furrow’d land,
And the milkmaid singeth blithe,

Arioso

And the mower whets his scythe

Come, but keep thy wonted state,

And ev’ry shepherd tells his tale

With even step, and musing gait,

Under the hawthorn in the dale.

And looks commercing with the skies,
Thy rapt soul sitting in thine eyes.

Air - Soprano
Straight mine eye hath caught new pleasures

Accompagnato

Whilst the landscape round it measures

There held in holy passion still,

Russet lawns and fallows grey,

Forget thyself to marble, till

Where the nibbling flocks do stray.

With a sad leaden downward cast
Thou fix them on the earth as fast.

Accompagnato

And join with thee calm peace, and quiet,

Mountains on whose barren breast

Spare fast, that oft with gods doth diet,

The lab’ring clouds do often rest;

And hears the muses in a ring

Meadows trim with daisies pied,

Round about Jove’s altar sing.

Shallow brooks and rivers wide;
Towers and battlements it sees,
Bosom’d high in tufted trees.
Air
Or let the merry bells ring round,
And the jocund rebecks sound
To many a youth and many a maid,
Dancing in the chequer’d shade.

SCENE III
Duet
As steals the morn upon the night,
And melts the shades away,
So truth doew Fancy’s charm dissolve,
And rising Reason puts to flight
The fumes that did the mind involve,
Restoring intellectual day.
Programme notes © Felix Warnock 2020
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HARRY BICKET

CAROLYN SAMPSON

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR / HARPSICHORD

SOPRANO

Internationally renowned as an opera and concert conductor

Equally at home on the concert and opera stages, Carolyn

of distinction, Harry Bicket is especially noted for his

Sampson has enjoyed notable successes in the UK as

interpretation of baroque and classical repertoire and since

well as throughout Europe and the US. Carolyn works

2007 has been Artistic Director of The English Concert, one of

with conductors such as Sir Mark Elder, Harry Bicket, Ivor

Europe’s finest period orchestras. In 2013, following regular

Bolton, Riccardo Chailly, Harry Christophers, Philippe

guest appearances for Santa Fe Opera, he became their Chief

Herreweghe, Andris Nelsons, Yannick Nezet-Seguin, Louis

Conductor and in 2018 assumed the Music Directorship. Since

Langrée, Trevor Pinnock, and Donald Runnicles.

taking up his position, he has conducted Cosi fan tutte, Fidelio,

A consummate recitalist, Carolyn Sampson appears

La Finta Giardiniera, Romeo et Juliette, Alcina and Candide. In

regularly at the Wigmore Hall where she was a “featured

the 2019 season, he also performed Strauss’ Four Last Songs

artist” in the 14/15 season. She has given recitals at the

with Renée Fleming. Born in Liverpool, Harry studied at the

Oxford and Leeds Lieder, Saintes and Aldeburgh Festivals

Royal College of Music and the University of Oxford.
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as well as at the Amsterdam Concertgebouw, Barcelona,
Freiburg, Oper Frankfurt, Vienna Konzerthaus, and recently

In September 2020, together with The English Concert, he

her debut recital tour of Japan. Carolyn has developed a

recorded Handel’s Rodelinda, which will be released in the

partnership with the pianist Joseph Middleton over recent

Spring of 2021.

years. Her debut song recital disc with Joseph, ‘Fleurs’,
was released early in 2015 featuring songs by composers
from Purcell to Britten, and was nominated in the solo vocal
category of the Gramophone Awards. Since then they
have gone on to release ‘A Verlaine Songbook’ exploring
settings of the poetry of Paul Verlaine, ‘Lost is my Quiet’ – a
duet disc with the countertenor Iestyn Davies, ‘A Soprano’s
Schubertiade’, ‘Reason in Madness’ and most recently ‘The
Contrast – English Poetry in Song’, all for the BIS label.
Alongside her longstanding relationship with the BIS label
she has released multi award-winning discs for Decca,
Harmonia Mundi, and Hyperion, receiving accolades
including the Choc de l’Année Classica, Gramophone
Magazine Editor’s Choice, BBC Music Magazine’s
“Record of the Month”, an ECHO Award, and a Diapason
D’or. Her recording with Ex Cathedra for Hyperion, ‘A
French Baroque Diva’ won the recital award in the 2015
Gramophone Awards. Carolyn was also nominated for
Artist of the Year in the 2017 Gramophone Awards.

MARK PADMORE
TENOR
Mark Padmore was born in London and studied at King’s
College, Cambridge. He has established an international
career in opera, concert and recital. His appearances in Bach
Passions have gained particular notice, especially his renowned
performances as Evangelist in the St Matthew and St John
Passions with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra and Sir Simon
Rattle, staged by Peter Sellars.
In opera Mark has worked with directors Peter Brook, Katie
Mitchell, Mark Morris and Deborah Warner. Most recently, he
appeared in a new ROH production of Britten’s Death in Venice,
Photo: Marco Borggreve

where his performance was described as a “tour de force” and
“exquisite of voice, [presenting] Aschenbach’s physical and
spiritual breakdown with extraordinary detail and insight”
In concert Mark performs with the world’s leading orchestras. He
was Artist in Residence for the 2017-18 Season with the Berlin
Philharmonic Orchestra and held a similar position with the
Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra for 2016-17.
Mark gives recitals worldwide. He has performed all three
Schubert song cycles in Amsterdam, Barcelona, Birmingham,
London, Liverpool, Paris, Tokyo, Vienna and New York. Regular
recital partners include Kristian Bezuidenhout, Jonathan Biss,
Imogen Cooper, Julius Drake, Till Fellner, Simon Lepper, Paul
Lewis, Roger Vignoles and Andrew West. Composers who
have written for him include Sally Beamish, Harrison Birtwistle,
Jonathan Dove, Thomas Larcher, Nico Muhly, Alec Roth, MarkAnthony Turnage, Huw Watkins and Ryan Wigglesworth.
His extensive discography includes: Beethoven Missa Solemnis
and Haydn Die Schöpfung with Bernard Haitink and Bavarian
Radio Symphony Orchestra on BR Klassik and lieder by
Beethoven, Haydn and Mozart with Kristian Bezuidenhout for
Harmonia Mundi.

Other Harmonia Mundi recordings; Schubert cycles with Paul Lewis (Winterreise won
the 2010 Gramophone magazine Vocal Award); Schumann Dichterliebe with Kristian
Bezuidenhout (2011 Edison Klassiek Award) and Britten Serenade, Nocturne and Finzi
Dies Natalis with the Britten Sinfonia (ECHO/Klassik 2013 award).
Mark was voted 2016 Vocalist of the Year by Musical America and was awarded an
Honorary Doctorate by Kent University in 2014. He was appointed CBE in the 2019
Queens’ Birthday Honours List.
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debilitating pandemic, we hope you may consider
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with Mark Padmore & Carolyn Sampson
Harry Bicket, Director
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