A note for –ed: comments on the treatment of –ed in Handel’s Messiah.
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Anecdotal introduction

The origins of this paper are to be found in a personal anecdote. For many years I have been living and working in France, and one of my non-university activities is singing in a choir, whose repertoire is made up mainly of major baroque and classical sacred choral works, including, naturally, Handel’s Messiah. My French speaking colleagues in the choir have frequently asked me why they should have to sing the –ed ending of the simple past verb form, and the past participle as a separate syllable; they of course remember being taught at school that this was not a separate syllable except when it followed the letters t or d. The question is an interesting and valid one, since pronunciation of the –ed ending as a separate syllable was already obsolete by Handel’s time, and indeed the letter e was frequently omitted in writing and replaced by an apostrophe, so that the ending was represented by ’d. This paper is then an attempt to see the extent of this phenomenon in Handel’s Messiah and to speculate on why he should have used what was, for him, an old-fashioned form. The Messiah was written in 1741 and first performed in Dublin in the following year.
George Friderick Handel

George Friderick Handel was born in Halle, Germany in 1685, and died in London in 1759. He became cathedral organist in Halle in 1702, but the following years he went to Hamburg where he joined the Hamburg Opera as a violinist. He went to Italy in 1706, returned to Hanover in 1710, and visited England later that year. Although employed by the Elector of Hanover, he came on leave to England again in 1710, but failed to return. In 1714, Handel’s former employer, the Elector of Hanover became King George 1 of England, and after settling their differences, Handel became the favoured composer of the monarchy. In London, he built his reputation on the composition of Italian operas, which appealed to the social elite of the capital. However, towards the end of the 1720s dwindling taste for this type of entertainment, as well as the competition of a rival opera company, meant that Italian opera was becoming less and less profitable. Faced with this financial problem, Handel developed a new form, the English oratorio, which was a public success and attracted a much wider audience than his Italian operas had. Thus from the highly static Italian opera seria, which was undramatic, but staged, he passed to the English oratorio, which was dramatic, but unstaged. The Messiah belongs to the latter group, although it is less dramatic, in the sense of telling a story, than most of the other oratorios. (cf. e.g. Blom 1947, Raynor 1980, Schonberg 1971)
The –ed ending

In present-day English the –ed ending of the simple past tense, and the past participle are pronounced simply as a consonant, either the voiced consonant /d/, when the ending follows a voiced consonant or a vowel, or the unvoiced consonant /t/, when the ending follows an unvoiced consonant. It is only when the ending follows either /d/ or /t/ that a vowel is maintained, and the ending is pronounced /Id/, or, in some varieties, /@d/ (cf. e.g. Banks 2005a, Garcia Lecumberri & Maidment 2000, Gimson 1970). This had not been the case in Middle English, where the –ed ending was pronounced as a distinct separate syllable, but this changed in the course of the Early Modern English period. The division of language development into various periods is obviously to a certain extent artificial, since all language change is more or les gradual; nevertheless the periods provide a useful tool, and the Early Modern period is generally taken to be roughly 1500 to 1700. The change in the pronunciation of the –ed ending occurred basically during the first half of this period. According to Nevalainen, “The vowel sound in the suffix [of past tense and past participle] was usually deleted in colloquial language especially in the second half of the period” (2006, 92), and Barber says that “by 1600 the present-day regulation was well established in speech” (1997, 174). Of course, there were many spelling variations, but, there seems to be no doubt that spoken language had more or less adopted the present-day system by the beginning of the seventeenth century, well over half a century before Handel’s birth, and not far off a century and a half before the time when he was to write the Messiah. This must then have been the form he encountered first as a foreign visitor, and then as a permanent resident in England. Some have tried to account for his treatment of the –ed ending by pointing out that Handel himself was a non-native speaker of English, and it is said that he himself spoke English with a strong foreign accent, but it is highly unlikely that this would have led him to adopt a form which had already been obsolete for some time before he arrived (Degott 2001).
The extent of the phenomenon

If we exclude those examples of –ed endings that occur following /d/ or /t/, since these are still pronounced with a separate syllable anyway, the text of Handel’s Messiah provides 20 examples of –ed endings, either in simple past tense or past participles, including those that occur in compound tenses. Of course, the listener hears much more than this, since the baroque style involves the multiple repetition of phrases in vocal and choral composition, so that a single example in the written text will be heard many times by the listening audience. For example, in the aria “The people that walked in darkness”, there are two phrases that interest us:
The people that walked in darkness …
… upon them hath the light shined
Through repetitions, the word walked actually occurs ten times in the score, while shined occurs three times. In the aria “He was despised and rejected”, there are again two relevant phrases:

He was despised …
… that plucked off the hair

This is a da capo aria, which means that it has an ABA structure, where the second A is simply a repetition of the first. The word despised occurs 5 times in the first section, so that with the da capo repetition, it is heard a total of ten times. The word plucked, which is in the second section is heard three times. This can be multiplied again in choral movements where the effects of counterpoint are such that the different voices will be pronouncing the word at different moments as the music progresses. Thus for example in the chorus “And with his stripes we are healed”, the word healed can be heard no less than 25 times.
Of the 20 examples of –ed endings, 12 are very clearly intended to be sung as a separate syllable: Handel provides the syllable with a separate note, without any phrase mark or ligature binding it to the preceding notes. For example, in this example, which is the first four bars of the aria “The people that walked in darkness”,
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It can be seen that for each of the two occurrences of the word walked, the first syllable has two linked notes, but the second has a single separate note. In the following, bars 46 to 49 of the chorus “All we like sheep have gone astray”,
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It can be seen that for each of the nine occurrences of the word turned in this extract, two notes are provided one for each of the syllables; the notes are never linked by a phrase mark.
There are two examples, both in the first recitative “Comfort ye, my people”, which are to some extent ambiguous. The two phrases in question are:

…that her warfare is accomplished, that her iniquity is pardoned.

In my own second-hand score, which is fairly old and undated, but probably early twentieth century1, these are printed as if they were to be sung as separate syllables.
[image: image3.png]»

o —— e — - S

T ey '_: el e Sy — ;‘;a BN S G~ S .
S TR e PRS- N0
K_-.-_...,‘ ] e it Y ot e ereperlen ..M’. [ .,, ’ , R s U SRR - . S,

war . tare < 4. ne tiie S
13 «./_s\a, comupiisiied, that herm - Uity s pardoiied that herm-

A .

- -
22 - ; P "
ey > / = ,4’

i-qui-ty is par-don- ed

LY
:{?; :: _g __.._,.:j.‘ ---4«..’ ——
.‘-L/g__w__..ﬁ.,..___wwl M





Here it can be seen that for accomplished and the first instance of pardoned there are three notes with no phrase mark; for the second instance of pardoned there are four notes of which the first two are linked by a phrase mark; hence, the first syllable has two notes leaving two separate notes, so it would seem that the word is to be sung as three syllables. However, modern scores print this slightly differently2.
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Here it can be seen that there two double crochets for the second syllable of accomplish’d, leaving only one for the final syllable, and that there are only two notes for each occurrence of pardon’d. It will also be noted that the words are printed with an apostrophe indicating the ellipse of the e of the –ed ending. Moreover, this is the way it is usually sung, at least today.
The remaining six examples are cases where, even in my old score, the –ed ending does not constitute a separate syllable. Thus in the first line of the aria “The Trumpet shall sound” we find a single minim for the word rais’d.
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There are three other cases like this where the word is spelt, like rais’d, with an apostrophe:
… but we shall all be chang’d
… and we shall be chang’d
Death is swallow’d up in victory

There are also two cases, where although the apostrophe is not used, the –ed ending does not constitute a separate syllable. This is the case in the line “Then shall the eyes of the blind be opened”.
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In the modern score, this word is indeed spelt unopen’d. However, it will be noticed, that curiously, the next line contains the word unstopped, where the –ed is to be pronounced, and this is the case in the modern score too. The same is true for the line “Surely he hath borne our griefs and carried our sorrows”, where carried counts for two syllables, whereas two lines later, in “he was bruised for our iniquities”, bruised has –ed as a separate syllable.
There is one anomalous case, which occurs in the chorus “And the glory of the Lord”. In this chorus, the phrase shall be revealed occurs three times in each of the four voices. On each occasion the –ed ending is to be sung as a separate note, with one exception, which is the second occurrence of the word in the soprano line.
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If we count the example revealed as having a separate syllable (as it has most of the time), and accomplished and pardoned as not having a separate –ed syllable, then it can be said that where there is an appropriate –ed ending Handel chooses to have it sung as a separate note in 12 cases out of 20, that is in 60% of the cases.

The text of the Messiah
Handel’s librettist for the Messiah was Charles Jennens (1700-1774), and although decried by some, he collaborated with Handel on several of his oratorios. The text is a compilation or collage of extracts from the Bible. The extracts used come from 14 different books of the Bible, but only four of these are relevant for our 20 examples of –ed endings; they are Isaiah, the Psalms, the Epistle to the Romans, and the First Epistle to the Corinthians. In Jennens’ collage the order of extracts is not respected and extracts from different books are sometimes used together. For example, in the aria “I know that my Redeemer liveth”, an extract from Job is inserted in the middle of an extract from 1st Corinthians. The extracts are taken from the 1611 King James Bible, and are used as they occur in that text with only a very few minor alterations. There are two that have some significance and may concern us here. Jennens uses Isaiah 53:3, “He is despised and rejected of men”, but changes the present to a past tense: “He was despised”. And he uses Isaiah 50:6, “I gave my back to the smiters”, but changing the first person pronoun to third person: “He gave his back to the smiters”. This means that the isaian prophecies have been altered to become comments about Christ, which fits in with the general programme of the Messiah. It might be pointed out in passing that Jennens did not like Handel’s setting of his text for the Messiah (Degott 2001).
By way of comparison: Alexander’s Feast
Handel’s oratorio Alexander’s Feast provides a useful comparison. This oratorio predates the Messiah by half a dozen years. It is a secular, not a sacred work, and has words by John Dryden. Dryden did not however write the words especially for Handel. They were written in 1697 for the composer Jeremiah Clark who first set them. They were subsequently set a second time by Thomas Clayton in 1711. The text was prepared for Handel by Newburgh Hamilton, but his role was limited to dividing the work up into recitatives, arias and choruses, apart from the addition of an extra chorus of nine lines from his own work “The Power of Musick” at the end (Degott 2001).
In the text of Alexander’s Feast, there are 32 examples of –ed simple past forms or past participles. However they are systematically spelt with an apostrophe, and a separate note is never provided. There is not a single example in the whole work where the –ed ending is to be sung as a separate syllable.

Differences in the source text

As has been pointed out, the 20 examples which are being considered are drawn from four difference books of the Bible: Isaiah, Psalms, Romans and 1st Corinthians. Isaiah is the most common being used in 14 of the examples; 1st Corinthians occurs in a further four, with Psalms and Romans accounting for one each. Of the 14 extracts from Isaiah, ten use the separate –ed syllable and four do not. None of the four extracts from 1st Corinthians have a separate –ed syllable. The two extracts from Psalms and Romans both have a separate –ed syllable. Thus it can be said that of 15 Old Testament (Isaiah and Psalms) examples 11 have separate –ed syllables, so that use of an Old Testament example gives a 73% chance of a separate –ed syllable being used. On the other hand of the 5 New Testament (Romans and 1st Corinthians) extracts only one has a separate –ed syllable, so that where a New Testament extract is used there is only a 20% chance of the separate syllable being used. Thus, use of the Old Testament, as opposed to the New Testament, seems to favour the separate –ed syllable.
Differences in musical genre

There are two purely orchestral movements in Handel’s Messiah, the Overture, and a Pastoral Symphony. These do not concern us here. Otherwise there are three types of vocal and choral movements: recitative, aria and chorus. Of our 20 examples, 6 occur in recitatives, 8 in arias, and 6 in choruses. In the case of recitative, only one of the six examples has a separate –ed syllable; on the other hand, of the 8 aria examples, 6 have a separate syllable, and of the 6 chorus examples, 5 do so. Thus recitative examples have only a 17% chance of having a separate syllable, while arias and choruses taken together have a 79% chance of being treated this way. So recitative favours the choice of not having a separate –ed syllable. The specificity of recitative, as opposed to arias and choruses, lies mainly in two features. First, particularly in opera, recitative serves to carry the drama forward; it is there that the story is told. It can also be born in mind that Handel’s reputation had originally been built on the composition of Italian operas. It is true that the Messiah is not, like many of his other oratorios, a dramatic work; nevertheless, it does have a distinct structure. It has three parts: the first deals with the prophecy and the birth of Christ; the second with the redemption in the passion and death of Christ; the third with the resurrection and Christ in glory. So although it does not have a narrative storyline, the recitatives serve to situate the various arias and choruses within the general structure. Recitative is also thought of as being more “speech-like”. From a musical point of view, the recitatives usually only have a simple continuo accompaniment. There are relatively few recitatives with full orchestral accompaniment.
Context and register

It is useful to try to situate Handel’s Messiah in terms of its context, sometimes referred to as register in systemic functional terminology (Halliday 1978, Halliday & Matthiessen 1999, Banks 2005b). This approach discusses context in terms of three functions: field, tenor and mode. Field relates to the ongoing activity and the subject matter of the discourse which constitutes part of that activity; tenor is concerned with the relationships set up between those taking part in the act of communication; mode concerns the means of communication and its rhetorical function. In terms of field, Handel’s Messiah is, as has been said, a musical setting of biblical texts for public performance. The texts themselves are a collage or compilation from different books of the Bible. They do not have a narrative structure, but move through the prophecy and birth of Christ to his passion and death, followed by resurrection and heavenly glory. The tenor relates to the fact that the Messiah is written by a composer, abetted by a librettist, for performance to a paying audience, but necessarily filtered through the performance of musicians. It should be noted that in Handel’s time, oratorios, even those of a sacred nature, were performed in theatres, not in churches as they frequently are today. In fact Handel’s Messiah was performed only once in a church, in Handel’s lifetime, and that was for a charity performance. And this was the only one of his oratorios to have even one church performance (Degott 2001). It should also be remembered that audiences of Handel’s time had extensive knowledge of the Bible. They probably knew by heart the texts used, and would be able to place them in their original contexts. Thus they would be able to recognize, for example, the relevant extracts from Isaiah in the first part of the Messiah as prophecies of the coming of Christ. The text, words and music, is written to be sung, and listened to in linear fashion, and in which the audience play no part. As a piece of music, its rhetorical objectives are obviously aesthetic, but as a sacred oratorio it is presumably intended also to be inspirational.
An –ed hypopthesis
The extracts from the Bible used in Handel’s Messiah are taken from the King James version of 1611, that is, from a text published 140 years earlier. Moreover, while the King James Bible is one of the most frequently cited texts in studies of the English of that period (e.g. Partridge 1969), that version itself owes much to earlier translations. Barber (1997) describes the King James Bible as being the culmination of a whole series of translations, as successive translators tried to improve on previous attempts. Tyndale is often cited as having had a particular influence on the language of the King James version (Nevalainen 2006). For example, the King James translation of 1 Cor. 51-52, used with only very minor changes by Handel is:
51. Behold, I shew you a mystery; we shall not all sleep, but we shall be changed

52. In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised, incorruptible, and we shall be changed.

Tyndale’s version3 of these two verses, which first appeared in 1525, roughly 85 years before the King James Bible and 215 years before the Messiah, runs as follows:

51. Beholde I shewe you a mystery. We shall not all slepe: but we shall all be chaunged

52. and that in a moment and in the twinclinge of an eye at the sounde of the last trompe. For the trompe shall blowe and ye deed shall ryse incorruptible and we shalbe chaunged.

So, the language that Handel was setting was already, for him, the language of a previous age. It had already acquired the patina and aura of time. As an older form, it probably seemed more appropriate for sacred texts, giving them an inspirational value. It can be hypothesized that his treatment of the –ed ending falls into this pattern. It is highly unlikely that Handel was aware that the loss of –ed as a separate syllable was in progress at Tyndale’s time, and would more or less have been complete by the time the King James Bible was produced, but it is probable that he was aware of the older pronunciation as one that could give extra weight and gravitas to the text of his sacred oratorio. This could therefore account for the fact that he treats the –ed ending as a separate syllable in the majority of cases in the arias and choruses. On the other hand in the recitatives, where Handel is, as it were, talking more directly to his audience, guiding them through the work, he, again in the majority of cases, reverts to the practice of his own day, of not treating the –ed as a separate syllable. It can also be hypothesized that he saw the New Testament extracts as having less of that ancient aura than the Old Testament extracts, leading him to use the –ed ending in latter much more than in the former.
Value and valuation

So, it would seem that what this amounts to, is that in using the –ed ending as a separate syllable Handel is giving added value to his texts. They are ancient, sacred, revered, and thus have a standing beyond that of other texts that might deal with the same subjects. In saying that Handel is giving added value to these texts, we seem to be making a statement that might be made within the terms of Appraisal Theory (Martin 2000, Martin & White 2005). In introducing Appraisal Theory, Martin and White say that it is concerned “with the subjective presence of writers/speakers in texts as they adopt stances towards both the material they present and those with whom they communicate”(2005, 1). This seems to correspond at least to part of what Handel is doing, in that he does seem to be expressing his stance towards the texts he is using. Within Appraisal Theory, appraisal is construed in terms of engagement, attitude, and gradation. Attitude is further construed as affect, judgement and appreciation, and appreciation itself in terms of reaction, composition, and valuation. This last function is where we might possibly situate Handel’s treatment of the –ed ending. The terms “valuable” and “priceless” are among the terms Martin and White suggest for inscribed positive valuation (2005, 56).
This tentative suggestion, that Handel’s treatment of the –ed ending can be conceived of in terms of Appraisal Theory, is novel in two respects. Previous applications of Appraisal Theory have dealt with the speaker’s stance towards the content of his discourse, and usually to specific elements within that discourse; here we are dealing with Handel’s attitude to his text as such, to his text qua text. This may well be taking Appraisal Theory to a level of abstraction where it has not been used before. Secondly, to the best of my knowledge, previous applications of Appraisal Theory have not gone below the rank of word; this suggestion relates to the rank of morpheme, the –ed ending. So here again we would be going beyond previous applications of the theory.
By way of conclusion

In his sacred oratorio, the Messiah, Handel treats the –ed ending as a separate syllable in 12 cases out of 20, despite the fact that this pronunciation was already obsolete at the time. By comparison his work Alexander’s Feast has 32 examples of –ed endings, but they are never treated as separate syllables. In the Messiah, treating the –ed ending as a separate syllable is favoured by its occurrence in an Old Testament, as opposed to a New Testament, extract, and by its being in an aria or chorus, as opposed to a recitative. It can be hypothesized that using a pronunciation that belonged to a former age was a way of giving extra gravitas to a text, considered as sacred, because it was made up of extracts from the Bible. It can be tentatively suggested that this can be conceived in terms of Appraisal Theory. However, this involves accepting that Appraisal Theory can be extended to encompass stance towards the text qua text, and applying it to the rank of morpheme.
Notes
1 This edition was published by Pitman Hart & Co., London. Some indication of its date can be gleaned from a price sticker which indicates that the price has been raised to 7/6 (seven shillings and six pence). A back cover advertisement seems to indicate that the original price was 2/- (two shillings).
2 The one printed here is freely available on the internet site: http://www.free-scores.com
3 Tyndale’s translation can be found online at:

http://wesley.nnu.edu/biblical_studies/tynedale/
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