When Sir Thomas Beecham set out to record Messiah in 1959, he wasn’t merely revisiting Handel’s most famous
oratorio; he was creating his own. Beecham had long felt that Messiah needed rescuing from what he considered a
century of undernourished performance tradition. A visionary impresario as much as a conductor, he turned to a
trusted collaborator, Sir Eugene Goossens, to reimagine the score for modern forces. The result is not so much a
“version” as a full-scale reinvention of Handel’s masterpiece, crafted for a large symphony orchestra, colouristic
woodwind doublings, and a palette of percussion that ranges from timpani to - famously - cymbals and side drum.

From the outset Beecham was unapologetically candid: this was “Beecham’s Messiah”, not Handel’s alone, and the
Gramophone critic reviewing the LP in May 1960 agreed that RCA had been admirably upfront in presenting it as such.
The edition’s lineage was traced frankly as “Handel-Mozart—Prout-Beecham—-Goossens”, a mischievous but accurate
summation of just how much 150 years of performance culture had already altered the score before Goossens ever
touched it.

The recording sessions stretched across June and July 1959 in the well-loved acoustic of Walthamstow Assembly Hall,
where the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra was at its peak. Beecham presides with total conviction. He delights in the
expanded sonic world Goossens created: trumpets and horns blaze with theatrical splendour, strings sing with
Romantic vibrato, and the added percussion contributes a sense of drama that is - let’s be honest - pure Beecham
theatre. A moment the Gramophone critic singled out occurs in “The Trumpet Shall Sound”, where Giorgio Tozzi’s
noble phrasing floats above orchestral writing that swells with a grandeur unimaginable in period style performance.

Yet the most unusual feature of the recording, as the reviewer noted, is its professional chorus. While Messiah had
long been the domain of amateur choral societies, Beecham turned to the RPO Chorus - 80 voices strong on average -
whose immaculate tuning, clarity of attack, and polished diction lend the choral movements a weight and finish rare in
any age. The critic admired their sound and remarked that Handel himself, with his love of polyphony, would surely
have approved.

The four soloists form a luxury cast, each bringing charisma and individuality. Jennifer Vyvyan, long admired by
Beecham and already experienced in Messiah on disc, brings her trademark clarity and expressive intelligence to the
soprano arias. The Gramophone reviewer found her interpretation attractively direct, though occasionally sharp at the
top, yet praised the emotional intelligence she brought to “Rejoice greatly” and her radiant sense of line. Monica
Sinclair’s contralto contributions offer warmth without heaviness; her “He was despised” has a human simplicity that
contrasts beautifully with the orchestra’s augmented colours.

Jon Vickers, meanwhile, is a tenor of unmistakable presence. His “Comfort ye” carries the fervour and emotional
immediacy of an operatic recitative, and the Gramophone critic admired the “real virility” of his delivery, noting that
this kind of dramatic projection aligned surprisingly well with Handel’s directness and boldness. Giorgio Tozzi
contributes a poised, resonant bass - never overstated, always noble - his “The trumpet shall sound” balancing
ceremonial pomp with expressive depth.

To modern ears, this Messiah exists in a world far removed from historically informed performance. And that is exactly
why it still matters. Beecham and Goossens weren’t attempting authenticity; they were crafting an oratorio for mid-
century audiences, orchestras, and halls. Their goal was to restore Messiah to popular favour through richness,
grandeur, and unashamed theatricality. As the 1960 review observed, if Handel was to be brought back into
mainstream appreciation, “some reasonable compromise must be effected between excessive grossness and
exaggerated leanness.” Beecham believed this version achieved that balance, and hearing it today, one understands his
point.

There is no other Messiah quite like it. The orchestral rewrite may forever spark debate, but the performance’s
craftsmanship, polish, and sheer personality remain irresistible. It captures a moment when Britain’s postwar musical
life was bursting with ambition, and when a conductor of towering charisma could still bend repertoire entirely to his
will.

For collectors, historians, and anyone who enjoys musical storytelling writ large, this recording is a vivid reminder that
Handel’s masterpiece has never been one thing. It has survived precisely because it attracts reinvention. Beecham'’s
version may not aim for authenticity, but it offers something just as valuable: a thrilling, unapologetically dramatic
encounter with a score reborn through the imagination of musicians who loved it deeply.
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arr. goossens & beecham
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jon vickers
giorgio tozzi

royal philharmonic
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HANDEL MessiaH

VYVYAN, SINCLAIR, VICKERS, T0zzl, ROYAL PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA & CHORUS, BEECHAM

HANDEL Messiah (arr. Goosens/Beecham)

disc one (70:26)

Part |

1. Scene 1 - Sinfony (4:49)

2. Comfort ye, my people (3:41)

3. Every valley shall be exalted (3:32)

4. And the glory of the Lord (3:38)

5.Scene 2 - Thus saith the Lord of Hosts (1:53)
6. But who may abide (s:02)

7.And he shall purify (3:16)

8.Scene 3 - Behold, a virgin shall conceive (0:46)
9. 0 thou that tellest good tidings (7:23)

10. For, behold, darkness shall cover (3:02)

11. The people that walked in darkness (4:52)
12. For unto us a child is born (4:54)

13. Scene 4 - Pastoral Symphony (4:39)

14. There were shepherds abiding (1:00)

15. And the angel said unto them (0:53)

16. And suddenly there was (0:21)

17. Glory to the God in the highest (2:17)

18. Scene 5 - Recjoice greatly, O daughter of Zion (4:34)
19. Then shall the eyes (0:36)

20. He shall feed his flock; Come unto him (6:12)
21. His yoke is easy (3:06)

disc two (73:26)

Part Il

1.Scene 1 - Behold the Lamb of God (4:10)

2. He was despised (6:03)

3. Surely he hath borne our griefs (3:00)

4. And with His stripes we are healed (2:21)

S. All we like sheep have gone astray (4:03)

6. All they that see Him (0:53)

7. He trusted in God (2:25)

8. Thy rebuke hath broken his Heart (2:39)

9. Behold, and see if there be (2:04)

10. Scene 2 - He was cut off out of the land (0:27)
11. But Thou didst not leave (3:23)

12. Scene 3- Lift up your heads (3:14)

13. Scene 5 - How beautiful are the feet (3:05)
14.Their sound is gone out (1:43)

15. Scene 6 - Why do the nations so furiously rage together (2:53)

16. Let u break their bonds asunder (1:50)

17. He that dwelleth in heaven (0:22)

18. Scene 7 - Thou shalt break them with a rod of iron (2:10)
19. Hallelujah (3:32)
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Part Ill

20. Scene 1- | know that my Redeemer liveth (7:44)
21. Since by man came death (2:30)

22.Scene 2 - Behold, | tell you a mystery (0:42)

23. The trumpet shall sound (4:20)

24.Scene 4 - Worthy is the lamb (7:53)

Jennifer Vyvyan, soprano
Monica Sinclair, alto

Jon Vickers, tenor
Giorgio Tozzi, bass

Royal Philharmonic Orchestra and Chorus
conducted by Sir Thomas Beecham

XR remastering by: Andrew Rose
Cover artwork based on a photograph of Beecham

Recorded at Walthamstow Assembly Hall,
June 9-13, 15-17, 20, 24 + 26 & July 3, 17-18, 1959

Total duration: 2hr 24:05
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