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Born in the same year (1685) and the same
country (Germany) as Johann Sebastian Bach,
young Georg Friedrich Händel (the original
German spelling of his name) was playing the
violin, harpsichord, oboe, and organ by the age
of eleven. Bach and Handel became the most
famous composers of what is today called
Baroque music.

There was a major difference between Bach and Handel,
however. Whereas Bach came from a family that had
produced musicians for generations, there was nothing in
Handel’s background that would suggest he would become
a great composer. And, though Bach and Handel grew up
so close to each other, the two would never meet.

Throughout his long career, Handel continually produced
wonderful instrumental music, including many great operas
and oratorios which he produced for an eager audience.
The most famous of these is his beloved Messiah. A
private person, Handel left little information about his
personal life. But we know a great deal about his music,
which made a lasting impression that continues today.
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T
here was no way out. His army had been soundly de-
feated, his enemies were closing in. Completely sur-
rounded, he had no chance of escaping. He knew that if

he were captured, he would be led in chains in front of the jeering
population. For a man as proud as he was, that thought could not
be tolerated. The humiliation would be too great. And afterward,
he would probably be executed anyway. Maybe he would even be
tortured first. It would be too dangerous for his enemies to let such
a famous man stay alive.

He shook his head sadly. There was only one thing to do.

He pulled his sword, stabbed himself in the stomach, and slowly
collapsed.

The applause was thunderous.

Smiling, the man quickly jumped back to his feet and bowed to
the audience. He was Johann Mattheson, a twenty-two-year-old
German opera singer. He had just performed the role of Mark
Antony, a famous Roman general. But he wasn’t just a performer.
He had also composed this opera, Cleopatra. Despite his youth, it
was already his third opera. He was a famous man.

Swords Unsheathed
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Within an hour he would draw his sword again. But this time it
wouldn’t be on a stage. It would be in front of the theater in Ham-
burg, Germany, where Cleopatra had just been performed. And he
wouldn’t be acting. He would be trying to kill someone. For real.

His opponent was nineteen-year-old George Frideric Handel.

During the opera, Handel had been playing the harpsichord, an
instrument similar to a piano, in the orchestra pit. Orchestras at
that time didn’t have a conductor, as they do today, standing in
front of everyone with a baton. The harpsichordist was the leader
of the orchestra.

As the applause from the suicide scene died down, Mattheson
walked briskly across the stage and down into the orchestra pit.
His role was done, but the opera would not be over for another half
hour. According to the custom of the times, he would take over the
harpsichord for that final half hour. After all, he was the composer.
He believed that he knew better than anyone else how the music
should be played. Handel was supposed to get up and join the
violin section.

For some reason, Handel refused to move. With hundreds of
spectators and performers looking on, the two young men—who
had been good friends for more than a year—started shouting.
Then they shoved each other. Much later in life, Mattheson wrote,
“Handel, at the time of the quarrel, was tall, strong, broad-shoul-
dered, and muscular,” so the scuffle was probably similar to a fight
in a football locker room.

Somehow they finished the show, but both men were still very
angry. Several members of the orchestra egged them on. As they
arrived at the stage door, Mattheson slapped Handel across the
face.
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London’s New Covent Garden Theatre, shown here, was the scene of many
performances of Handel’s operas between 1734 and 1737. The huge stage sloped
downward toward the audience. The three tiers of boxes on each side were used
by the nobility and the upper classes. Above them are two more tiers, called
“slips.” All five levels were elaborately decorated. The main floor held the gallery,
the location of the least expensive seating. Much of it consisted of backless
benches. Lighting came from candles in the chandeliers and torches that were
fastened to the walls. These may have been the cause of a fire that burned down
the theater in 1808. It was quickly rebuilt and reopened the following year.
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Surrounded by so many people, Handel couldn’t back down. He
stepped into the street and drew his sword. Mattheson did the
same thing. They circled each other warily, waving their swords
back and forth. A couple of times they thrust toward each other,
but the attacks were quickly parried.

Suddenly Mattheson saw his chance. He lunged forward, the tip
of his sword pointed directly at Handel’s heart.

Because it was early December and chilly outside, both men
were wearing heavy coats. Their coats had large ornate brass but-
tons down the front. Mattheson’s blade struck one of Handel’s
buttons. The blade glanced off and shattered.

The close call brought the two young men to their senses. They
were still very angry, but they realized that they didn’t seriously
want to kill each other. They stalked away.

A few weeks later some mutual friends brought Mattheson and
Handel together. The two men shook hands and made up.

Mattheson concluded, “I had the honor of entertaining Handel
to dinner after which we went to the rehearsal of his Almira [an
opera that Handel had just finished writing] and became better
friends than before.”

Thirty-seven years after the duel, Handel wrote Messiah, perhaps
the most famous piece of music ever composed. Every year during
the Christmas season, millions of people attend live performances
of Messiah. Millions more listen to it on recordings. The Hallelujah
chorus from Messiah is so revered that people stand up while it is
being sung. That chorus is so well known that it is often used in
movies and advertisements.

If it hadn’t been for that big brass button, Handel would never
have lived to compose it.

Chapter 1 - Swords Unsheathed
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