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HANDEL

Theodora
Religious martyrdom has proved creative catnip for composers 
throughout history, just as it does for Handel in Theodora. The 
most extravagantly numerous onstage martyrs are the nuns of 
Poulenc’s opera Dialogues of the Carmelites, who are beheaded, 
one by one, in music of chilling but mesmerisingly ritualistic 
power at the very end of the piece: what could come after 
the guillotine? Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice transform 
Jesus’s martyrdom into rock-musical gold in Jesus Christ 
Superstar – a piece that, as Lloyd Webber’s recent autobiography 
recounts, Shostakovich loved. After seeing a performance in 
1975, the year he died, Shostakovich said to Lloyd Webber that 
he would love to have written the show! Arthur Honegger 
turned Joan of Arc at the stake into one of his most dramatic 
oratorios, complete with an important part for ondes 
martenot – the early electronic instrument most famous for 
its solo part in Messiaen’s Turangalîla Symphony – which was 
played at the work’s premiere by its inventor, Maurice Martenot. 
There is a whole genre of Joan operas, including Verdi’s 
Giovanna d’Arco, Tchaikovsky’s The Maid of Orleans and David 
Byrne’s recent and (alas) poorly received rock musical-oratorio 
Joan of Arc: Into the Fire. Debussy created one of his weirdest 
and most visionary musical worlds in his incidental music for 
Gabriele D’Annunzio’s play Le martyre de Saint Sébastien.

But there are other kinds of martyrdom: those for love and 
for the future of the world. Wagner composed a couple of 
the most unforgettable: at the end of their opera, Tristan 
and Isolde are both martyred to the cause of their love-
death – and also to the cause of Wagner’s music, in which 
no resolution is permitted outside the terms of the spiritual-
mystical communion that the music itself creates. In that sense, 
Wagner’s lovers are martyred by and for the aesthetics of his 
music. Next to the intoxicating power of his score and the 
rampant egomania of its creator, they never stood a chance, 
poor things! Wagner’s ultimate symbol of heroism – no, not 
Siegfried but Brünnhilde in The Ring – martyrs herself for even 
more complicated reasons at the end of Götterdämmerung, so 
that her self-immolation is the grandest orchestral climax in 
the operatic literature, coming at the end of a 16-hour musical 
myth. But it’s something more mysterious as well: Brünnhilde’s 
martyrdom is really the upbeat to an uncertain future, a what-
next moment in a world now bereft of gods and monsters, 
which has been left in the hands of those existential eejits – at 
least according to some interpretations and no little recent 
evidence – Homo sapiens himself. Good luck, everyone!
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