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Michael E. Ruhling 

A New-World Oratorio Society Springs Up: Haydn, 
"The Creation", and Boston's Handel and Haydn Society 

On Christmas night 1815, exactly one year after the signing of the Treaty of 
Ghent ending the War of 1812 between the United States and Great Britain, 
nearly 1000 Boston residents attended the inaugural concert of the Handel and 
Haydn Society, the first seif-described oratorio sodety in the United States. 
100 singers — 90 men and 10 brave women — and an orchestra of fewer than 
15 players, performed arias and choruses from "The Creation" and "Messiah", 
along with a variety of other solos and choruses. The entire first part of the 
concert was music from part one of "The Creation", ending with "The Heav-
ens are Telling". Part two of the concert was a mixture of arias and choruses 
from Handel% "Messiah" and "Sampson", along with some Liberty-themed 
songs. The third and final part included more Liberty songs, and choruses 
from "Messiah" and "Israel in Egypt", concluding with the "Halleluiah" Cho-
rus. The concert was repeated 18 January to a smaller but perhaps more presti-
gious audience which included a number of clergy, as well as state and local of-
ficials, the Governor and Lieutenant Governor of Massachusetts among them. 
In April 1817 the Handel and Haydn Society gave complete performances of 
both "The Creation" and "Messiah", stretched over three nights: the first parts 
of both oratorios were performed on April 1, part two of each on April 3, and 
part three of each on April 4. This three-night Handel and Haydn Society per-
formance was the first complete English-language performance of "The Cre-
ation" in America'. Three months later, five movements from "The Creation" 
were featured in a special concert in honor of newly-inaugurated President 
James Monroe' (Figure 1). Then on 21 December 1818 and 16 February 1819, 
the Handel and Haydn Society gave complete (or nearly so) one-night perfor-
mances of "Messiah" and "The Creation", respectively, in Boylston 

1 According to Nicholas Temperley, the first Moravian performance of 1811 was not a 
complete performance, and would have been done in German. See Nicholas Temperley, 
Haydn. The Creation, Cambridge 1991, pp. 41f. For more on the first Moravian 
performance, see Kathleen Lamkin's chapter in this book. 
"In splendor bright", "The heavens are telling", "Achieved is Thy glorious work", and "The 

marv'lous work". The original hand-written list also includes "Rolling in foaming billows" 
but that text does not appear in the program. Proposed concert order for performance , 1817, 
The Handel and Haydn Society, Boston, MA. Handel and Haydn Society Archives, Boston 
Public Library, Series 1, Box 1, folder 40. 
3 This less than two months after three complete performances of "Messiah" during the 
Christmas season, the first complete performances of this work in America. 
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