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During the period 1717–20, the German-born George Frideric Handel was in the em-
ploy of James Brydges, Earl of Carnarvon (later the first Duke of Chandos) at his country 
seat in Middlesex, known as Cannons. A few years earlier, Handel had followed his for-
tunes to England. Cannons was a magnificent place, full of Italianate architectural detail 
and famous for its gardens, which were dotted with lakes and fountains and surrounded 
by a vast park. It was here that Acis and Galatea was written and first performed, some-
time during the summer of 1718. 

Capturing the age’s love for pastoral themes, Acis became Handel’s most popular 
dramatic work during his lifetime. On August 7–9, at the David H. Koch Theater, the  
Mostly Mozart Festival will present the New York premiere of the work’s latest incarna-
tion—a new dance-theater production by Mark Morris, featuring the Mark Morris Dance 
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Group, vocal soloists, and the Philharmonia Baroque 
Orchestra and Chorale, led by Baroque-era specialist 
Nicholas McGegan.

Acis, a pastoral opera, was the composer’s first dra-
matic work in English. Its original setting included a hand-
ful of musicians and just five singers, who acted as both 
soloists and chorus.  Though there is no detailed record 
of the initial performance at Cannons, it was likely pre-
sented as a concert, with limited onstage action. Howev-
er, an advertisement for a public staging 14 years later in  
London mentions “a rural prospect, with rocks, groves, 
fountains, and grottos,” populated by nymphs and shep-
herds, arranged “in a picturesque manner.” 

“I love Handel’s work without exception,” says 
Mark Morris, who has staged the composer’s music 
several times before, most memorably in his 1988 
oratorio-ballet L’Allegro, il Penseroso ed il Moderato. 

For his Acis, which premiered at Cal Performances in April, he has chosen Mozart’s 
1788 arrangement of the score, which preserves its bucolic spirit while amplifying its 
orchestral and vocal palette. Instead of a just a handful of musicians, there are 30, plus 
a chorus. Morris places 16 dancers from the Mark Morris Dance Group on stage with 
the four principal singers. “In my Acis and Galatea, the dancers are the story. There are 
no props and no furniture. All communication is done through song and dance, action 
and sound,” explains Morris.

It’s not the first time Morris has staged an opera in this manner; he did something 
similar in Platée and King Arthur. As in these works, Acis includes a certain amount of 
“word-painting,” i.e. movements and gestures that make reference to what is being 
said, in their own unique, surprising way, as well as lots of pure, joyful dance. The pro-
duction is sung in the original English, rather than in Mozart’s German version. Morris 
is a stickler about clear, un-mannered diction, so that the emotions may shine through 
all the more directly. 

The production brings together long-time Morris collaborators, visual artist and scenic 
designer Adrianne Lobel, fashion and costume designer Isaac Mizrahi, and lighting de-
signer Michael Chybowski. Lobel made the gorgeous pastel drops that are such a mem-
orable element of his 1988 L’Allegro. Nicholas McGegan, who will also lead the Philhar-
monia Baroque Orchestra in a concert version of Handel’s opera Teseo at this summer’s 
Mostly Mozart Festival, conducted the first American performances of L’Allegro in 1991, 
as well as Morris’ Dido and Aeneas the following year.

A series of Lobel’s sylvan landscapes painted en plein air in upstate New York provides the 

Handel’s Acis and Galatea 

INFORMATION
Mostly Mozart Festival is a presentation of Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts.

Mostly Mozart Festival 2014 is sponsored by Bloomberg.
The presentation of Mark Morris Dance Group in Mostly Mozart Festival 2014 is 
sponsored by Movado. Endowment support for the Mostly Mozart Festival 2014 

presentation of Mark Morris Dance Group is provided  
by Blavatnik Family Foundation Fund for Dance.
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central theme of the designs for Acis. (The patterns on Mizrahi’s elegant, flowing costumes are 
based on details from these paintings.) “I was thinking about Mark’s way of dealing with music 
and gesture, and that informed the way I used paint,” Lobel recalled recently. 

The story of Acis and Galatea is simple. Drawn from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, it de-
scribes a tangled love story played out among a small cast of characters: a nymph, 
Galatea; a shepherd, Acis; his stalwart friend, Damon; and an ill-tempered, love-in-
flamed Cyclops, Polyphemus. The straightforward, rhymed libretto was composed by 
John Gay—who would go on to pen The Beggar’s Opera—with a little help from his 
friends Alexander Pope and John Hughes. However uncomplicated the plot, because 
of Handel’s music and the magical transformation that takes place in the opera’s final 
moments, this is a surprisingly moving work. 

“One of the most wonderful things about Handel’s music,” McGegan says with con-
viction, “is that it’s very emotional, and not just pretty pretty.” Says Lobel, “It’s about 
beauty and nature and a gorgeous piece of music. It’s not much more complicated than 
that—which makes it a perfect Morris piece.” 

Marina Harss is a freelance dance and culture writer and translator in New York.

Nicholas McGegan

Acis and Galatea
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