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FELIX MENDELSSOHN (1809-1847)
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COMPACT DISC 1 (TT = 65:50)
FIRST PART

Introduction: Recitative—Elijah
As God the Lord of Israel liveth, before whom [ stand, there shall not be dew nor rain
these years, but according to my word. (I Kings XVl 1)

Overture

1. Chorus—The People
Help, Lord! wilt Thou quite destroy us? The harvest now is over, the summer days are
gone, and yet no power cometh to help us! Will then the Lord be no more God in Zion?

i (Seremiah VI 15 20)
Recitative Chorus

The deeps afford no water, and the rivers are exhausted! The suckling’s tongue now
cleaveth for thirst to his mouth: the infant children ask for bread, and there is no one

breaketh it to feed them! (I Kings XVIl 7. Lamentations IV 3)

| 2. Duet with Chorus—The People

Lord! bow Thine ear to our prayer!
Duet (Soprano, Contralto)
Zion spreadeth her hands for aid; and there is neither help nor comfort.

(Fsalm LXXXVI 1. Lameniations | 17)
3. Recitative—QObadiah
Ye people, rend your hearts, and not your garments, for your transgressions the Prophet
Elijah hath sealed the heavens through the word of God. | therefore say to ye, Forsake
your idols, return to God; for He is slow to anger, and merciful, and kind and gracious,

and repenteth Him of the evil. Uoel 1l 12 13]

| 4. Air—Obadiah

If with all your hearts ye truly seek Me, ye shall ever surely find Me. Thus saith our
God. Ohl that | knew where | might find Him, that | might even come before His presence.
{Deut, IV 29. Job XXIII 3)




[7] 5. cherus—The People

Yet doth the Lord see it not: He mocketh at us; His curse hath fallen down upon us;

His wrath will pursue us, till He destroy us!

For He, the Lord our God, He is a jealous God; and He visiteth all the fathers’ sins on

the children to the third and the fourth generation of them that hate Him. His mercies

on thousands fall—fall on all them that love Him, and keep His commandments.
(Deut. XXVIII 22. Exodus XX 5. 6)

6. Recitative—An Angel (Contralto)

Elijah! get thee hence, Elijah; depart and turn thee eastward: thither hide thee by Cherith's

brook. There shalt thou drink its waters; and the Lord thy God hath commanded the

ravens to feed thee there: so do according unto His word: {1 Fings XVIl 3. 4]

7. Semi-Chorus—Angels
For He shall give His angels charge over thee; that they shall protect thee in all ways
thou goest; that their hands shall uphold and guide thee, lest thou dash thy foot against

a stone. (Psalm XCI 1. 12)

Recitative—An Angel (Contralto)

Now Cherith's brook is dried up, Elijah, arise and depart, and get thee to Zarepath;
thither abide: for the Lord hath commanded a widow woman there to sustain thee.
And the barrel of meal shall not waste, neither shall the cruse of oil fail, until the day

that the Lord sendeth rain upon the earth. (1 Kings XVII 7.5, 14)

8. Recitative, Air and Duet—The Widow (Soprano)

What have 1 to do with thee, 0 man of God? art thou come to me to call my sin unto
remembrance?—to slay my son art thou come thither?. Help me, man of God! my son
is sick! and his sickness is so sore, that there is no breath left in him! I go mourning
all the day long; I lie down and weep at night. See mine affliction. Be thou the orphan’s
helper! Help my son! there is no breath left in him!

—Elijah

Give me thy son. Turn unto her, O Lord my God, O turn in mercy; in mercy help this
widow’s son! For Thou art gracious, and full of compassion, and plenteous in mercy
and truth. Lord, my God, let the spirit of this child return, that he again may live!

[=] 10. Recitative—Elijah, Ahab, and Chorus

—The Widow
Wilt thou show wonders to the dead? There is no breath in him!
—Elijah
Lord, my God, let the spirit of this child return, that he again may live!
—The Widow
Shall the dead arise and praise thee?
—Elijah
Lord, my God, O let the spirit of this child return, that he again may live!
—The Widow
The Lord hath heard thy prayer. the soul of my son reviveth!
—Elijah
Mow behold, thy son liveth.
—The Widow
Now by this | know that thou art a man of God, and that His word in thy mouth is
the truth. What shall | render to the Lord for all His benefits to me?
—Both
Thou shalt love the Lord thy God, love Him with all thine heart, and with all thy soul,
and with all thy might. O blessed are they who fear Him!

(! Hings XVl 1719, 204, Job X 15 Fsalms XXAVID & VI 6 X 14 LAXXVIE 15, 16 LXXXVIN 100 CXVI 12
Deut. V1 5. Fsalm CXXVII 1)

| 9. Chorus

Blessed are the men who fear Him: they ever walk in the ways of peace. Through darkness

riseth light to the upright. He is gracious, compassionate: He is righteous.

(Psalm CXXVIIL 1: CXI1 1. 4)
—Elijah

As God the Lord of Sabaoth liveth, before whom | stand, three years this day fulfilled,

1 will show myself unto Ahab; and the Lord will then send rain again upon the earth.
—~Ahab

Art thou Elijah? art thou he that troubleth Israel?
—Charus

Thou art Elijah, he that troubleth Israel!

s T




—Elijah
I never troubled lsrael’s peace: it is thou, Ahab, and all thy father’s house. Ye have forsaken
God’s command: and thou hast followed Baalim! Now send and gather to me the whole
of Israel unto Mount Carmel: there summon the prophets of Baal, and also th_e prophets
of the groves, who are feasted at Jezebel's table. Then we shall see whose God is the Lord.
—Chorus
And then we shall see whose God is God the Lord.
—Elijah
Rise then, ye priests of Baal; select and slay a bullock, and put no fire under it; uplift
your voices, and call the god ye worship; and | then will call on the Lord Jehovah: and
the God who by fire shall answer, let him be God.
—Chorus
Yea: and the God who by fire shall answer, let him be God.
—Elijah
Call first upon your god: your numbers are many: |, even 1, only remain, one prophet

of the Lord! Invoke your forest-gods and mountain-deities. R C—

11. Chorus—Priests of Baal

Baal, we cry to thee; hear and answer us! Heed the sacrifice we offer! Baal. O hear
us, and answer us! Hear us, Baall Hear, mighty god! Baal, O answer us! Baal, let thy
flames fall and extirpate the foe! Baal, O hear us!

12. Recitative—Elijah

Call him louder, for he is a god! He talketh; or he is pursuing: or he is on a journey:
or, peradventure, he sleepeth; so awaken him: call him louder.

Chorus—Friests of Baal

Hear our cry, O Baal! now arise! wherefore slumber?

| 13. Recitative—Elijah
Call him louder! he heareth not. With knives and lancets cut yourselves after your manner:
leap upon the altar ye have made: call him and prophesy! Not a voice will answer you:
none will listen, none heed you.

Chorus—Friests of Baal
Hear and answer, Baal! Mark! how the scorner derideth us! Hear and answer!
i Kings XVII z6.9)

*| 14. Recitative and Air—Elijah

Draw near, all ye people: come to me!

Lord God of Abraham, Isaac and Israel! this day let it be known that Thou art God;
and [ am Thy servant! O show to all this people that | have done these things according
to Thy word! O hear me Lord, and answer me; and show this people that Thou art Lord

God; and let their hearts again be turned! {t fiings RVIIl 30,35 37}

17} 15. Chorale—Angels

Cast thy burden upon the Lord, and he shall sustain thee. He never will suffer the righteous
to fall: He is at thy right hand. Thy mercy, Lord, is great: and far above the heavens.

Let none be made ashamed that wait upon Thee. (Psalms LV 22: XV & CVIIL &: XXV 3]

16. Recitative—Elijah

0 Thou, who makest Thine angels spirits; Thou, whose ministers are flaming fires, let
them now descend!
Chorus—The People
The fire descends from heaven; the flames consume his offering! Before Him upon your
faces fall! The Lord is God: O Israel, hear! Our God is one Lord; and we will have no
other gods before the Lord!
Recitative—Elijah

Take all the prophets of Baal; and let not one of them escape you: bring them down
to Kishon's brook, and there let them be slain.

Chorus—The People
Take all the prophets of Baal; and let not one of them escape us: bring all, and slay them!
(1 Kings XVIII a0)

(Fsalm CIV )

(I Kings XVIII 36 35 Deut. V 72 VI 4}

17. Air—Elijah
Is not His word like a fire: and like a hammer that breaketh the rock into pieces? For
God is angry with the wicked every day: and if the wicked turn not, the Lord will whet
His sword; and He hath bent His bow, and made it ready.

(Jeremiah XX 29, Psaim VI 1112)




18. Arioso (Contralto)

Woe unto them who forsake Him! destruction shall fall upon them, for they have
transqressed against Him. Though they are by Him redeemed, yet have they spoken
falsely against Him, from Him have they fled. {Hosea VIl 13)

19. Recitative with Chorus—Obadiah
0 man of God, help thy people! Among the idols of the Gentiles, are there any that
can command the rain, or cause the heavens to give their showers? The Lord our God
alone can do these things.
—Elijah
O Lord, Thou hast overthrown Thine enemies and destroyed them. Look down on us
from heaven, O Lord; regard the distress of Thy people: open the heavens and send
us relief: help, help Thy servant now, O God!
—The FPeople
Open the heavens and send us relief: help, help Thy servant now, O God!
—Elijah
Go up now, child, and look toward the sea. Hath my prayer been heard by the Lord?
—The Youth
There is nothing. The heavens are as brass, they are as brass above me.
—Elijah _
When the heavens are closed up because they have sinned against Thee, yet if they
pray and confess Thy Name, and turn from their sin when Thou didst afflict them: then
hear from heaven, and forgive the sinl Help! send Thy servant help, O God!
—The Feople
Then hear from heaven, and forgive the sin! Help! send Thy servant help, O Lord!
—Elijah
Go up again, and still look toward the sea.
—The Youth
There is nothing. The earth is as iron under me!
—Elijah
Hearest thou no sound of rain?—seest thou nothing arise from the deep?

—The Youth
Mo: there is nothing.

—Elijah
Have respect to the prayer of Thy servant, O Lord, my God! Unto Thee | will cry, Lord,
my rock; be not silent to me; and Thy great mercies remember, Lord!

—The Youth
Behold, a little cloud ariseth now [rom the waters; it is like a man’s hand! The heavens
are black with clouds and wind: the storm rusheth louder and louder!

—The People
Thanks be to God, for all His mercies!

—Elijah
Thanks be to God, for He is gracious, and His mercy endureth for evermore!

—The People
20. Thanks be to God! He laveth the thirsty land! The waters gather, they rush along;
they are lifting their voices! The stormy billows are high, their fury is mighty. But the
Lord is above them, and Almighty!

(Jeremiah XIV 22, I Chronicles VI 1926 27. Deul. XXVII 25, Fsalms XXVII |
CVI 1z 1 Kings XVIN 435 Psalrm KCHIL 3-1)

COMPACT DISC 2 (TT = 65:06)
SECOND PART

21. Air {Soprano)
Hear ye, Israel; hear what the Lord speaketh: “Oh, hadst thou heeded my commandments!’
Who hath believed our report: to whom is the arm of the Lord revealed?
Thus saith the Lord, the Redeemer of Israel. and His Holy One, to him oppressed by
Tyrants: thus saith the Lord: | am He that comforteth; be not afraid, for | am thy God,
1 will strengthen thee. Say, who art thou, that thou art afraid of a man that shall die;
and forgettest the Lord thy Maker, who hath stretched forth the heavens, and laid the
earth’s foundations? Be not afraid, for I, thy God, will strengthen thee

(fsaiah XLV 1 v LID o XLIX 7 XLD o L1 azoas)




[z 22. chorus

Be not afraid, saith God the Lord. Be not afraid! thy help is near. God, the Lord thy

God, sayeth unto thee, ‘Be not afraid!” Though thousands languish and fall beside thee,

and tens of thousands around thee perish yet still it shall not come nigh thee.
(Isalah XLI 1o, Psalm XCI 7)

23. Recitative—Elijah

The Lord hath exalted thee from among the people: and oer His people Israel hath made

thee king. But thou, Ahab, hast done evil to provoke Him to anger above all that were

before thee: as if it had been a light thing for thee to walk in the sins of Jeroboam.

Thou hast made a grove and an altar to Baal, and served him and worshipped him.

Thou hast killed the righteous, and also taken possession. And the Lord shall smite

all Israel, as a reed is shaken in the water; and He shall give Israel up, and thou shalt

know He is the Lord. (1 Kings XIV 7.9 15 XVI 303)

Recitative with Chorus—The Queen

Have ye not heard he hath prophesied against all Israel?

—Chorus
We heard it with our ears.

—The Queen
Hath he not prophesied also against the king of Israel?

—Chorus
We heard it with our ears.

—The Queen
And why hath he spoken in the name of the Lord? Doth Ahab govern the kingdom
of Israel while Elijah’s power is greater than the king's? The gods do so to me, and
more; if, by tomorrow about this time, | make not his life as the life of one of them
whom he hath sacrificed at the brook of Kishon!

—Chorus

He shall perish!

—The Queen
Hath he not destroyed Baal’s prophets?

—Chorus
He shall perish!
—The Queen
Yea, by the sword he destroyed them all!
—Chorus
He destroyed them all!
—The Queen
He also closed the heavens!
—Chorus
He also closed the heavens!
—The Queen
And called down a famine upon the land.
—Chorus
And called down a famine upon the land.
—The Queen
So go ye forth and seize Elijah, for he is worthy to die: slaughter him! do unto him
as he hath done!
—Chorus
24. Woe to him, he shall perish; for he closed the heavens! And why hath he spoken in
the Name of the Lord? Let the guilty prophet perish! He hath spoken falsely against
our land and us, as we have heard with our ears. So go ye forth; seize on him! He shall die!
Weremiah XKV 911, | Kings XV 10; XK1 7 Ecclesiasticus XLYII 2 3)

1 25. Recitative—Obadiah

Man of God, now let my words be precious in thy sight. Thus saith Jezebel; “Elijah is
worthy to die; So the mighty gather against thee, and they have prepared a net for
thy steps: that they may seize thee, that they may slay thee. Arise, then, and hasten
for thy life; to the wilderness journey. The Lord thy God doth go with thee: He will not
fail thee, He will not forsake thee. Now begone, and bless me also.
—Elijah

Though stricken, they have not grieved! Tarry here. my servant: the Lord be with thee.
1 journey hence to the wilderness. (It Hings | 1. 3. Jeremiah ¥ 3 XXVI 1. Psalm LIX 5.




26. Air—Elijah

It is enough; O Lord, now take away my life, for | am not better than my fathers! |
desire to live no longer: now let me die, for my days are but vanity! | have been very
Jealous for the Lord God of Hosts! for the children of Israel have broken Thy covenant,
and thrown down Thine altars, and slain all Thy prophets—slain them with the sword:
and I, even |, only am left: and they seek my life to take it away.
) [dob VIL 16 [ Kings XIX 4. 10)
| 27. Recitative (Tenor)
See, now he sleepeth beneath a juniper tree in the wilderness: and there be angels
of the Lord encamped round about all them that fear Him.
(f Kings XIX 5. Psalm XXXIV 7)
28. Soprano and Alto Trio—The Angels
Lift thine eyes to the mountains, whence cometh help. Thy help cometh from the Lord,
the Maker of heaven and earth. He hath said, thy foot shall not be moved: thy Keeper

will never slumber, {Psalm CXXI 1:3)

29. Chorus—Angels

He, watching over Israel, slumbers not, nor sleeps. Shouldst thou, walking in grief,

languish, He will quicken thee. (Psalm CXX1 3 CRXXVII 7)

30. Recitative—The Angel (Contralto)

Arise, Elijah, for thou hast a long journey before thee. Forty days and forty nights shalt
thou go to Horeb, the mount of God.

—Elijah
O Lord, | have laboured in vain; yea, | have spent my strength for nought! O that Thou
wouldst rend the heavens, that thou wouldst come down; that the mountains would
flow down at Thy presence, to make Thy name known to Thine adversaries, through
the wonders of Thy works! O Lord, why hast Thou made them to err from Thy ways,
and hardened their hearts that they do not fear Thee? O that | now might die!
(fsaiah XLIX & LXIV 1.2; LXN 17 f Kings XIX )

(1 Kings XIX 7. 8)

31. Air—The Angel (Contralto)
O rest in the Lord; wait patiently for Him, and He shall give thee thy heart’s desires.

Commit thy way unto Him, and trust in Him, and fret not thyself because of evil doers.
{Psalm XXXVIL 1,4, 7)

[:] 32. Chorus
He that shall endure to the end, shall be saved. (St Matthew XXIV 13)

(] 33. Recitative—Elijah

Night falleth round me, © Lord! Be Thou not far from mel hide not Thy face, O Lord.
from me; my soul is thirsting for Thee, as a thirsty land
—The Angel (Soprano)
Arise, now! get thee without, stand on the mount before the Lord; for there His glory
will appear and shine on thee! Thy face must be veiled, for He draweth near.
{Psalm CXLIN 6. 7. 1 Kings XIX 1. 13)

| 34, Chorus

Behold! God the Lord passed by! And a mighty wind rent the mountains around, brake
in pieces the rocks, brake them before the Lord: but yet the Lord was not in the tempest.
Behold! God the Lord passed by! And the sea was upheaved, and the earth was shaken:
but yet the Lord was not in the earthquake. And after the earthquake there came a
fire: but yet the Lord was not in the fire. And after the fire there came a still small
voice; and in that still voice, onward came the Lord. {f Hings XIX 11 12)

35. Recitative (Contralto)—Semi-chorus and Chorus
Above Him stood the Seraphim, and one cried to another: Holy, holy, holy is God the
Lord—the Lord Sabaoth! Now His glory hath filled all the earth. (fsaiah V1 2.3)

36. Chorus

Go, return upon thy way! For the Lord yet hath left Him seven thousand in Israel, knees

which have not bowed to Baal: go, return upon thy way; thus the Lord commandeth.
(I Kings XIX 15. 18)

Recitative—Elijah
1 go on my way in the strength of the Lord. For Thou art my Lord; and | will suffer
for Thy sake. My heart is therefore glad, my glory rejoiceth, and my flesh shall also

rest in hope. (Psalm LXXI 16; XVI 9)




37. Arioso—Elijah [z] 42. Chorus

For the mountains shall depart, and the hills be removed; but Thy kindness shall not And then shall your light break forth as the light of the morning breaketh: and your

depart from me, neither shall the covenant of Thy peace be removed. {fsaiah LIV 10) health shall speedily spring forth then; and the glory of the Lord ever shall reward you.
3 1 | Lord, our Creator, how excellent Thy Name is in all the nations! Thou fillest heaven

38. Chorus with glory. Amen.

Then did Elijah the prophet break forth like a fire; his words appeared like burning torches.

Mighty kings by him were overthrown. He stood on the mount of Sinai, and heard the

judgements of the future; and in Horeb, its vengeance. And when the Lord would take

him away to heaven, lol there came a fiery chariot, with fiery horses; and he went by

a whirlwind to heaven.

(Isaiah LVIN & Fsalm VIl 1)

(Ecclesiastices XIVI 1.6 7. N Kings 1 1w

| 39. Air (Tenor)
Then shall the righteous shine forth as the sun in their heavenly Father's realm. Joy
on their head shall be for ever lasting, and all sorrow and mourning shall flee away for ever.
(St Matthew XN 43 Isafah LI 1)

| 40. Recitative (Soprano)

Behold, God hath sent Elijah the prophet, before the coming of the great and dreadful
day of the Lord. And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the
heart of the children unto their fathers; lest the Lord shall come and smite the earth
with a curse. (Malachi IV 5, &)

41. Chorus

But the Lord from the north hath raised one, who from the rising of the sun shall call
upon His Name and come on princes. Behold, my servant and mine elect, in whom
my soul delighteth! On him the spirit of God shall rest: the spirit of wisdom and
understanding, the spirit of might and of counsel, the spirit of knowledge and of the
fear of the Lord. Thus saith the Lord: 'l have raised one from the north, who from
the rising. on My Name shall call.” lsaiah XL1 25 XUl 15 X1 2)

4la. Quartet
0 come everyone that thirsteth, O come to the waters: O come unto Him. O hear, and
your souls shall live for ever. (fsaiah LV 1, 3)
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he Birmingham Musical Festival in the 19th century was often distinguished by its

enterprise in performing or commissioning new works, among them, for example,
Dvorak’s Requiem Mass and Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius. In 1837 Mendelssohn’s St Faul
was enthusiastically received (though it was not its premiere), and in 1845 the Festival
committee approached Mendelssohn for a new oratorio for the next year. So Efijah was born.

In fact, immediately after the success of St Paul, Mendelssohn had written to his friend
Carl Klingemann:

“If only you would give thought to an Eljjah, or a 5t Peter, or even an Og of Bashan!”

The idea of an Efjjah persisted, and in 1837 Klingemann and Mendelssohn drafted a plan
for the libretto. Klingemann's place was soon taken by Pastor Schubring, an old family friend,
with whom, however, Mendelssohn did not always see eye-to-eye, since Schubring liked to
emphasise the “’sacred”” and "‘meditative” elements, provoking this exasperated letter from
Mendelssohn:

“The dramatic element should predominate... The personages should act and speak

as if they were living beings — for Heaven’s sake let them not be a musical picture,

but a real world, such as you find in every chapter of the Old Testament.”

So Mendelssohn took over the compiling of the libretto himself, though he still sought
Schubring’s help in finding appropriate scriptural passages. The composition of the work,
however, lay dormant, in the main, until the enquiry from Birmingham, which stimulated
Mendelssohn to an intense period of work on the oratorio.

It was written, of course, in German, but Mendelssohn carefully prepared an English

translation, relying heavily on the good sense of William Bartholomew, which involved providing

alternatives in recitatives to accommodate the English Biblical text.

The first performance took place on August 26, 1846, given by a choir of two hundred
and seventy-one, and an orchestra of one hundred and twenty-five under Mendelssohn’s baton. f§

The Times wrote:
“Never was there a more complete triumph.”

And Mendelssohn wrote to his brother:
“It was quite evident at the first rehearsal that they liked it and liked to sing and to
play it: but | own | was far from anticipating that it would acquire such fresh vigour
and “‘go” at the performance. If only you had been therel’”

Despite the great success, Mendelssohn was not entirely happy with the work — he was
an inveterate reviser of his compositions — and immediately arter the premiere he took the
critic of the Athenaeum walking along the canal banks of Birmingham while discussing his
criticisms. The substantially revised form of the work, as we know it today, was first given
in London on 16 April 1847.

Since then, Elijah has remained a firm favourite in the choral repertoire, even if, latterly,
it has no longer been thought the equal of Messiah or the Bach Fassions. Critical opinion
has often turned against it, usually focussing on precisely those meditative movements which
do tend to hold up the drama (as *‘Cast thy burden upon the Lord”), and which perhaps
Mendelssohn included against his better judgement. He certainly made strenuous efforts to
remove 'O trust in the Lord”, only retaining it at the repeated entreaties of his friends.

Mendelsschn was no stranger to oratorio. He knew his Handel well, and had conducted
Samson, Israel in Eqypt, Solomon and Jephtha at the Diisseldorf Festivals. He was equally
familiar with J.5. Bach’s Passions. after his famous “revival”” of the St Matthew in 1829; and
one can sense in Elijah a tension between the Handelian dramatic sweep and the desire to
include the Bachian element of meditative interpolations. Generally the Handelian influence
predominates, and it is this dramatic impetus which drives the oratorio forwards with such
vitality.

As often in the Handelian oratorio, there are here two protagonists, of which the first is
Elijah. All the other characters are incidental instruments to the drama, but Elijah, the stern,
unyielding prophet of God, is a fully rounded character. Mendelssohn’s father Abraham {himself
the son of the great philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, and who once said: 1 was born the
son of my father and am now the father of my son”) was a typical Jewish patriarch, stern
but benevolent. He was also a perceptive critic of his son’s music, and urged Felix to write
an oratorio, specifically St Faul, though he died before it was finished. The character of Elijah
clearly comes from deep within Mendelssohn’s psyche, and it may not be fanciful to see him
as discharging the composer’s debt both to his father and to his Jewish roots.

The other protagonist is the chorus of the Israelite people, whose role is conveyed in a
series of powerfully dramatic choral movements which, again as in Handel, deploy an impressive
variety of textures and formal procedures. They are entirely free of that “’musty science which
is all that many who are reputed as grave and discreet thinkers have to display in the place




of an idea”’, as Mr. Chorley of the Athenaeum remarked, and their vitality makes the oratorio
i| essentially a series of dramatic tableaux. The Israelites are fickle and wayward, as easily swayed
|| by miracles ("The fire descends from heaven’) as by Queen Jezebel's incitements. The
| mainspring of the drama is the tension between them and Elijah, and Mendelssohn’s grasp
of this fundamental point is shown by the placing of Elijah’s three great arias: “Lord God
of Abraham” when he is opposed to the people; “Is not His word like a fire?” when he is
] master of them; and “It is enough” when he is deserted by them.

il  Mendelssohn’s first dramatic stroke is to have Elijah seize the stage at the very outset,
il when after portentous wind chords he calls down a drought upon the land as punishment
| for the people’s deserting the True God and worshipping Baal. Mendelssohn at first intended
| to forego an overture altogether, as Handel had apparently done in Israel in £gypt; but his
| placing the Overture after the opening recitative turns it from a conventional fugue into a
| powerful picture of the people’s suffering, leading into their desperate cries — "“Help, Lord"
il Obadiah chides them for their sins, but they are not convinced that God is merciful (“Yet
doth the Lord see it not: He mocketh at us”). An angel warns Elijah to flee under God's
protection (“For He shall give His angels charge over thee” — a piece which shows Mendelssohn's
mastery of vocal scoring).

There follows the quasi-operatic scena in which the widow’s dead son is brought back to
life. 1f this is not, paradoxically, one of the more dramatic parts of the work, it is nol so

i much because of what Tovey called “the all-too-lifelike tiresomeness of the widow.” which

i1 might after all have been turned to advantage, as of the virtual impossibility of portraying
| so miraculous an event in musical terms.

|  The return of the wind sonority of the opening brings us back to the matter of the drought.
| Elijah confronts King Ahab and challenges the priests of Baal to see “whose God is God",
| by praying for fire from heaven. Goaded by a mocking Elijah, the people three times invoke
Baal, in mounting desperation, but in vain: silence greets their last cries. Elijah, no longer
bl mocking but superbly assured (a change of mood marked by a marvellous modulation at
|| ““Draw near, all ye people’), solemnly invokes his God. His prayer is answered, to the amazement
of the people (*'The fire descends from heaven™), who are immediately won back to the True
| God. Instantly, Elijah has them slay the prophets of Baal and celebrates the inexorable justice
il of God in “Is not His word like a fire?", which inevitably recalls “For He is like a refiner's
i fire”” from Messiah.

Elijah now prays again to God to alleviate the drought, in a passage ("Look down on us
from heaven, O Lord”’) remarkable for its sombre scoring for bassoons, horns and divisi violas
and cellos. Rain at length appears, and the first part ends with the mighty chorus “Thanks
be to God", whose powerful harmonies at ““But the Lord is above them™ caused consternation
at the first rehearsals.

The first part is chiefly characterised by its powerful dramatic impetus; but the story does
not allow such a consistent dramatic flow to the second part. It begins with God’s words
of reassurance to his people, in a passage whose key and texture recalls a similar place in
the St Matthew Fassion. But Elijah again confronts Ahab, and so provokes Jezebel to incite
the people to turn against Elijah. Their parrotting of her words exactly captures the behaviour
of the mob. Elijah flees to the desert, where he despairs of his mission (“It is enough”).
Again we are reminded of a Bach piece, *’Es ist vollbracht* from the St John Fassion, though
there is no question of plagiarism. Angels comfort Elijah in the two exquisite and ever-popular
numbers “'Lift thine eyes” and ‘"He, watching over Israel”,

An angel now summons Elijah to Mount Horeb, where he shall see God face to face, and
the chorus describes how “God the Lord passed by.* Again we may admire Mendelssohn’s
inspired vocal scoring in ““Holy, holy, holy”, even if the searing quality of this ineffable experience
eludes him: even a Beethoven would have baulked at it.

His courage restored, Elijah returns to his mission, and the chorus describes the vigour
with which he then discharged it, before being taken up to Heaven in “a fiery chariot.”

After so miraculous a consummation of Elijah’s life, the problems of ending the oratorio
satisfactorily must have been considerable, and at first the introducing of the prophecy of
the coming of the Messiah ("“But the Lord from the north hath raised one’") may seem far-
fetched. But scripturally Elijah as a prophet is a forerunner of the Messiah, and only in the
Messiah's coming is his mission finally complete.

This may have been in Mendelssohn’s mind when in the superb final “Amen” to the last

L | chorus the basses sing again, though triumphantly transformed, the descending “curse motive”
i (“There shall not be dew nor rain”) of Elijah’s opening recitative.
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Das Musik-Festival von Birmingham im 19. Jahrhundert zeichnete sich oft durch den
1 Wagemut aus mit dem es neue Werke zur Auffiihrung brachte oder sogar in Auftrag

gab, darunter z.B. Dvordks Requiem und Elgars The Dream of Gerontius. 1837 fand St Paul
von Mendelssohn begeisterte Aufnahme (obwohl das nicht die Urauffiihrung des Werkes war),
und der Komponist wurde 1845 vom Festspielausschufi gebeten, filr das nachste Jahr ein
neues Oratorium zu schreiben — und so entstand Elias.

Tatsachlich hatte Mendelssohn sofort nach dem Erfolg von St Pau! an seinen Freund Carl
Klingemann geschrieben: ““Wenn Du Dich nur mit einem Eljas befassen wiirdest, oder einem
Petrus, oder wenigstens mit einem Og of Bashan!"”

Die Idee fiir Elias blieb bestehen, und 1837 entwarfen Klingemann und Mendelssohn einen
Plan fiir das Libretto. Der Platz Klingemanns wurde allerdings bald von Pastor Schubring
ibernommen, einem alten Freund der Familie, mit dem Mendelssohn aber nicht immer
einverstanden war; Schubring wollte ndmlich stets das heilige und meditative Element betonen,
was im Dezember 1838 Mendelssohn zu den folgenden irritierten Worten in einem Brief an
Schubring veranlafite:

“...bei einem solchen Gegenstande wie Elias... muf das Dramatische vorwalten, wie

mir scheint, — die Leute lebendig redend und handelnd eingefiihrt werden, nicht aber,

um Gotteswillen, ein Tongemalde daraus entstehen, sondern eine recht anschauliche Welt,
wie sie im Alten Testamente in jedem Kapitel steht.”

So tibernahm schlieplich Mendelssohn selbst die Zusammenstellung des Librettos, obwohl

1 er fiir die geeigneten Schriftstellen immer noch die Hilfe Schubrings suchte. Mit der |

i | Kompositionsarbeit aber ging es nicht wirklich weiter, bis der Auftrag aus Birmingham eintraf,
wodurch Mendelssohn zu einem intensiven Schaffen an dem neuen Oratorium angeregt wurde,

Der Text wurde natiirlich in deutscher Sprache geschrieben, aber Mendelssohn verfafite
eine sorfaltige englische Ubersetzung — stark gestiitzt auf die Hilfe von William Bartholomew

[| — bei der Alternativen fiir die Rezitative gefunden werden muften, um die englischen

Bibelstellen aufzunehmen.
| Die Erstauffiihrung von Elias fand am 26. August 1846 unter der Stabfiihrung des

i1 Komponisten statt — mit einem Chor von 271 Sangern und einem 125 Mann starkem Orchester.

Die Londoner ““Times” schrieb darfiber:
""Noch nie hat es einen vollstandigeren Triumph gegeben.”

Mendelssohn selbst schrieb an seinen Bruder:
“Es war gleich bei der ersten Probe in London zu sehen, dafs sie es gern mochten

und gern sangen und spielten, aber daf es bei der Auffiihrung gleich einen solchen
Schwung und Zug bekommen wiirde, das gestehe ich, hatte ich selbsl nicht erwartet.
Wirst Du nur dabei gewesen!”

Trotz des Riesenerfolgs war Mendelssohn nicht ganz zufrieden mit dem Werk — er war

| ein unaufhdrlicher Bearbeiter der eigenen Kompositionen — und unmittelbar nach der
|| Urauffithrung machte er einen Spaziergang mit dem Kritiker des “Athenaeum’ entlang dem

Kar “ifer in Birmingham und diskutierte mit ihm dessen Kritik. Eine grindlich revidierte

{| Fassung des Werks — so wie wir es heute kennen — hatte dann ihre Erstauffiihrung in London
i1 am 16. April 1847.

Seither gehort Elias zu den festen Lieblingsstiicken des Chormusik-Repertoires, selbst wenn
man spéaterhin zur Auffassung gelangt ist, dap dieses Werk doch nicht von gleicher Bedeutung
ist wie etwa Handels Messias oder Bachs Fassionen. Kritische Betrachtungen haben oft Einwénde
vorgebracht, besonders im Hinblick auf eben jene meditativen Satze, die dazu neigen, den

il dramatischen Ablauf zu verzogern (wie etwa *“Cast thy burden upon the Lord”) — Fassagen,

die Mendelssohn vielleicht ohnehin entgegen der eigenen Uberzeugung in das Werk

aufgenommen hatte. Jedenfalls war er hochst bestrebt gewesen, das O trust in the Lord™

zulassen, und nur auf wiederholte Vorhaltungen seiner Freunde blieb es dann doch erhalten.

Mendelssohn war mit Oratorien wohl vertraut. Er kannte seinen Handel sehr gut und hatte
Samson, Israel in Eqypt, Solomon und Jephtha auf den Disseldorfer Festspielen dirigiert.
Gleichermafien vertraut war er mit den Fassionen von J.S. Bach, nachdem er die berihmte
“Neuauffiihrung’” der Matthauspassion im Jahre 1829 dirigiert hatte. So fiihit man auch
im Elias eine gewisse Spannung zwischen dem dramatischen Schwung Handels und dem
Wunsch, das Bach’sche Element meditativer Einfiigungen zu verwenden. Im allgemeinen geht
dabei der Einflup Handels siegreich hervor, und dieser dramatische Schwung ist es auch,
der den Elias mit solcher Vitalitat vorantreibt.

Wie so oft in den Oratorien Hindels gibt es auch hier zwei Protagonisten, und der erste
davon ist Efias. Alle anderen Charaktere sind beildufige Instrumente dieses Dramas, Elias
aber, der strenge, unnachgiebige Prophet Gottes, ist eine voll abgerundete, in sich geschlossene
Gestalt. Mendelssohns Vater Abraham (Sohn des bedeutenden Philosophen Moses Mendelssohn,




Sohnes"’) war der typisch jlidische Patriarch, streng, aber wohlwollend. Er war auch ein sehr
einfiihlsamer Kritiker der Musik seines Sohnes und spornte ihn dazu an, ein Oratorium zu

| schreiben — besonders 5t Faul, dessen Fertigstellung er aber nicht mehr erlebte. Die Gestalt

i1 des Elias stammt offensichtlich tief aus der Seele des Komponisten, und man konnte ohne
| weiteres sagen, daf er damit sowohl seinem Vater wie seinen jiidischen Wurzeln Tribut zollen
| wollte.
|  Der zweite Protagonist dieses Werks ist der Chor des israelitischen Volkes, dessen Rolle
| durch eine Reihe machtvoll-dramatischer Chorsétze dargestellt wird, bei denen — wiederum

| wie bei Hindel — eine beeindruckende Vielfalt an Strukturen und formalen Prozeduren

f| verarbeitet wurde.
il Diese Chore sind vollig frei von jener “dumpfen Wissenschaftlichkeit, die alles ist, was von

| vielen angeblich tiefen und besonnenen Denkern anstelle einer Idee verwendet wird”, wie
| Mr. Chorley vom “Athenaeum” bemerkte, und ihre Vitalitat macht aus diesem Oratorium im
| wesentlichen eine Serie dramatischer Szenen. Die Israeliten sind wankelmiitig und unstet,
il gleichermafen leicht beeinflupbar von Wundern ("'The fire descends from heaven”’) wie von
| Konigin Jezabels Anstiftungen. Die Haupttriebfeder der Handlung ist die Spannung zwischen
{ ihnen und Elias, und wie wohl Mendelssohn dies erkannt hat, geht daraus hervor, wann er
| Elias seine drei gropen Arien singen 1aBt: “'Lord God of Abraham”, als Elias in Opposition
| zum Volk steht, ““Is not His word like a fire?", als er dessen Herr geworden ist, und schlieflich
| "It is enough”, als das Volk von ihm abflit.

Mendelssohns erste dramatische Geste ist es, Elias gleich von Anfang an in den Mittelpunkt
zu stellen, wenn er, von bedeutungsschweren Windblaser-Akkorden eingeleitet, eine Dirre
im Land heraufbeschwort — als Strafe fiir den Abfall des Volkes vom wahren Gott und die
Anbetung Baals. Mendelssohn wollte zuerst ganz auf eine Ouvertiire verzichten, wie Handel
das offenbar in Israel in Eqypt getan hatte; dadurch aber, da Mendelssohn dann die Quvertiire
erst nach dem einleitenden Rezitativ bringt, verwandelt er sie aus einer konventionellen Fuge
in ein méichtiges Tongemalde vom Leiden des Volkes, iberleitend zu den verzweifelten Rufen
“Help, Lord". Obadiah schilt das Volk seiner Siinden wegen, und die Israeliten sind nicht
liberzeugt davon, daf Gott Erbarmen hat (" Yet doth the Lord see it not — He mocketh at
us”). Ein Engel fordert Elias auf, sich unter den Schutz und Schirm Gottes zu fliichten (“For
He shall give His angels charge over thee’’) — eine Stelle, die die Meisterschaft Mendelssohns
beim Schreiben von Gesangspartituren zeigt.
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Es folgt eine fast opernhafte “Scena”, in der der tote Sohn der Witwe wieder zum Leben
erweckl wird. Seltsamerweise ist gerade das nicht einer der dramatischeren Teile des Werks
— nicht so sehr wegen der, wie Tovey es nannte, “‘allzu lebensechten Lastigkeit der Witwe”’,
deren man sich ja fiir einen dramatischen Effekt hatte bedienen konnen, sondern vielmehr
wegen der Unmdglichkeit, ein solches Wunder wie die Erweckung eines Toten musikalisch
darstellen zu konnen.

Das Wiedererklingen der sonoren Windblaser-Akkorde der Einleitung bringt die drohende
Diirre wieder in den Vordergrund. Elias.konfrontiert Kdnig Ahab und fordert die Priester heraus
— man wolle sehen, wessen Gott der wahre Gott ist, und um Feuer vom Himmel beten.
Angespornt vom Hohn des Elias ruft das Volk dreimal Baal an, doch vergeblich — Schweigen
beantwortet ihre letzten Beschwdrungsrufe. Feierlich beschwdrt nun Elias seinen Gott — nicht
mehr spottend, sondern in edler Gewifheit (dieser Stimmungswandel wird durch eine
wunderbare Modulation in “Draw near, all ye people’” ausgedriickt). Und sein Gebet findet
Gehér, zum Staunen des Volkes ("*The fire descends from heaven’’), das nun sofort zum wahren
Gott zuriickkehrt. Elias befiehlt die sofortig Totung der Baals-Propheten, und er gedenkt der
unausweichlichen Gerechtigkeit Gottes: “'Is not His word like a fire?”" — eine Arie, die sehr

an “For He is like a refiner’s fire”" aus Handels Messias erinnert.
Elias ruft noch einmal den Herrn an, die Diirre zu lindern ({"Look down on us from heaven,

0 Lord"’) — eine Passage voll diisterer Kldnge von Fagotten, Hornern, kleinen Bafviolen und

| Cellos. Und als schlieflich Regen féllt, endet der erste Teil mit dem méchtigen Chor *'Thanks

be to God", dessen kraftvolle Harmonien bei ““But the Lord is above them’” bei den ersten

| Proben des Werkes einige Verwirrung stifteten.

Dieser erste Teil ist hauptsachlich durch seinen unwiderstehlichen dramatischen Impetus
gekennzeichnet — die Handlung aber gestattet einen solchen kontinuierlichen dramatischen

Flup nicht hinein in den zweiten Teil. Dieser beginnt mit Worten der Beruhigung. die Gott
| an sein Volk richtet, in einer Passage, deren Tonart und Struktur an eine dhnliche Stelle in
|| der Matthauspassion gemahnt. Aber Elias stellt sich erneut gegen Ahab, und Jezabel reizt

das Volk zum Abfall von Elias auf. Das Nachplappern ihrer Worte durch das Volk ist eine

| glaubhafte Darstellung einer Mob-Reaktion. Elias flieht in die Wilste, wo er an seiner Sendung

verzweifelt (It is enough’). Wieder werden wir hier an ein Stlick von Bach erinnert — an

| "Es ist vollbracht™ aus der Jehannespassion, wobei natirlich keine Rede von Plagiat sein

kann. Elias wird von Engeln getrostet in zwei wundervollen und stets populdren Stiicken:




“Lift thine eyes” und “He, watching over Israel”’

Elias wird nun von einem anderen Engel zum Berge Horeb gesandt, wo er Gott von Angesicht

zu Angesicht sehen werde: der Chor schildert dies mit ““God the Lord passed by”. Wieder
muf man hier die Inspiration Mendelssohns beim Schreiben von Gesangsstellen in ““Holy,
holy, holy” bewundern, wenn ihm auch die brennende Intensitat einer solchen géttlichen
Begegnung nicht ganz gelingt: selbst ein Beethoven wiirde damit woh! Schwierigkeiten gehabt
haben.

Elias hat seinen Mut wiedergewonnen und kehrt zu seiner Mission zuriick: der Chor beschreibt

den Eifer, mit dem er diese Mission erfiillt, ehe er in einem ““feurigen Wagen”’ gen Himmel | 5

gefithrt wird.

Nach dem Wunder dieses Lebensabschlusses von Elias mug es fiir Mendelssohn ein nicht
unbedeutendes Problem gewesen sein, das Oratorium einem befriedigenden Ende zuzufiihren,
Auf den ersten Blick mag hier die Erwahnung der Prophezeihung des Messias’ einigermafien

weithergeholt erscheinen (“’But the Lord from the north hath raised one’), aber der Heiligen §
Schrift nach ist der Prophet Elias ein Vorldufer des Messias’ und nur in dessen Kommen ist [

seine eigene Sendung endgiiltig abgeschlossen. Daran mag Mendelssohn gedacht haben, als

im grofiartigen letzten “Amen” des abschlieBenden Chores die Basse wiederum, triumphierend
verwandelt, das abfallende “’Fluch-Motiv"* des ersten Rezitativs von Elias singen — “There
shall not be dew nor rain”.

@ 1989 Keith Elcombe
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Au dix-neuviéme siecle le Festival de musique de Birmingham se distingua souvent
par sa hardiesse en matiere de programmation et de commandes d’ ceuvres inédites,
dont, par exemple, le Requiem de Dvotdk et The Dream of Gerontius (le Songe’ de Géronte)
d’Elgar. En 1837, 5t Fauf de Mendelssohn recut un accueil enthousiaste (bien que ce ne
fit pas sa création) et en 1845 le comité d* organisation du festival contacta Mendelssohn
pour lui commander un nouvel oratorio pour I'année suivante. C’est ainsi qu’ Efijah prit
naissance.

En fait, immédiatement aprés le succes de St Pauf, Mendelssohn avait écrit 4 son ami Carl
Klingemann:

“Si seulement tu voulais considérer un Eljfah, ou un St Peter, ou méme un Og of

Bashan!”’

L'idée d' écrire un Elfjjah demeura dans leur esprit, et en 1837 ils en ébauchérent Ie livret.
Klingemann fut bientdt remplacé par le pasteur Schubring, un vieil ami de la famille, avec
qui. pourtant, Mendelssohn n’était pas tout 2 fait d’accord, car Schubring désirait mettre
I"accent sur les éléments “'sacrés” et “méditatifs”, ce qui poussa Mendelssohn a lui écrire
une lettre exaspérée:

“L'élément dramatique doit prédominer... Les personnages doivent agir el parler

comme si ¢’ étaient des étres vivants — pour I'amour du Ciel que ce ne soit pas un

tableau musical, mais un univers réel, tel qu'on le trouve dans tous les chapitres de

I’ Ancien Testament.”

C'est ainsi que Mendelssohn entreprit d’écrire le livret lui-méme, bien qu'il ait encore
demandé a Schubring de trouver des passages appropriés dans les Ecriture. Toutefois, Ia
composition de I’ ceuvre n” avanca pas, dans |’ ensemble, jusqu’a ce que Birmingham le contacte,
Ce qui I"encouragea a se consacrer entierement & la composition de I’ oratorio.

L oratorio fut, bien sir, écrit en allemand, mais Mendelssohn en prépara soigneusement
une traduction en anglais, en se basant fortement sur le bon sens de William Bartholomew,
dont la tache €tait de trouver, dans le texte biblique anglais, des citations appropriées pour
les récitatifs.

L oratorio fut crée le 26 aodit 1846 par un cheeur de deux cent soixante et onze chanteurs,
et un orchestre de cent vingt-cing musiciens sous la direction de Mendelssohn. Le critique
du Times écrivit:

“0n n’a jamais connu de triomphe plus total”
Et Mendelssohn écrivit & son frére:
“II devint évident, dés la premiere répétition, que tout le monde aimait I oratorio et
aimait le chanter et le jouer; mais je dois avouer que j'étais loin de prévoir qu’il
acqueérerait une telle vigueur nouvelle et un tel dynamisme lors de Iexécution. Si
seulement tu avais été lal”
Malgré le grand succes qu’ obtint I’ oratorio, Mendelssohn n“en fut pas totalement satisfait
— il révisait sans arrét ses compositions — et immédiaternent aprés la création il emmena
le critique de |"Athenaeum en promenade le long des berges du canal de Birmingham pour

discuter de ses critiques. Dans sa version largement révisée — celle qu’ on connait aujourd’ hui,

I"ceuvre fut exécutée pour la premiére fois a Londres, le 16 avril 1847,

Depuis, Elifah est I'une des ceuvres les plus appréciées du répertoire choral, méme si, [
derniérement, on ne la met pas sur le méme pied que /e Messie ou les Passions de Bach. |
La critique s’ est souvent retour