


   The Story 

Elijah was one of the strangest and most uncomfortable prophets 
of the Old Testament - a rugged Bedouin in his hairy mantle, 
whose word 'burned like a torch'. He was stern, incapable of 
compromise, unyielding and imperious. 'He heard the judgments 
of the future and its vengeance'; his life work was to restore the 
austere morals and the purer religion of earlier times. His was the 
voice of conscience. 'Hast thou found me, O mine enemy?' cried 
Ahab as he walked in Naboth's usurped vineyard. And he 
answered 'I have found thee; because thou hast sold thyself to work 
evil'. Elijah appeared for the first time out of the wilderness 
around 870 BC to pronounce a curse on Ahab and the children of 
Israel because they had forsaken God for Baal; he reappeared 
uncomfortably often for the King, his wife Jezebel and their son 
Ahaziah during the next twenty years, and eventually disappeared 
as mysteriously as he came, in a whirlwind into Heaven. Thereafter 
he plays an important part in the writing of the later prophets. 
Malachi prophesies that he will re-appear as herald for the 
Messiah, and Jesus saw John the Baptist specifically as the re-
incarnation of Elijah. Elijah was present with Moses at the 
Transfiguration. He became a favourite subject for various 
Rabbinical legends, and also in Arabic literature, and is mentioned 
in the Koran. 

So far as the other characters in the drama are concerned, he is 
greatly helped by Obadiah. 'governor of the House of Ahab' who 
'feared the Lord greatly,' and had secretly saved the lives of a 
hundred priests of the Lord condemned to death by Jezebel. 
Ahab, the king, 'did evil in the sight of the Lord above all that 
were before him.' He was weak, selfish and grasping, but was 
finally capable of repentance. Jezebel the queen, however, seems to 
have been as uncompromisingly evil as Elijah was 
uncompromisingly good. Like Lady Macbeth she stopped at 
nothing to achieve her ends. 



Mendelssohn's 
Elijah 

It is not surprising that the subject matter of Elijah and 
Mendelssohn's setting of it should have appealed strongly to the 
upright Victorian citizens of Birmingham for whose Festival in 
1846 it was composed. Nor was it any less rapturously received a 
few days later in London, where the Prince Consort, that great 
patron of English music, could not contain his excitement: To the 
noble artist' he wrote in his inscription, 'who, though 
encompassed by the Baal-worship of false art, by his genius and 
study has succeeded, like another Elijah, in faithfully preserving 
the worship of true art.' Thereafter copies of the Elijah were to be 
found. with the Songs without Words and Handel's Messiah, in a 
place of honour beside the aspidistras of every musical front room 
of the country. Victorian England took the Elijah so much to its 
bosom, that there was a serious danger of it being eclipsed in this 
century in the general reaction against the Victorian ethos. The 
disappearance of the Victorians' upright view of moral behaviour 
was accompanied in musical circles with downright and often 
cruel criticism of Mendelssohn, dark murmurings about 'mouth-
organ harmony' were good for an easy laugh, and at a far more 
sinister level Mendelssohn's music was banned by the Nazi party as 
part of its anti-Semitic drive in the 1930s. 

Happily it is now possible to get a more balanced view of 
Mendelssohn's art. We may feel that Schumann went a little far 
when he claimed Mendelssohn as the 'Mozart of the nineteenth 
century', but for all Elijah's unevenness. his vision of these stark 
characters is one of strength and grandeur. There may be moments 
when the arid wasteland of Old Testament Israel in a drought is 
viewed a little too obviously through the comfortable French 
windows of a Victorian drawing-room, but overall Mendelssohn's 
dramatic sense is superb. His use of the orchestra is wonderfully 
sensitive, and his characterisation of the main protagonists



is finely drawn. In a very real sense he recreated the oratorio as a major form 
of art for his own time, a form which had played little part in the music of the 
Viennese composers. The Elijah is historically an important link between the 
eighteenth century oratorios of Handel and Passions of Bach and the sacred 
dramas of Elgar, Vaughan Williams, Walton and others, in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. 

 

Part One 
Introduction 

Overture 

 

Nos. 1-2 The work opens with a brilliant dramatic stroke - Elijah 
cursing Ahab and the children of Israel because they have for-

saken God for Baal, and prophesying years of famine. As Philip 

Radcliffe points out in his authoratitive book on Mendelssohn, 
there is an important 'curse motive' in the music — a falling 

diminished fifth which reappears at other stages of the drama. 

The Overture depicts the growing anxiety and sense of 
desperation of the people rising to a frantic cry for help in the 

first chorus; notice the hopelessness expressed in the fugue 

subject and the despair at the end — 'no power cometh to help 

us.' 
Nos. 3-5 Obadiah calls the people to repentance, in a beautiful almost 

Italian aria; their answer is at first truculent, with the 'curse 

motive' very much in evidence - 'His curse has fallen upon us', 
but in a beautiful modulation into the major they begin to feel 

the first stirrings of hope — 'His mercies on thousands fall.' 

Nos. 6-7 An angel tells Elijah to return to the desert to escape the 

drought by camping at Cherith's brook, where the ravens will 
feed him. Here he is comforted by angels in an exquisite 8-part 

semi-chorus; this is the first of several evocations of the super-

natural, which Mendelssohn had made so much his own in his 
earlier music for a Midsummer Night's Dream. The music 

seems to hover in the air, disembodied and translucent, the 

angels' wings quivering almost imperceptibly in the orchestra. 



Nos. 8-9 The brook dries up, and Elijah is sent to stay with a widow 

woman, whose son is sick. The scene is almost operatic as 
Elijah heals him, and the people who have witnessed the 

miracle sing in awe, 'Blessed are the men who fear Him'. 

Nos. 10-16 Elijah reappears before King Ahab, and challenges him and the 

priests of Baal to a trial of strength. An altar is to be prepared, 
and whichever God answers their prayers with fire to burn the 

sacrifice on it, 'let him be God.' The challenge is accepted, and 

the priests of Baal call upon their God, first with complete 
confidence, but against Elijah's jeers, with growing anxiety as 

their prayers are greeted only with silence. Elijah then utters his 

famous prayer 'Lord God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob' and his 
disciples answer him in the beautiful chorale, 'Cast thy burden 

upon the Lord.' The fire descends and the people are first 

incredulous, then convinced — 'O Israel hear, the Lord is God'. 

Elijah's vengeance on the prophets of Baal is swift and total. 
That evening Kishon's Brook is red with the blood of Jehovah's 

enemies, while Elijah sings of the power of God - 'Is not his 

word like a fire', and the contralto sings an epitaph on 'those 
who forsake Him!' 

Nos 17-20 Obadiah begs Elijah to pray for rain, now that the people have 

been called to repentance, and Elijah sends a youth to the top of 
a neighbouring hill to see whether any clouds might appear. 

Three times the youth returns with the news that there is no 

cloud in sight; but at the fourth he sees a small cloud 'like a 

man's hand', which grows rapidly and eventually engulfs the 
laughing, excited people as they dance in the rain which is to 

put an end to three years of drought - Thanks be to God!' 

 

 

 

 

 

                      INTERVAL OF TEN MINUTES 



Part Two 
Nos.21-24 The Second Part starts with a beautiful, reflective aria for the 

Soprano proclaiming 'Be not afraid, for I, thy God, will 

strengthen Thee.' But when the curtain goes up, so to speak, 

and the drama begins, Elijah is again in trouble. This time he 

finds himself up against Queen Jezebel, who is almost out of 
her mind with fury at his destruction of her prophets of Baal. 

Cleverly she turns the people against him with the accusation 

that it was he who had brought on the drought. 'Woe to him! 
Let the guilty prophet perish!' they cry. 

Nos. 25-29 However Obadiah warns him that his life is in danger, and 

wearily he returns to the wilderness. His spiritual strength 
seems almost to have deserted him — 'It is enough; O Lord 

now take away my life' he sings in a beautiful aria with cello 

obligato, which crystallises the emotional sense of failure 

which he feels. Elijah has no fear for his life, but the failure of 
his work leaves him a broken man. He lies beneath a juniper 

tree and sleeps. As he sleeps angels approach; first they appear 

above the mountains, hovering high over his consciousness. 
Mendelssohn achieves this sense of disembodied light by 

using high voices without orchestral accompaniment. The 

effect of this brightness — 'Lift thine eyes' — after the gloom 

and the depression of the previous aria is spell-binding. As the 
Angels approach to 'encamp around him' their wings again can 

be heard in the orchestra, and Mendelssohn shows us a vision 

of paradise only equalled later by Faure at the end of his 
Requiem. 

Nos. 30-32 When Elijah awakes, his guardian angel tells him that he has 

one further journey to make, of forty days and nights to Mount 
Horeb; but he can hardly face it. He is spiritually and 

physically exhausted. His guardian angel is comforting — 'O 

rest in the Lord', she sings, and the other angels like the voices 

of conscience remind him that 'he that shall endure to the end 
shall be saved.' 

Nos. 33-37 Elijah summons enough strength to get to Horeb. The 

drought that Israel has suffered symbolises for him the arid-
ness of his own spiritual resources. 'My soul is thirsting for 

Thee, as a thirsty land,' he sings. The Chorus which follows is 



wonderfully graphic as it describes the awesome scene on the 

bleak mountain-side as night is falling. Elijah is to be brought 
face to face with God. First a mighty wind pounds and 

smashes the rocks; then a tidal wave and an earthquake shake 

him; finally lightning flashes blind him - and yet the Lord 

appears in none of them. The music here modulates like magic 
into the major, and Mendelssohn is able to capture a beautiful 

sense of shimmering stillness for the words There came a still 

small voice, and in that still small voice, onward came the 
Lord'. The angels sing 'Holy is God the Lord.' and Elijah is 

sent back to complete his mission with renewed strength. 

No. 38-end The chorus sing of the fulfilment of his mission - 'Then did 
Elijah the prophet break forth like fire; his words appeared like 

flaming torches; mighty kings by him were overthrown. He 

stood on the mount of Sinai and heard the judgments of the 

future; and in Horeb, its vengeance.' Elijah is then taken into 
Heaven by a whirlwind, preceded by a fiery chariot, with fiery 

horses, all graphically described in the music. The rest of the 

Oratorio is taken up with the reflections of the people without 
their prophet. The drought is still a constant memory in 

everyone's mind, and provides a ready source of symbolism - 

'O come everyone that thirsteth, O come to the waters, O come 
unto Him. And then shall your light break forth as the light of 

morning breaketh . . . ‘ 

 

Angus Watson 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Winchester Music Club, largely a performing Society, 

acknowledges with gratitude the encouragement of some eighty 

Honorary Members who help to make these concerts possible. 

Honorary Members enjoy one week's priority booking for all 

Music Club's concerts and are circularised well in advance with full 

details of the year's programme. If you would like to assist in this 

way, please apply to the Honorary Secretary who will be happy to 

send further information. 

Would prospective members of the Choir or Orchestra please contact 
the Honorary Secretary, Mr. David Pritchard, 'Corner Oaks', 

Curdridge, (Telephone: Botley 5740) who will gladly arrange an 

audition 

 

The National Federation of Music Societies, to which this Society is 

affiliated, gives support towards the cost of these concerts with 

funds provided by the Arts Council of Great Britain. 

 

 


