
 

 

  



 

Handel's early years in England had been spent as an opera composer. He had 
composed one oratorio — Esther — as early as 1720 but he began to develop his ideas on 
oratorio much later when deserted by a fickle public. Almost by trial and error he 
discovered that the English, who were becoming increasingly serious after the excesses of 
the Restoration and the frivolities of the early eighteenth century, appeared now to love 
extensive musical settings of dramatic Old Testament stories. A severe Bishop of London 
would not hear of such dramas being staged, or even performed in a Church, so the 
oratorios had to be performed in concert form in halls and theatres where they attracted 
huge crowds, to Handel's great benefit. Handel was infinitely resourceful, imaginative and 
practical, but he could not change his fundamental artistic nature as dramatist and 
melodist. If his oratorios were to be deprived of stage sets, stage machinery, dramatic 
action, costumes and all the other paraphernalia so essential to what Dr. Johnson was to 
call an 'exotic and irrational entertainment' then Handel must conjure up these visual and 
dramatic elements by his musical invention and imagination. Of course composers had 
done this before but the extent to which Handel achieved it and developed it was such as 
to make his Oratorios almost a new art-form. In all but two of his oratorios he was helped 
by a dramatic story which carried the musical action forward. In Israel in Egypt and in 
Messiah, however, his plan was even more ambitious. Both contained dramatic elements, 
it is true, but in neither is the drama central to the whole. Messiah, the greatest of all 
oratorios, is nothing less than a vast abstract study of the nature of God made Man, a 
concept so tremendous and so breathtaking as a subject for Art, yet still so immediate and 
effective. Israel in Egypt is a study in the Freedom of Man, and the homage of Man to 
God. The heroes here are not the soloists but the Chorus, representing the Children of 
Israel (or any other people for that matter) in their search for liberty from an oppressor. 
In Part I we find them escaping from Egypt in the great story of the Exodus. Handel's 
imagery and imagination is endless as he conjures up for us the various plagues of the 
Egyptians; the frogs, flies, lice, locusts, hailstones, lightening, darkness, the slaying of the 
first-born of Egypt and the drowning of Israel's pursuers in the waters of the Red Sea. 

But perhaps more tremendous still are the great abstract themes; the despair of the 
opening Chorus or the wonderful sense of peace and release in the pastoral chorus 'But as 
for His people, He led them forth like sheep'. Abstract too is Part 2 (Moses' Song) which in 
effect is a vast hymn of praise and thanksgiving although Handel cannot resist the 
temptation from time to time to set the words pictorially where this is apt — 'The horse 
and his rider . ..' is a wonderful galloping tune. 

Israel in Egypt was composed in 1738; Moses' Song was written first in ten days at the 
beginning of October while Exodus took rather longer - 13 days! - but was completed 
before the end of the month. Handel selected the words himself from Psalms 78, 105, 
and 106 and Exodus 15. 

Angus Watson. 

Recitative (Tenor) 
Now there arose a new king over Egypt, which knew not Joseph; and he set 

over Israel task-masters to afflict them with burdens; and they made them serve 
with rigour. 

Chorus 
And the children of Israel sighed by reason of the bondage; And their cry 

came up unto God.   They oppress 'd them with burdens, and made them serve 
with rigour. 

Recitative 
Then sent He Moses, His servant, and Aaron, whom He had chosen: these 

shew'd His signs among them, and wonders in the land of Ham. - He turned their 
waters into blood. 



 

Chorus 
They loathed to drink of the river: He turned their waters into blood. 

 
Air (Alto) 

Their land brought forth frogs, yea, even in the King's chambers.  He gave their 
cattle over to the pestilence; blotches and blains broke forth on man and beast. 

Chorus 
He spake the word: And there came all manner of flies and lice in all their quarters. 
He spake: and the locusts came without number and devour 'd the fruits of the land.  

Chorus 
He gave them hailstones for rain; fire, mingled with the hail, ran along upon the 

ground. 

Chorus 
He sent a thick darkness over all the land, even darkness, which might be felt. 

Chorus 
He smote all the first-born of Egypt, the chief of all their strength. 

Chorus 
But as for His people, He led them forth like sheep.  He brought them out with 

silver and gold: there was not one feeble person among their tribes. 

Chorus 
Egypt was glad when they departed, for the fear of them fell upon them. 

Chorus 
He rebuked the Red Sea, and it was dried up. 
He lead them through the deep as through a wilderness. 
But the waters overwhelmed their enemies, there was not one of them left. 

Chorus 
And Israel saw that great work that the Lord did upon th 'Egyptians; and the 

people feared the Lord. 
And believed the Lord and his servant Moses. 

INTERVAL OF 10 MINUTES 

Introitus (Chorus) 
Moses, and the children of Israel sung this song unto the Lord, and spake, saying: 

Chorus 
I will sing unto the Lord, for he hath triumphed gloriously, the horse and his 

rider hath he thrown into the sea. 

Duet (Soprano I. II) 
The Lord is my strength and my song, He is become my salvation. 

Duet (Basso I, II) 
The Lord is a man of war, Lord is his name; Pharaoh 's chariots, and his host, hath he 

cast into the sea. His chosen captains also are drowned in the Red Sea. 

Chorus 
The depths have covered them, they sank into the bottom as a stone. 



 

Chorus 
Thy right hand, oh Lord, is become glorious in power: thy right hand, oh Lord, 

hath dashed in pieces the enemy. 
And in the greatness of thine excellency, thou hast overthrown them that rose 

up against thee. 
 

Chorus 
     And with the blast of thy nostrils the waters were gathered together, the floods stood 

upright as an heap, the depths were congealed in the heart of the sea. 
 

Air (Tenor) 
    The enemy said: I will pursue, I will overtake, I will divide the spoil: my lust shall be 

satisfied upon them: I will draw my sword: my hand shall destroy them. 
 

Air (Soprano) 
    Thou didst blow with the wind: the sea cover'd them, they sank as lead in the mighty 

waters. 
 

Duet (Alto, Tenor) 
   Thou in thy mercy hast led forth thy people which thou hast redeemed. Thou hast guided 

them in thy strength unto thy holy habitation. 
 

Chorus 
   The people shall hear and be afraid: sorrow shall take hold on them; all the inhabitants 

of Canaan shall melt away by the greatness of thy arm. They shall be as still as a stone, 
till thy people pass over, oh Lord, till thy people pass over, which thou hast purchased. 

 

Air (Alto) 

   Thou shall bring them in, and plant them in the mountain of thine inheritance, in the 

place, oh Lord, which thou hast made for thee to dwell in, in the sanctuary, oh Lord, 
which thy hands have established. 

 

Chorus 
    The Lord shall reign for ever and ever 
. 

Recitative 
   For the horse of Pharaoh went in with his chariots and with his horsemen into the sea, 

and the Lord brought again the waters of the sea upon them: but the children of Israel 
went on dry land in the midst of the sea. 

 

Chorus 
   The Lord shall reign for ever and ever. 
 

Recitative 
   And Miriam the Prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took a timbrel in her hand, and all the 

women went out after her with timbrels and with dances, and Miriam answered them: 
 

 
 

 



 

 

Chorus and Soprano Solo 
   Sing ye to the Lord, for he hath triumphed gloriously! 
   The Lord shall reign for ever and ever. 

   The horse and his rider hath he thrown into the sea. 
   The Lord shall reign for ever and ever: I will sing unto the Lord, for he hath triumphed 

gloriously, the horse and his rider hath he thrown into the sea. 
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