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Felix Mendelssohn  (1809–47)

Elijah, Op. 70  (1845–6; rev. 1847)

For many years, Mendelssohn’s Elijah was one of the
proudest treasures of the British choral repertory. In fact it
was far more popular here than in Mendelssohn’s native
Germany. Only three years after Mendelssohn’s death
Richard Wagner began his notorious campaign against
what he called ‘Jewishness in Music’, with Mendelssohn 
as one of its chief targets. As the conductor Nikolaus
Harnoncourt puts it, Wagner’s campaign is proof ‘that it 
is possible to mutilate a composer’s reputation’. It is only
recently that Elijah (in German, Elias) has come to be
recognised in the composer’s homeland for the masterpiece
it is. In Britain, too, Elijah suffered a decline in popularity as
the culture began to turn against expressions of Victorian
religiosity during the 1960s. Fortunately there has been a
gradual realisation in more recent times that Elijah is far
more than a demonstration of conventional 19th-century
religiosity – that it is actually a work of exceptional dramatic
power and originality.

Elijah came into being when the Birmingham Music Festival
invited Mendelssohn to direct its 1846 season, and to provide
a major work for the occasion. Mendelssohn turned down
the invitation to be festival conductor, fearing – with some
justice – that it would sap his already strained personal
resources. Without doubt nervous exhaustion was one of the
causes of his shockingly premature death the following year.
But the request for a substantial work set Mendelssohn
thinking again about a project he’d first considered nearly
10 years earlier. The success of his oratorio St Paul in 1836
had fired Mendelssohn’s enthusiasm still further for biblical
projects and he had asked his friend Carl Klingemann to
help compile a text. But by 1838 the projected libretto for
Elijah still hadn’t progressed further than a detailed sketch.
So Mendelssohn turned to another old friend, the Lutheran
pastor Julius Schubring, for help. 

Schubring obliged with another detailed scheme for Elijah.
But it soon became clear that the two men had significantly
divergent views on what the work was meant to achieve.
After several exchanges of ideas, Schubring complained to
Mendelssohn that ‘the thing is becoming too objective – an
interesting, even a thrilling picture, but far from edifying the
heart of the listener. We must set to work diligently to keep
down the dramatic and to raise the sacred element, and
always aim for this.’ Strikingly, Mendelssohn bridled at the
thought of elevating the sacred at the expense of the
dramatic: ‘If I might make one observation, it is that I would
rather see the dramatic element more prominent, as well as
more exuberant and defined – appeal and response,
question and answer, sudden interruptions, etc. etc.’
Schubring sent a revised draft, but this only strengthened
Mendelssohn’s reservations. ‘With a subject like Elijah it
seems to me that the dramatic element must predominate.
The characters should act and speak as though they were
living beings … the contemplative and pathetic elements,
which admittedly you desire, should be conveyed entirely by
the words and emotions of the acting characters.’

The result was a deadlock which lasted until 1845, the year
the Birmingham Festival commission came through. Then
came another conflict over the issue of how to begin 
the work. Schubring felt strongly that there should be an
overture, as in Handel’s greatest oratorios, here portraying
the three years of famine that struck Israel after Elijah’s 
curse on the nation. Mendelssohn preferred to plunge
straight into the drama, which meant bringing on the 
‘acting characters’ right from the start. It was Mendelssohn’s
long-time English translator, William Bartholomew, who
came up with the solution. Elijah begins with the prophet
intoning his curse, starkly underlined by brass; then comes
the orchestral overture, which builds climactically to the point
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where the chorus cries out: ‘Help, Lord! Wilt thou quite
destroy us?’ 

Modern listeners may have good cause to be grateful that
Mendelssohn held out for drama and character. Thanks to
his determination, Elijah stresses the human element in the
story, thus inviting a more direct, even visceral involvement on
the part of his audiences. In doing so, however, Mendelssohn
was knowingly placing himself within a German tradition.
The Protestant Reformation had begun in Germany and 
it was on German soil that the political might of the 
Catholic Church had first been successfully challenged.
Martin Luther’s translation of the Bible – the source of
Mendelssohn’s text in Elijah – had at once helped define the
German language and marked the beginning of a process
by which scripture ceased to be the property of an educated
elite and was opened out to the masses. All this Mendelssohn
had celebrated in his part-programmatic ‘Reformation’
Symphony of 1832. The great Protestant church compositions
of Bach and Handel – which left a big imprint on Elijah –
had continued this process of democratising the mysteries of
faith. In particular works such as Bach’s St Matthew Passion
and Handel’s Messiah had brought a new stress on the
humanity of Christ – a real, suffering human being rather
than a remote mystical symbol.

At the same time, in choosing an Old Testament story and 
in resisting some of Schubring’s attempts to draw in New

Testament characters and ideas, Mendelssohn may well
have been attempting to harmonise his German and 
Jewish inheritances. The composer’s friend and musical
collaborator Eduard Devrient confirms the impression given
by others who knew Mendelssohn well: that Mendelssohn
generally ‘avoided all reference to his Jewish descent’. 
But Devrient remembered one striking exception. In 1829
Mendelssohn had conducted a triumphant revival of Bach’s
long-neglected St Matthew Passion in Leipzig – almost
certainly the first performance of the work since Bach’s death
in 1750. ‘And to think’, Mendelssohn said afterwards, ‘that it
should be an actor and a Jew that gives back to the people
the greatest of Christian works.’ The ironic element in a 
Jew depicting one of the greatest Jewish prophets as an
emotionally three-dimensional ‘acting character’ for the
entertainment of a Christian audience is unlikely to have
escaped Mendelssohn when Elijah had its similarly
triumphant British premiere, 17 years later.

The Biblical story of the prophet Elijah is rich in drama to start
with, but Mendelssohn reveals a theatrical instinct here that
was only falteringly evident in the earlier St Paul. After the
prophet’s curse, the overture’s instrumental representation of
the famine and the chorus’s desperate entreaties, the action
moves to the story of Elijah bringing the widow’s dead son
back to life, then progresses swiftly to the wonderful account
of the contest of the gods that marks the climax of Part 1. The
Israelites have turned away from their ancestral deity
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Jehovah (more properly ‘Yahweh’) to the worship of a
heathen god, Baal. Elijah challenges them to a contest of
divine strength: a bullock is slain and tied to an altar;
whichever of the two gods shall send fire from heaven and
burn up the offering shall be the victor. 

For hours the Children of Israel cry to Baal, while Elijah taunts
them: ‘Call him louder, for he is a god!’ – perhaps he’s in
conversation somewhere, or out on a journey somewhere, or
maybe he’s asleep. Then Elijah calls on Jehovah, and fire
rains down upon the altar. The Israelites are understandably
impressed and turn again to the God of their forefathers,
who responds by sending rain to the drought-parched land.
Throughout this First Part, Mendelssohn sustains the
dramatic momentum with an urgency and resourcefulness
few of his operatic contemporaries could match. The
people’s renewed cries to Baal are especially effective –
each one in a different style and tempo, as the Israelites try
everything they can to get their evasive god’s attention.

Part 2 shows us the aftermath. Despite his impressive victory,
Elijah is soon under suspicion again: was it not he who
brought down the curse upon Israel? Elijah flees into the
wilderness, where he sings the nobly despairing aria ‘It is
enough’ – for a long time afterwards the oratorio’s
undisputed hit number. But consolation comes in the form of
an angelic trio (three unaccompanied female voices),
singing words from one of the most popular of the Psalms.

Elijah, however, is still resistant to righteous exhortation (‘O
Lord, I have labour’d in vain’). Finally, after earthquake, wind
and fire have stunned Elijah into awestruck silence, God
speaks to him with a ‘still small voice’. Chastened and
invigorated, Elijah returns for a final, successful showdown
with the devotees of Baal, then comes his ascent into heaven
in ‘a fiery chariot, with fiery, fiery horses’ (furious galloping
strings and stirring brass fanfares). 

If, for some listeners, the last five numbers of Elijah bring 
a slight sense of anticlimax, this can’t be blamed entirely 
on Mendelssohn. Despite the composer’s best efforts,
something of Julius Schubring’s determination to stress 
the ‘sacred element’, and thus to ‘edify the hearts’ of 
his bourgeois Christian audience, can be felt in these
determined assertions of righteousness and divine
vindication. Here, unusually in this work, the voice of
conventional Victorian piety does speak loudly and clearly.
Yet Mendelssohn’s final Handelian fugue, with its brief but
joyous ‘Amen’ coda, is impressive enough to bring this
uniquely compelling religious drama to a satisfactory close. 
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