
The History of Mendelssohn's Oratorio Elijah:
A Masterful Composition and a Musical
Legacy
Felix Mendelssohn's oratorio Elijah stands as a monumental work in the
choral repertoire, renowned for its expressive melodies, dramatic
storytelling, and stirring orchestration. Premiered in 1846, Elijah has
captivated audiences for nearly two centuries with its exploration of
profound spiritual themes and its celebration of faith.

The Genesis of an Oratorio

Mendelssohn's inspiration for Elijah came from the Old Testament book of 1
Kings. He was particularly drawn to the prophet Elijah's unwavering faith
amidst adversity, his powerful prophecies, and ultimately his miraculous
ascent into heaven. In 1845, at the request of the Birmingham Festival,
Mendelssohn began composing Elijah, immersing himself in the biblical text
and collaborating with the librettist Julius Schubring.
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A Musical Masterpiece

Mendelssohn's Elijah is a musical tapestry that seamlessly blends choral,
orchestral, and solo sections. The oratorio opens with a powerful overture,
setting the tone for the ensuing dramatic narrative. The choruses are
particularly evocative, employing a wide range of textures and dynamics to
convey the emotions of the story. From the joyous "Thanks be to God" to
the climactic "Lift thine eyes," each chorus is a testament to Mendelssohn's
exceptional choral writing.

The soloists in Elijah are equally compelling, each embodying a distinct
character. The title role requires a dramatic tenor with a powerful voice
capable of conveying Elijah's unwavering faith and prophetic vision. The
soprano sings the part of the Widow of Zarephath, whose poignant aria "O
rest in the Lord" expresses her unwavering trust amidst hardship. The alto
and bass soloists portray the characters of Queen Jezebel and King Ahab,
adding depth and contrast to the story.

Musical Highlights
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Elijah contains numerous musical highlights that have become iconic in the
choral repertoire. The "Baal Chorus" depicts the frenzied and mocking
worship of Baal, featuring a complex polyphonic texture and an
unforgettable ascending vocal line. The "Watchman's Aria" provides a
moment of calm amidst the chaos, with its soothing melody and hopeful
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message. The "Elijah's Vision" chorus paints a vivid portrait of the prophet's
encounter with God, culminating in a triumphant declaration of faith.

Premiere and Reception

Elijah premiered on August 26, 1846, at the Birmingham Festival. The
performance was a resounding success, with Mendelssohn conducting and
the soloists including Jenny Lind, the renowned Swedish soprano. The
oratorio quickly gained popularity throughout Europe and North America,
becoming a staple of choral repertoire. It was particularly well-received in
Britain, where it has been performed at numerous prestigious venues,
including the Royal Albert Hall and Westminster Abbey.

Legacy and Influence

Mendelssohn's Elijah has left an enduring legacy on the choral world. Its
expressive melodies, dramatic storytelling, and masterful orchestration
continue to inspire and uplift audiences. The oratorio has also influenced
other composers, including Edward Elgar, who used Elijah as a model for
his own oratorio The Dream of Gerontius.

Felix Mendelssohn's oratorio Elijah is a musical masterpiece that combines
profound spiritual themes, expressive melodies, and stunning
orchestration. Premiered in 1846, Elijah has captivated audiences for
centuries and remains a cornerstone of the choral repertoire. Its dramatic
narrative, memorable musical highlights, and deeply moving message
continue to inspire and uplift listeners, ensuring its enduring legacy as a
testament to the power of music.
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