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The libretto for Mendelssohn’s Elijah, which was the product of years of struggle, is nearly without 

precedent in the history of the oratorio.  Like Handel’s Israel in Egypt and Messiah, both of which 

Mendelssohn conducted in Düsseldorf in the 1830s, the words for Elijah are drawn entirely from the 

Bible.  Unlike them, however, the text of Elijah eliminates all of the narrative markers (“And it came to 

pass…”; “And Elijah said unto them” [see, for example, 1 Kings, 18:40]), thus changing the mode of 

storytelling from epic to dramatic (to use terms Mendelssohn himself employed and that Howard Smither 

uses in his monumental history of the oratorio).   

 One example will demonstrate how deftly this is accomplished.   Here is part of the biblical 

description of the Baal priests attempting to ignite their sacrifice in 1 Kings, 18:27-29: 

 27And it came to pass at noon, that Elijah mocked them, and said, Cry aloud: for he is a god; 

either he is talking, or he is pursuing, or he is in a journey, or peradventure he sleepeth, and must 

be awaked.  

 28And they cried aloud, and cut themselves after their manner with knives and lancets, till the 

blood gushed out upon them.  

 29And it came to pass, when midday was past, and they prophesied until the time of the offering 

of the evening sacrifice, that there was neither voice, nor any to answer, nor any that regarded. 

And here is the same incident as it is given in William Bartholomew’s English translation of the libretto for 

Elijah, used in the first performance (explain color codes on slide): 

 

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, call him louder!  

Priests of Baal 

Hear our cry, O Baal!  Now arise!  Wherefore slumber?  

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.  

The libretto was a combined effort between Mendelssohn, his German librettist Julius Schubring, and his 

English translator Bartholomew.  In this scene, one of the most vivid in the work, the transformation from 

past-tense Biblical narrative to present-tense drama is both complete and gripping.  Mendelssohn’s 

journey to this idea and his handling of it in performance demonstrate the extent to which he reinvented 

the oratorio, transforming it from the Baroque models provided by the Passion settings of Bach and the 



oratorios of Handel, to a completely Romantic genre.  Though Elijah seems to have few direct 

predecessors, I hope to show today that its concept of storytelling may actually have been the result of a 

terrible misunderstanding that ruined a friendship. 

 From at least the early 1830s, Mendelssohn was deeply engaged in studying and performing 

oratorios and was interested in writing them.  Finding or creating a suitable libretto seemed always to be 

the stumbling block to composing a new work in the genre he admired so much from his Baroque 

forebears.  At one point, he entered into a pact with his friend Adolph Bernhard Marx.  Marx was having 

difficulty completing the text for a planned oratorio on Moses, and Mendelssohn was similarly vexed over 

his hopes for an oratorio on St. Paul.  In 1832, the two agreed to help one another.  According to the plan, 

Marx would draft a libretto for Mendelssohn’s Paulus, and Mendelssohn, working from Marx’s schema and 

early draft of the libretto, would complete the text for Mose.  Unfortunately, the projects eventually 

destroyed the relationship between the two men. 

 Mendelssohn finished his task first, completing his oratorio text on August 21, 1832, and 

presenting it to Marx shortly thereafter.  Marx eagerly received his friend’s effort, but was immediately 

disappointed.  In his memoirs, Marx describes himself as “thunderstruck” (wie vom Donner gerürht) as he 

read Mendelssohn’s text.  He realized right away that he could not make use of it.  (Erinnerung, vol. 2, pp. 

171-72)  The problem, from Marx’s point of view, was that Mendelssohn had created a traditional libretto, 

modeled, as Marx acknowledges, on the works the great masters:  “The mixture of narration, lyrical 

outpouring, and dramatic moments was the established form from Handel and Bach; our favorite work, 

the St. Matthew Passion, had the same arrangement.”  (Erinnerung, 172-3)  Marx, however, had hoped for 

something new and despaired over his failure to make this clear to Mendelssohn.  He goes on to say that 

he wanted to write as though the drama were being enacted before our eyes. 

 Jeffrey Sposato (Assimilation, chapter 3) speculates that part of the problem with Mendelssohn’s 

libretto might have been its treatment of the Jews and its attempts to give a Christian interpretation to the 

story of Moses.  While this is a possible explanation for Marx’s disappointment, the nature of the 

storytelling in Mendelssohn’s libretto was clearly the more basic and immediate problem.   

 To understand what Marx may have had in mind that Mendelssohn failed to deliver, we need look 

no further than the opening of Mendelssohn’s libretto for Moses and the beginning of the oratorio Marx 

eventually composed.  Mendelssohn’s libretto begins with a slightly shortened quotation from Exodus 

1:13-14.  While no singer is identified, a narrator is implied: 

And the Egyptians made the children of Israel to serve with rigor. And they made their lives bitter 

with hard bondage in the field: all their service, wherein they made them serve, was with rigor. 

(The original is in German; for simplicity, I am using just the English translations here – the King 

James Bible in the case of scriptural passages, and my own translation of the librettos for Moses.) 

Und die Aegypter zwangen die Kinder Israel zum Dienst mit Unbarmherzigkeit.  Und 

machten ihnen ihr Leben sauer mit schwerer Arbeit auf dem Felde, und mit allerley 

Fröhnen, die sie ihnen auflegten mit Unbarmherzigkeit.   (Sposato, ii, 30) 

By contrast, the text Marx eventually set begins with a chorus, identified as the People of Israel who, 

according to the stage directions, sing from the “field of servitude” (Felde der Fröhndienste): 

Woe!—I succumb!—The lash tears me!  They mercilessly force us to serve and torment us with 

hard labor, they set upon us mercilessly.  Ah!  behold my misery. 



Wehe!—ich erliege!—Die Last reißet mich hin!  Sie zwingen uns zum Dienst mit 

Unbarmherzigkeit und plagen uns mit schwerer Arbeit, die sie uns auflegen mit 

Unbarmherzigkeit.  Ach! siehe da mein Elend. 

While loosely based on the Biblical text, this is not in any sense a direct quotation.  The final text, in other 

words, captures Marx’s sense of a living drama at the expense of using only scriptural material. 

 Marx may have caused Mendelssohn’s confusion by giving him a draft of the text that was full of 

narrative. Mendelssohn doubtless thought that he could make Marx’s text more dramatic by editing it to 

give it more focus.  Here again is the opening of the work.  Marx’s first version of the libretto begins with 

a lengthy quotation from Exodus: 

And Joseph died, and all his brethren, and all that generation.  And the children of Israel were 

fruitful, and increased abundantly, and multiplied, and waxed exceeding mighty; and the land was 

filled with them. Now there arose up a new king over Egypt, which knew not Joseph. And the 

Egyptians made the children of Israel to serve with rigor:  

And they made their lives bitter with hard bondage, in mortar, and in brick, and in all manner of 

service in the field: all their service, wherein they made them serve, was with rigor.  

Da nun Joseph gestorben war, und alle seine Brüder, un alle, die zu der Zeit gelebt hatten, 

wuchsen die Kinder Israel und mehreten sich und wurden ihrer sehr viele, daß ihrer das 

Land voll ward.  Da kam ein neuer König auf in Aegypten, der wußte nichts von Joseph.  

Und die die Aegypter zwangen die Kinder Israel zum Dienst mit Unbarmherzigkeit.  Und 

machten ihnen ihr Leben sauer mit schwerer Arbeit in Thon und Ziegeln, und mit allerlei 

Fröhnen auf dem Felde und mit allerlei Arbeit, die sie ihnen auflegten mit 

Unbarmherzigkeit.     (Sposato, ii, 9)  

As the slide shows, Mendelssohn trimmed this skillfully, making it much shorter, more direct, and thereby 

much more dramatic.  He almost certainly thought he was fulfilling Marx’s wishes by making the text 

more economical.  Marx’s rejection of Mendelssohn’s work angered Mendelssohn deeply, and the two 

men had no further communication afterwards.  While Sposato attributes the falling out between 

Mendelssohn and Marx to the way the libretto treats the Jews, I think it is more likely that Mendelssohn’s 

failure to change the mode of storytelling caused the rift. 

 The challenge for Marx—and the idea that points forward to Elijah—was to adapt the past-tense 

narrative of the Bible into a present-tense drama and yet remain faithful to the scriptural text.  It would 

seem to be a simple enough matter, generally, to turn narrative into dialogue, but fealty to the Bible 

proved the stumbling block.   

 Sometimes, there was no difficulty at all.  At certain points, Marx (assuming, as Sposato 

speculates, that he was the ultimate author of the libretto) uses the scriptural text almost verbatim, 

simply extracting the dialog from the narrative.  The moment when God addresses Moses from the 

burning bush illustrates this.  The biblical passage (Exodus 3:4-5) goes this way: 

4And when the LORD saw that he turned aside to see, God called unto him out of the midst of the 

bush, and said, Moses, Moses. And he said, Here am I.  

 5And he said, Draw not nigh hither: put off thy shoes from off thy feet, for the place whereon 

thou standest is holy ground. 



4Da aber der HERR sah, daß er hinging, zu sehen, rief ihm Gott aus dem Busch und sprach: 

Mose, Mose! Er antwortete: Hier bin ich. 

 5Er sprach: Tritt nicht herzu, zieh deine Schuhe aus von deinen Füßen; denn der Ort, 

darauf du stehst, ist ein heilig Land! 

Here is that moment in the oratorio: 

The Voice of God. 

Moses!  Moses! 

Moses. 

Here am I. 

The Voice of God. 

Do not come nearer, for the place where you are standing is a holy place. 

Die Stimme Gottes. 

Mose!  Mose! 

Mose. 

Hier bin ich. 

Die Stimme Gottes. 

Tritt nicht herzu, denn der Ort, da du auf stehet, ist ein heiliger Ort. 

As the scene continues, Marx carefully shortens the biblical text, using mostly words from the Bible, but 

making the discourse more direct than it is in the Exodus account.   

 But Marx found it impossible to depict some portions of the story in the present tense using only 

scriptural words, and this is perhaps the problem that he hoped that Mendelssohn could solve.  For such 

places—as, for instance, the opening of the work quoted earlier—Marx eventually wrote new lines.  In 

some cases, these paraphrase a biblical passage.  In others, they either imitate biblical prose or actually 

incorporate a few biblical words or phrases to give the proper tone.  This is especially notable in the 

second part of the oratorio, where Pharaoh makes his first appearance, along with his wife and mother, 

neither of whom appear in the biblical narrative.  The text of No. 19 in Moses, shown in the handout, 

illustrates Marx’s method.  [handout] 

 Despite Marx’s rejection of his work, Mendelssohn must nevertheless have been intrigued by the 

mode of storytelling that Marx ultimately employed.  He was already thinking in these terms, perhaps, 

when he wrote in November of 1838 (November 2, 1838; “History,” pp. 12 -13) to Schubring, who wrote 

the final German libretto for Elijah. Mendelssohn says: 

I am most anxious to do full justice to the dramatic element, and, as you say, no epic narrative 

must be introduced.  I am glad to learn that you are searching out the always heart-affecting 

sense of the Scriptural words; but if I might make one observation, it is that I would fain see the 

dramatic element more prominent, as well as more exuberant and defined – appeal and 

rejoinder, question and answer, sudden interruptions, etc., etc.   



The correspondence between Mendelssohn and Schubring concerning Elijah continued for a few months 

in 1838 and 1839, the very period in which Marx was completing Moses (it was premiered in 1841).  It 

was not until 1845 that Mendelssohn began seriously to compose the music for Elijah and revisit the 

nature of the text.  By now, he must have seen Marx’s final version of Moses.  He makes this significant 

observation in a letter to Schubring on December 16, 1845 (“History,” pp. 19 – 20): 

I cannot endure the half operatic style of most of the oratorio words (where recourse is had to 

common figures – as, for example, an Israelite, a maiden, Hannah, Micaiah, and others; and 

where, instead of saying ‘this and that is come to pass,’ they are made to say, ‘Alas!  I see this and 

that happening’).  I consider this very weak, and will not follow such a precedent.  However, the 

everlasting “he spake,” etc., is also not right.   

 Looking at the correspondence and the final product, it is clear that Mendelssohn had two 

important objectives (among others).  First, he wanted to keep the storytelling as dramatic as possible.  

Second, he was anxious to use scriptural words wherever he could.  In the first, he was following Marx’s 

example, but with the second, he sought to surpass Marx by limiting himself to words directly from the 

Bible to as great an extent as possible.  

 Two further choices Mendelssohn made complicated the matter, however.  First he had to deal 

with a way of presenting the words of God.  In Moses, Marx represented this with a solo voice, but apart 

from any theological discomfort Mendelssohn may have felt with this solution, there was a practical 

problem:  a crucial incident in the story of Elijah is the moment when he hears God speaking in a “still, 

small voice.”  How would one portray this in music, and more critically, what would the voice say?  The 

account in 1 Kings does not give God’s words; it only says that God appeared not in wind, earthquake, or 

fire, but as a quiet voice.  For most of the work, it was not too difficult to avoid having God sing:  

Mendelssohn simply revised Schubring’s libretto (see letter of May 23, 1836, “History,” p. 23) and 

assigned the words of God to angels.  But for the pivotal theophany, there were no such words to assign.   

Narration would appear to be the only solution to this problem, and that is what Mendelssohn eventually 

chose to do. 

 The second difficulty arose when Mendelssohn had the idea of making the prophet Elijah the only 

character who sings in the work.  In one letter, he floats an idea past Schubring:  “Will you consider, too, 

whether it is justifiable that no other dramatic figure besides Elijah appears?  I think it is.”  (History, p. 20)  

In the end, this turned out to be impractical:  there was too much of the story to be told.  To make Elijah 

the only character that appears, Mendelssohn would again have had to resort to narration.   

 So each of these choices – avoiding having God appear as a character, and wishing to have Elijah 

appear as the only character – comes in conflict with one of Mendelssohn’s storytelling goals:  in each 

case, narration is the best expedient.  To use narration for the “still, small voice,” however, was only a 

brief departure that could be justified dramatically:  by assigning the words to the chorus instead of to a 

single narrator as the old passion settings and oratorios had done, Mendelssohn creates the impression 

that the People of Israel are relating the tale and contemplating its meaning.  To make Elijah the sole 

dramatic figure, however, would have required Mendelssohn to use much more narration, and that 

proved too great a compromise that would have resulted in a jarring juxtaposition of the epic and the 

dramatic.  In the end, he chose to abandon this idea and use individual characters where necessary to 

maintain the dramatic mode of storytelling.  Being a conductor as well as a composer, however, he found 

a way to preserve at least the intent of his original idea in performance.  In particular, it played a role in 



the way he assigned the solo material to individual singers at the two performances of the work he 

conducted.     

 Mendelssohn’s performances used a total of nine vocal soloists.  In addition to the baritone who 

sang Elijah, he used eight soloists:  two each of sopranos, mezzo-sopranos, tenors, and basses.  Given 

Mendelssohn’s interest in the dramatic element in Elijah, his way of deploying the soloists seems at first a 

little surprising.  Since some words labeled “mezzo-soprano” are for the benevolent angel and others are 

for the wicked queen, Jezebel, it would seem clearer to assign these roles to two different singers.  

Instead, however, Mendelssohn assigns all of the solo parts for mezzo to one soloist, using the second 

only in ensembles, when two mezzos are required at the same time.  He makes a similar choice with all of 

the other solo roles.  The only singer who consistently performs only one role is the baritone who appears 

as Elijah.   

 There are three important points here: 

1.  A group of five soloists (S MS TBB) appears only in ensembles, where more than one of a 

particular voice type is required. 

2.  The singer who appears as Elijah only sings the role of Elijah. 

3.  One group of soloists (one soprano, one mezzo, and one tenor) assumes all of the other roles 

in the drama, each taking at least two named parts.  This creates a principal solo group, which 

Mendelssohn clearly found desirable, but it also obscures the drama to some extent – how is the 

audience to know who a particular singer represents at a given moment? 

 This last point may be the most important, because it is here that Mendelssohn’s choices come 

together to result in a profound change in the nature of the oratorio.  The way he uses the soloists clearly 

arises out of his desire to keep Elijah as the central – even the exclusive – focus.  By having all the other 

singers, including the chorus, appear in a variety of guises, he maintains this centrality, even while 

involving other dramatic figures.  But now, the audience requires a written text in order to identify the 

characters, since there is no narration to help them do so.  Elijah thus becomes a work to be read as well 

as heard if it is to be fully understood.  While the selling of word-books was a long-standing tradition in 

both opera and oratorio performances, having one simply added a dimension to the experience.  In Elijah, 

it is essential.  By creating this need, Mendelssohn (probably deliberately) composes a work that invites 

further contemplation.  The piece is equally at home in both the worlds of public spectacle and private 

reflection. 

 Mendelssohn’s Elijah is unique in the history of oratorio:  it employs a mode of storytelling that 

requires both reading and listening.  This grows out of Mendelssohn’s desire to make the story of Elijah as 

dramatic as possible, to keep the focus on the central character as much as possible, and to tell a biblical 

story vividly in the present tense while employing only biblical words or paraphrases of them in the text.  

It was in this last aim that he was especially successful:  he uses no additional poetry, no chorale texts, 

and no newly-composed dialogue or narrative recitative as had his models Handel, Bach, and Marx  

(assuming that, as I’m arguing here, Marx’s Moses pointed Mendelssohn in this direction).  Mendelssohn 

has the characters speak the familiar words we are accustomed to hearing, but say them before us in the 

present tense.  Through this mode of storytelling, Elijah creates the impression that we are witnessing 

Old Testament events in the here and now – exactly as Mendelssohn hoped. 

  


