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I imagined Elijah as a grand and mighty prophet of a kind we would do well to have in our own day:  
Powerful, zealous, but also harsh and angry and brooding; in contrast to the court sycophants and 
the rabble – indeed, in contrast to almost the whole world – and yet borne aloft on the wings of 
angels. 

  — Felix Mendelssohn, 1838 
 

The last and greatest masterwork of 
Mendelssohn’s vibrant life, Elijah combines 
the focused energy of opera with the balance 
and universality of the oratorio.  The piece is 
a dramatization of the life and deeds of 
Elijah the Tishbite as told in the first Book of 
Kings (c. 9th century BCE).  This rough-edged 
outlander came to play a central role in all 
three major Abrahamic faith traditions: 
ruthless enforcer of the one true God, herald 
of the Messiah, a prophet of fire and 
brimstone, but capable of words of great 
tenderness.  
 
The tale begins suddenly.  Elijah appears 
without warning to Ahab and proclaims a 
dreadful curse: For the king’s corrupt and 
wicked governance, the people of Israel will 
suffer years of drought, sealed off from the 
Word of God.  As he withholds rain from 
their crops, so too will he turn a deaf ear to 
their prayers.  An unmistakable “curse 
theme”—a series of falling tritones, the most 
remote and dissonant of musical intervals—
limns Elijah’s awful words.  It will return 
again and again throughout the work.    
 
The overture depicts the famine with a 
rumbling theme, a pang of hunger that begins 
quietly, in the pit of the stomach, but rapidly 
intensifies into a general crisis.  In the opening 

chorus and duet that follow (No. 1–2), the 
people of Zion lament their suffering to an 
absent God.  Obadiah, a prominent figure in 
Ahab’s court and covert supporter of Elijah, 
exhorts the people to “rend your hearts, and 
not your garments,” reminding them that 
salvation lies within, not in the observance of 
hollow ritual (No. 3–4).  But his words are 
unavailing—the people stand ignored, 
mocked, with only the memory of God’s mercy 
to sustain them (No. 5).    
 
Meanwhile, Elijah is spirited away to a 
distant brook.  Protected from the famine, he 
is fed there by a flock of ravens and 
serenaded by angels (No. 6–7).  God 
dispatches him to the house of a widow 
woman to the north, who finds her food 
wondrously multiplied.  When her son takes 
sick, Elijah works a double miracle, restoring 
life to the child as well as faith to his mother 
(No. 8).  It is this widow, a foreigner, who 
first recognizes Elijah as God’s truth-sayer.  
One of Mendelssohn’s signature choruses, 
“Blessed are the men who fear Him” (No. 9), 
rounds out the scene.    
 
After three years of drought, Elijah 
materializes again at Ahab’s court (No. 10), 
this time bearing a challenge.  Jehovah 
(represented by Elijah) and the animist god 



Baal (worshiped by Ahab’s queen, Jezebel) 
will receive sacrifices from their respective 
champions.  The god who rains down fire to 
consume the sacrifice will be the one to 
reverse the course of the famine.  Goaded by 
Elijah, the priests of Baal call upon their god 
three times, all to no avail (No. 11–13).  As the 
idolaters look on in stunned silence, the 
prophet humbly beseeches the God of 
Abraham (No. 14–15) to reveal his power.    
 
Elijah draws himself up to full strength, and 
an otherworldly blaze of light descends from 
heaven to consume his sacrifice (No. 16).  
Prostrate with awe, the Israelites reaffirm the 
ancient covenant:  “The Lord is God – The 
Lord is One!” – the Word is restored to them.  
Incited by Elijah, the people set upon and 
slaughter the wicked priests (No. 17).  A 
mournful alto aria (No. 18, “Woe unto them”) 
ends the scene with an unexpected note of 
pathos.    
 
Obadiah reminds Elijah of his people’s 
suffering (No. 19) and implores him to end 
the drought.  Twice, using the same words 
Solomon used to consecrate the Temple, the 
prophet calls upon God’s aid.  A child is sent 
up to look for the promised rain.  Each time, 
the lookout reports an absence of weather.  
Able to stand the suspense no longer, Elijah 
summons God a third time.  A cloud forms 
on the horizon, “like a man’s hand,” and the 
people flock with excitement to witness the 
oncoming storm.  The torrent is unleashed, 
and all Israel rejoices (No. 20).    
 
Part One of Elijah gives us a prophet 
confident in word, mighty in deed, and 
victorious over all foes.  In Part Two, we 
experience the prophet’s inner journey, as he 
grapples with feelings of isolation, futility, 
and the ingratitude of the people on whose 
behalf he has interceded.  The stirring 
soprano aria and chorus (No. 21-22) that 
open this section galvanize the listener 
against the rough road that lies ahead. 
 

We are thrust immediately back into the 
action.  Queen Jezebel, aggrieved at the loss 
of her priestly caste, poisons her subjects 
against Elijah (No. 23).  She spins his actions 
as a ruthless power grab:  the prophet, 
shielded from the famine, used the people to 
wipe out his opposition, and now would 
dictate to the king himself.  Whipped into a 
frenzy, the fickle mob sets out to hunt down 
and destroy Elijah (No. 24).  Stunned at this 
sudden reversal of fortune, the prophet flees.  
Given safe passage by Obadiah, he slinks into 
exile (No. 25).    
 
Just as Elijah had earlier cut off the people 
from physical and spiritual sustenance, he is 
now cut off by a thankless and backsliding 
nation, left to wander the desert.  With the 
epic aria “It is enough” (No. 26, a direct 
tracing of “Es ist vollbracht” from Bach’s St.  
John Passion), he begs God to end his 
unworthy life and sinks into a dejected sleep 
(No. 27).    
 
At this point, Mendelssohn springs some of 
his most inspired and delightful stagecraft.  
With two of his most sublime choruses (No. 
28, “Lift thine eyes” and No. 29, “He 
watching over Israel”), the listener suddenly 
takes the vantage point of the angels who 
encamp around the slumbering prophet.  
(The composer hit upon the idea for setting 
“Lift thine eyes” as an a cappella angel trio 
while walking along the Birmingham 
industrial canal flush from the oratorio’s 
premiere.  For Mendelssohn, the search for 
beauty and order was compelling even in the 
grittiest of surroundings.)    
 
An angel appears and orders the sullen prophet 
to the holy mountain, where he is to remain in a 
cave for forty days and forty nights (No. 30).  
Elijah raises his fist to God, demanding a 
vanquishing miracle; none is forthcoming.  The 
angel counsels patience (No. 31), and the chorus 
lights a beacon of endurance (No. 32).  Another 
angel stands him up and dusts him off to 
prepare for a visitation from the divine (No. 33).    



The entire natural world quivers at God’s 
approach (No. 34).  Mendelssohn depicts the 
storm, the earthquake, the lightning and the 
ferocious wind with all the expressive 
certainty of the great landscape artist he 
surely was.  But God is not to be found in all 
this tumult.  He instead reveals himself as 
the “still, small voice” of calm, steadying 
reason.  Having achieved perfect serenity, we 
are brought before the presence of God (No. 
35).   
 
The angels bear a message: Thousands of 
good men, hidden away by Obadiah and 
other loyalists, stand ready to come to 
Elijah’s aid; he is to return to his task (No. 
36).  Instilled with kindness and 
understanding to last him a lifetime, Elijah 
bids farewell to the plane of action (No. 37) 
with one of the work’s many great melodies.  
In the fiery chorus “Then did Elijah the 
prophet break forth” (No. 38), Mendelssohn 
depicts the prophet’s great deeds and blazing 
ascent into heaven – a departure as sudden 
as his original appearance. 
 
The final scene of the oratorio offers a 
meditation on the place of Elijah in both the 
Old and New Testaments—the correspond-
dences to Jesus (No. 39, invoking the parable 
of the weeds), his role in the prophecy 
surrounding the end of days (No. 40, with its 

rendering of the “last trumpet”), and his role 
in restoring God’s people to their sacred 
covenant (No. 41-42, the final chorus-
quartet-chorus triptych).  Having begun the 
evening in a land cracked with drought, we 
are bidden in the end to “come to the 
waters,” to share in a common under-
standing.  The curse theme is strongly 
recapitulated by the bass voices and 
instructions at the “Amen,” this time to be 
thrillingly, irrevocably resolved.  With this 
grand, unifying gesture, the curtain falls.  
Elijah’s crisis of conscience, and his spiritual 
victory, have been ours.    
 
Elijah was the culmination of Mendelssohn’s 
life’s work, the triumph of authenticity over 
brilliance.  Around the stark figure of the 
quarrelsome prophet, with uncommonly 
robust writing for the chorus, and daring 
orchestration, the composer was able to 
construct a self-sustaining musical drama of 
the kind he had long sought.  The composer 
gave us the grandeur and dignity expected 
from the oratorio form, but lit it ablaze with 
a riveting plot and memorable characters – 
most especially Elijah and the chorus, in its 
roles as people, priests, angels and 
commentators.  Great epics can only 
communicate if they do so in human terms. 
     

– John Maclay 
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Philip Cutlip has garnered consistent 
critical acclaim for his performances across 
North America and Europe. Established on 
both concert and opera stages, he has 
performed with a distinguished list of 
conductors that includes Nicholas McGegan, 
Yves Abel, Miguel Harth-Bedoya, Gerard 
Schwarz, and Donald Runnicles.  His 
appearance as Joseph De Rocher in 
Heggie’s Dead Man Walking,with Joyce 
DiDonato and Frederica von Stade for 
Houston Grand Opera has been released on 
Virgin Records.  In summer 2015, Phil was 
soloist in Carmina Burana at the Chautauqua 
Festival, and during the 2015-2016 season 
sang the title role in Don Giovanni with New 
York City’s Venture Opera, the title role 
in Sweeney Todd with Tri-Cities Opera, and 
the world premiere of Spears’ Fellow 
Travelers with Cincinnati Opera.  

Throughout his career, Phil has 
portrayed many of opera’s most well-
known baritone roles.  Among his many 
successes on the operatic stage are his 
critically acclaimed Glimmerglass Opera 
debut as the title role in Glass's Orphée; 
Marcello in La bohème and Maurice Bendix 
in The End of the Affair, both with Seattle 
Opera; and his return to the Gran Teatre del 
Liceu in Barcelona to sing Mattieux 
in Andrea Chénier. He has also appeared as 
soloist with nearly every major North 
American orchestra, including the New York 
Philharmonic, Philadelphia Orchestra, 
Detroit Symphony Orchestra, National 
Symphony Orchestra, Houston Symphony 
Orchestra, Atlanta Symphony Orchestra and 
Minnesota Orchestra.  
 
Tami Petty was hailed as a “powerful 
soprano” by The New York Times in her 
Lincoln Center debut, singing Rossini’s Petite 
Messe Solenelle with Voices of Ascension. 
Highlights from recent seasons include 

Woglinde in the final scene from Wagner’s 
Das Rheingold with the American Symphony 
Orchestra at the Bard Summerscape Festival; 
the title role in Puccini’s Suor Angelica with 
the Southern Arizona Symphony Orchestra; 
Leonore in Beethoven's Fidelio with Opera 
Fort Collins; Vaughan Williams’ A Sea 
Symphony with the Buffalo Philharmonic; 
Michael Tippett’s A Child of Our Time with 
the Manchester Choral Society; and the Four 
Last Songs of Richard Strauss with the Fort 
Collins Symphony.  Winner of career grants 
from the Richard Tucker Foundation, the 
Lotte Lehmann Foundation, Chautauqua 
Opera Guild, the Lotte Lenya Competition, 
and the prestigious Merola Opera Program 
of the San Francisco Opera Center, Tami also 
received special recognition from the 
Marilyn Horne Foundation for her 
participation in the Music Academy of the 
West.  She is the first recipient of the 
Emerging Artist Award from the Sorel 
Organization honoring women in music and 
received the Jessie Kneisel Prize in German 
Lieder while a student at the Eastman School 
of Music. 
 
Helen Karloski is an in-demand mezzo-
soprano based in New York City. In 2015, she 
received First Place in the 2015 Lyndon 
Woodside Oratorio Solo Competition.  
Helen’s 2015-2016 season includes 
performances of Dvořák’s Stabat Mater with 
the Omaha Symphony; Pergolesi’s Stabat 
Mater under the baton of Harry Bicket with 
the Santa Fe Desert Chorale; 
Mozart’s Solemn Vespers and the premier 
of Deborah, a newly commissioned work by 
American composer Evan Fein, with Musica 
Sacra; and Copland’s In the Beginning with 
New York’s Sacred Music in a Sacred Space. 
Previous solo engagements 
include Mozart’s Solemn Vespers with the 
Mostly Mozart Festival; Vivaldi’s Gloria with 



the Pittsburgh Symphony; Haydn’s 
Theresienmesse with Voices of Ascension; 
Bach’s Magnificat with the Victoria Bach 
Festival; and the Brahms Alto Rhapsody with 
Saint Andrew’s Music Society.  An 
accomplished ensemble singer, Helen 
performs regularly with Conspirare, with 
whom she was featured on their 2015 
Grammy-winning recording The Sacred Spirit 
of Russia. 
  
Tenor Timothy Stoddard is an Idaho 
native. He has sung the role of Tamino in Die 
Zauberflöte with the Metropolitan Opera 
Guild; the title role in Mozart’s La clemenza 
di Tito with dell’Arte Opera Ensemble; the 
role of Bushy in The Ballad of Baby Doe with 
Opera Idaho; and Martin in The Tender Land 

with Chelsea Opera. He gave the world 
premiere of the tenor role in Carson 
Kievman’s opera INTELLIGENT SYSTEMS. 
Timothy performed as a soloist with the 
Lucerne Festival Academy under the baton 
of Sir Simon Rattle. He has collaborated with 
The Norwegian Soloist Choir as a part of 
Oslo’s Ultima Festival and the Trondheim 
Chamber Music Festival, where he 
performed in a concert setting of Kaija 
Saariaho’s opera L’amour de loin and Luciano 
Berio’s Coro. This summer, he will be in 
residence at the Utah Festival of Opera and 
Musical Theater where he will interpret 
Rinuccio/Gherardo in Gianni Schicchi and 
serve as tenor soloist for Bach’s Mass in B 
minor.   

 


