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The Oratorio from Haydn to Elgar

During Joseph Haydn’s first visit to England (1791– 92), he attended one of the series of 
annual Handel Commemoration concerts in Westminster Abbey where he heard com-

plete performances of Messiah and Israel in Egypt, as well as excerpts from Saul, Esther, Judas 
Maccabeus, and Deborah. While in England, Haydn received the libretto for his oratorio The 
Creation, after having decided to compose an oratorio at the instigation of the impresario 
Salomon, who organized Haydn’s concert appearances. The strength of this work and its suc-
cessors (notably Mendelssohn’s Elijah) tends to obscure the fairly large body of late  eighteenth- 
century oratorios tied to neither Handel nor England.

the english oratorio after handel

There were, of course, English composers who eagerly took up Handel’s mantle:  Thomas 
Augustine Arne (1710– 78); John Christopher Smith, the younger; John Stanley (1712– 86); 
Charles Avison (1709– 70); and Johann Christian Bach (1735– 82).1 Handel’s popularity was so 
great that these compositions were largely regarded as alternatives to his music rather than suc-
cessors. Indeed, pasticcios using Handel’s music set to completely different texts (e.g., Samuel 
Arnold’s Redemption [1770?]) were often preferable alternatives to mere imitations.

Across the Channel, oratorios employed either the Italian oratorio volgare or various 
Protestant models. Throughout the second half of the eighteenth century, Italian composers 
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wrote oratorios that were essentially opera seria based on sacred stories, which is precisely how J. 
G. Walther defined the genre in his 1732 Musikalisches Lexikon.2 Italian oratorio composers include 
Leonardo Vinci, Leonardo Leo, Nicola Porpora, Niccolò Jomelli, Giovanni Paisiello, Baldassare 
Galuppi, and, at the Catholic court in Dresden, Johann Adolf Hasse, the Czech composer Jan 
Dysmas Zelenka (1679– 1745), and Johann David Heinichen (1683– 1729). The best known of 
Hasse’s oratorios, according to Howard Smither, is La Conversione dell’ Santo Agostino (1750).3

Italian influence dominated oratorio production at the Viennese court, beginning with 
Antonio Caldara. Along with Antonio Draghi and Marc’Antonio Ziani, Caldara introduced this 
style to native Austrian composers: J. J. Fux, J. G. Reutter, and Florian Gassmann. The death of 
Emperor Charles VI (1740) led to a decline in oratorio performances, but the genre resurfaced 
in occasional performances (most often during Lent) of works by Giuseppe Bonno (1711– 88) and 
Antonio Salieri (1750– 1825).

In Vienna, the founding of the Tonküntsler- Sozietät in 1771 led to a resurgence of the ora-
torio. This society provided another important link between Handel and Haydn: the influence 
of Baron Gottfried van Swieten. In 1779 the Tonküntsler-Sozietät’s Lenten oratorio performances 
included Handel’s Judas Maccabeus, with a German translation by van Swieten. Beginning in 
1786, van Swieten and a group of his peers arranged private performances of Handel’s oratorios 
at the Imperial Court Library. This group, the Gesellschaft der Associerten, commissioned a choral 
version of Haydn’s Seven Last Words, both oratorios, and Mozart’s orchestrations of Handel’s 
oratorios (most notably Messiah). According to Georg Griesinger, an early Haydn biographer, 
Haydn and Mozart alternated as musical directors for these performances.4

franz JosePh haydn (1732– 1809)

Largely overlooked in Haydn’s career is his Italian oratorio Il ritorno di Tobia (1775), composed 
for the Tonkünstler- Sozietät. The libretto by Giovanni Boccherini is based on a story from the 
book of Tobit in the Apocrypha. Howard Smither states that “this is essentially a Metastasian 
libretto: Boccherini observes the unities of time, place, and action; events which occurred 
in another time and place are narrated in past tense; the libretto proceedes [sic] mainly by 
alternation between recitatives and arias; the only ensemble is a duet; and each part closes 
with a chorus.”5 This description, a common template, fits any number of oratorios written 
at that time.

Both Pietro Metastasio (1698– 1782) and Apostolo Zeno (1668– 1750) were the leading 
opera and oratorio librettists at the Viennese court. In 1729, Metastasio replaced Zeno as court 
poet, holding that post until his death. His work was so popular that those fifty years (1729– 82) 
became known as the “Metastasian era.” The primary influences on Metastasio were Petrarch 
and his sixteenth- century imitators and the moral philosophy of René Descartes (Les passions de 
l’âme). Metastasio’s libretti frequently combined plot lines from antiquity (including the Bible 
for oratorios) with the Cartesian notion that virtue was best embodied in an individual’s ability 
to control human passion.

The typical Metastasian libretto assumed some basic musical and structural needs such 
as: (1) scene changes (in the operas) associated with the entrance or exit of a character; action 
depicted primarily through dialogue (recitative) leading to a concluding aria; (2) arias with two 
contrasting texts using the da capo aria form; and (3) ensembles or choruses (in nonoperatic 
formats) that conclude an act (of which there are typically three in operas and two in oratorios). 
Accordingly, Haydn’s oratorio Il ritorno di Tobia has two acts, each concluded by a chorus.
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Another important feature of Metastasio’s libretti was the preservation of the ancient 
unities of time, place, and action. Taken to their most extreme form, use of these unities limited 
the action to a single day and place. For example, in one of Metastasio’s more popular libretti, 
Betulia liberata, which served as the bases of oratorios by Gassmann, Holzbauer, Jommelli, 
Reutter, and Mozart, the deeds of Judith in the camp of the Assyrians (including the behead-
ing of Holofernes) are told in the past tense because they took place outside the city (Bethulia). 
These limitations become more evident as we explore later oratorios.

Die Schöpfung (“The creaTion”)
Haydn’s two late oratorios, The Creation and The Seasons, are generally more highly regarded 
than his earlier Italian work. These two oratorios are significant departures from typical Austrian 
oratorios of the time. Most obvious is the enhanced role of the chorus, a change likely prompted 
by Haydn’s exposure to Handel’s music.6 Haydn received the libretto in England and had it trans-
lated into German by van Swieten, who elaborated on his role as translator in a letter printed in 
the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung of 1798.7 Haydn’s work on the oratorio occupied him for about 
a year (1796– 97), and the premiere took place in the Schwarzenberg Palace in Vienna on April 
30, 1798. According to contemporary accounts, Haydn himself supervised from the keyboard the 
large chorus and orchestra, which consisted of around 180 performing forces.8 One of the con-
troversies surrounding this initial version of the oratorio involved the thorny question of how van 
Swieten’s translation compared with the English text of the bilingual publication (1800).9

The layout of the libretto clearly departed from the Metastasian model, having three 
(rather than two) parts and the action taking place over six days. The adoption of three parts was 
another bow to Handel, whose oratorios typically had three parts. The English libretto drew on 
three principal literary sources: (1) The biblical account of the Creation (Genesis 1 and 2); (2) John 
Milton’s poem Paradise Lost (especially Bk. 7); and (3) Psalm 19:1– 5 and Psalm 104:27– 30.

The libretto unfolds logically: Part 1 covers the first four days of Creation, Part 2 the fifth 
and sixth days, and Part 3 describes Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Nicholas Temperley 
points out that each day contains the following elements: prose (past tense) from Genesis and 
set as recitative; poetic commentary (present tense) scored for either ensemble or chorus; prose 
(past tense) set as recitative, which leads to a choral hymn of praise.10 For days one, two, and 
four, Haydn used this pattern literally; for days three, five, and six he expanded it by repeating 
the first two elements before proceeding to the final two.

Table 1.1 confirms the alternation of the literary elements posited by Temperley: recita-
tive (from Genesis) and solo/ ensemble/ chorus, generally poetic, except for the texts of no. 13 
“The Heavens are telling” and no. 27 “Achieved is the glorious work,” both of which are taken 
from the book of Psalms. The text column reveals that the libretto did not set all of the texts of 
Genesis 1, omitting vv. 5, 8, 12– 13, 17– 19, 23, 25, and 27– 30. Many of these omissions result from 
the librettist’s decision to abandon the Genesis formula of ending each day with “And there was 
evening and there was morning, a (insert number) day.” The exclusive use of Miltonian poetic 
texts for Part 3 represents an even more notable departure from the alternating text types of 
Parts 1 and 2.

There are five vocal soloists, representing only three of the voice parts (S, T, and B).11 
The first three, appearing exclusively in Parts 1 and 2, have angelic names— Gabriel (S), Uriel 
(T), and Raphael (B). Gabriel (“mighty one of God”) is believed to be the angel who delivered the 
Koran to the Prophet Mohammed. Uriel (“my light is God”) is the archangel of the Apocrypha,  
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mentioned in Esdras 2; this angel also appears as a character in Milton’s Paradise Lost and in 
Longfellow’s poem The Golden Legend. Raphael, another of the seven archangels, means “God 
heals.” The other two soloists are Adam and Eve, who, understandably, sing only in Part 2. Often, 
for reasons of economy, the same soloists sing Gabriel/ Eve (S) and Raphael (B)/ Adam (Bar).

The three angelic soloists of Parts 1 and 2 do not interact dramatically nor do Adam 
and Eve engage in dialogue. These restrictions were not viewed as defects but as part of the 

Table 1.1 Haydn, The  Creation, formal structure

Movements Text Key

Day 1: Accompanied Recitative (Raphael) Gen 1:1– 4

Chorus Gen 1:1– 4 E♭ major
Accompanied Recitative (Uriel) Gen 1:1– 4 E♭ major– C major
Aria (Uriel) with chorus Poetic A major– C minor– A major

Day 2: Accompanied Recitative (Raphael) Gen 1:6– 7

Aria (Gabriel) with chorus Poetic C major
Day 3: Secco Recitative (Raphael) Gen 1:9– 10

Aria (Raphael) Poetic D minor/ D major
Secco Recitative (Gabriel) Gen 1:11

Aria (Gabriel) Poetic B♭ major
Secco Recitative (Uriel) (Quasi– biblical)

Chorus Poetic D major
Day 4: Secco Recitative (Uriel) Gen 1:14– 16

Accompanied Recitative (Uriel) Poetic D major– C major
Chorus and Trio Ps 19 C major

Day 5: Accompanied Recitative (Gabriel) Gen 1: 20

Aria (Gabriel) Poetic F major
Recitative secco/ Acc. (Raphael) Gen 1:21– 22 D minor
Trio Poetic A major
Chorus with trio Poetic A major

Day 6: Secco recitative (Raphael) Gen 1:24

Accompanied Recitative (Poetic)

Aria (Raphael) Poetic D major
Secco recitative (Uriel) Gen 1:26

Aria (Uriel) Poetic C minor
Secco recitative (Raphael) Gens 1:31

Chorus Poetic B♭ major
Trio (Gabriel, Uriel, Raphael) Ps 104:27– 30 E♭ major/ minor
Chorus (reprise) B♭ major

Part 3

Accompanied Recitative (Uriel) Poetic E major– C major
Duet (Adam and Eve) + chorus Poetic C major
Secco Recitative (Adam) Poetic

Duet (Eve and Adam) Poetic E♭ major
Secco Recitative (Uriel) Poetic

Chorus (with SATB soli) Poetic B♭ major
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essential difference between opera and oratorio. To compensate for the absence of dialogue, 
costumes, and scenery, oratorio composers had historically used a narrator (historicus, testo). In 
The Creation, the three angelic soloists fulfill this function, introducing the Creation events. But 
even here they are not dramatis personae because the idiom itself precludes drama: How could 
there be drama when no people yet exist? The angels are passive reporters, a quality unique to 
this particular libretto.

In addition to providing the impetus for Haydn to write an oratorio, Handel’s influ-
ence also furnished a specific musical model that Haydn felt bound to follow. The complete 
Handel oratorios that Haydn heard in 1791 were Messiah, which had already attained great 
popularity, and Israel in Egypt; both are exclusively biblical and lack any action. Like Messiah, 
The Creation is biblical (but not exclusively so), contemplative rather than overtly dramatic, 
dominated by powerful choral writing, and devoid of the clearly defined presence of a histori-
cus. We can extend this comparison to include the substantial role that accompanied recitatives 
play in both works. Haydn’s understanding of and attempt to emulate the Handelian oratorio 
simultaneously defines his aesthetic orientation as well as the path that the nineteenth- century 
oratorio took.

But Handel’s music was not the only influence that shaped Haydn’s The Creation. The 
original librettist imbued the text with numerous markers of contemporary cosmology: the 
text celebrated nature; in part, this resulted from the decision to use the text from Genesis 1 
rather than the parallel account in Genesis 2. This emphasis also reflected the influence of the 
Deists, a group whose belief in reason led them to question literal truth of the Bible. And too, 
Enlightenment philosophy intersected with traditional Christianity, a meeting marked by many 
clashes, but the Deists and the Christians agreed that God’s creation was an orderly process, 
moving logically from simple (or macrocosmic) to complex (microcosmic).

Another group whose ideals affected the structure of Haydn’s oratorio was that of the 
Freemasons, a movement begun in England in 1717 and which embodied the principles of the 
Enlightenment. Nicholas Temperley suggests that the anonymous librettist of The Creation may 
have been a Freemason.12 Haydn himself was a Mason, as was Mozart, and the symbolism of 
Masonic ritual was as vital to his oratorio as it was to Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte. The oratorio envi-
sions a Master Architect, one whose supreme knowledge brings order out of chaos, and this 
orderliness also colors the oratorio’s structure. Although tripartite structure is also Handel’s 
preference, the number 3 plays a prominent role in Masonic symbolism, manifested in the 
libretto’s use of three angelic soloists.13 Furthermore, the libretto divides the tasks of these solo-
ists in a rational way: Uriel sings of light (no. 2, nos. 11– 12); Gabriel’s arias focus on the creation 
of plants (nos. 8– 9) and birds (nos. 14– 15); Raphael’s texts detail the separation of land and sea 
(and its inhabitants) and the creation of the other animals up to but not including man (nos. 
21– 22). Haydn’s careful distribution of the arias (two for each soloist) was yet another manifesta-
tion of such Enlightenment planning.

The tonalities presented at the beginning of the work become archetypes for the entire 
oratorio and musical symbols of the Enlightenment. Haydn set the “Depiction of Chaos” in  
C minor, reserving C major for the creation of light. Even more striking is the juxtaposition in 
Uriel’s aria (“Now vanish before the holy beams the gloomy shades of night”) of A major and 
C minor (“Despairing cursing Rage” as the remnant of chaos); the return to A major coincides 
with the text “a new created world,” in which order and reason prevail.14

All of this juxtapositioning suggests a structure for the oratorio in which tonality plays 
a significant role. If C minor represents chaos, its parallel mode, C major, embodies reason or 
God, who divided darkness from light. This tonal dichotomy might well explain the libretto’s 
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omission in Genesis 1:5 where the archetypes of darkness and light are explained as night and 
day. The extended movements of Parts 1 and 2 tend toward keys closely related to the C minor/ 
major orbit.

The tonalities that mark the end of each day of creation form this sequence:

Part 1:
A major (day 1); C major (day 2); D major (day 3); C major (day 4)

Part 2:
A major (day 5); B♭ (day 6)

Part 1 favors C major. Beginning with Part 2, however, there is a pronounced shift toward flat 
keys, beginning with no. 15 (F) and ending with the triptych that concludes Part 2 (B♭– E♭– B♭). 
The intervening nonrecitative items reprise the three central tonalities of Part 1: A (no. 19), D 
(no. 22), and C (no. 24). The overall harmonic plan of the oratorio features a descent from C to 
B♭ within Parts 1 and 2, and again in Part 3.15 The result is the unprecedented phenomenon of 
a classical composition that begins in one key and ends in another.16 First, C major replaces C 
minor as God brings order out of chaos.17 This same tonality dominates Part 1, ending the sec-
ond day (no. 5, “The marv’lous work beholds amazed”) and the fourth day (no. 13, “The heavens 
are telling”). Haydn reserves the most important appearance of C major for the aria “In native 
worth and honor clad,” highlighting that God created man “in his own image.”

The ensuing descent to B♭ represents the Fall of Adam, a view reinforced by two sub-
sequent events. When Raphael joins the trio in no. 26, he sings “But as to them thy face is hid, 
with sudden terror they are struck. Thou tak’st their breath away; they vanish into dust.” Haydn 
illustrates mankind’s isolation from God by moving dramatically from E♭ major to E♭ minor. 
The lengthy, descriptive orchestral introduction that opens Part 3 is in E major, a key removed 
from the B♭ conclusion of Part 2 by the interval of a tritone. Haydn uses this tonal remove— the 
dreaded tritone— to contrast the tranquil portrayal of dawn on the first day of humanity in the 
Garden of Eden with the impending disruption of the relationship between God and his cre-
ation fomented by Satan.

Haydn’s music is so well known and beautifully written that it scarcely requires more 
adulation. There is one piece, however, that stands out for its innovative, audacious approach 
to form, orchestration, and pictorialism— the oratorio’s overture “Representation of Chaos.” 
Theorists and commentators have long recognized the special qualities of this extraordinary 
movement. Nothing in Haydn’s earlier music prepared his audience for the powerful overture 
depicting chaos by negating its obverse, order. In eighteenth- century music, order is manifest 
in the use of periodic phrasing based on accepted tonal hierarchies. A well- known classical mel-
ody, not unlike Mozart’s Eine kleine Nachtmusik, features phrases that combine to form short 
periods. For example, Nachtmusik’s opening phrase has two four- bar periods that use the same 
rhythm to arpeggiate first an ascending tonic chord (C) and then a descending dominant (G7). 
Together, these periods comprise an antecedent phrase to which Mozart provides the necessary 
consequent phrase and then repeats (and varies) the process to grow the form. What makes the 
music work is the predictability and regularity (four- bar phrases using alternation of tonic and 
dominant seventh chords and identical rhythmic construction) of its construction.

Haydn, on the other hand, posits that chaos is expectation denied but achieved, in this case, 
by avoiding any cadence that might establish a key. After an initial unison C, marked forte and spread 
over four octaves, the first harmony is a quiet, tentative, first- inversion A♭ major chord (ex. 1.1a).
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Example 1.1 a/ b: Haydn, The Creation

Haydn did not create a cadence until mm. 20– 21, and this is to D♭, the Neapolitan of the pre-
sumptive tonic. The half- step motion implicit in this unexpected cadence (C– D♭) becomes a 
unifying motive for the overture; the same melodic half step, everywhere present, also facilitates 
his denial of harmonic expectation. A prominent rhythmic motive (ex. 1.1b) adds another layer 
of chaos: because it appears in so many different orchestral voices, it produces a texture of mul-
tiple obbligato parts as opposed to the melodic/ thematic dominance of the strings (especially 
vln 1)— the hallmark of previous classical orchestration.

Haydn sustains this mysterious harmonic flux and unusual orchestral texture for 
thirty- nine measures before cadencing to another unison C in m. 40. We hear this accented 
repetition of the movement’s tonic as a recapitulation; the next six measures literally reprise 
mm. 3– 8. But the insecure harmonies of the opening reappear nine measures later (mm. 
51–55), created by an extended chromatic bass line (F– E– E♭– D– D♭– C– B– C), which sets up 
the long- anticipated cadence to C minor and Raphael’s solemn intonation of the first verse 
of Genesis 1.18

Van Swieten’s musical suggestions to Haydn concerning this passage are interesting: 
“In this chorus, the darkness should disappear little by little, but enough of the darkness should 
remain so that the instantaneous transition to light is felt quite strongly. ‘Let there be light,’ etc. 
ought to be said only once.”19 Haydn followed van Swieten’s advice by indeed stating the text 
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only once and making it strongly felt. Nonetheless, no one in the audience could possibly have 
anticipated the now famous creation- of- light cadence. According to Frederik Silverstolpe, Haydn 
kept the use of this device secret from even his closest friends:

That was the only passage of the work which Haydn had kept hidden. I think 
I see his face even now, as this part sounded in the orchestra. Haydn had the 
expression of someone who is thinking of biting his lips, either to hide his 
embarrassment or to conceal a secret. And in that moment when light broke 
out for the first time, one would have said that rays darted from the compos-
er’s burning eyes. The enchantment of the electrified Viennese was so general 
that the orchestra could not proceed for some minutes.20

The musical effect of this moment is as profound today as it undoubtedly was in 1798.
Of all the choruses in The Creation, none is more famous than “The Heavens are tell-

ing,” the text of which paraphrases Psalm 19:

The heavens are telling the glory of God;
The wonder of his works displays the firmament.
Today, that is coming, speaks it the day;
The night that is gone, to following night.
In all the lands resounds the word,
Never unperceived, Ever understood.

The chorus sings only the first sentence, the final two being the province of the solo trio. The 
alternation of choral and solo textures creates a rondo- like form. The chorus begins attacca from 
the conclusion of Uriel’s preceding recitative, which ends on a half- cadence to G. Although not 
nearly as dramatic as the creation of light in the first movement, the cadence from the recita-
tive’s conclusion— this one to C— alludes to the creation of all the lights in the firmament. 
Bruce MacIntyre has convincingly shown that the melodic curve of this chorus reappears in 
melodies heard throughout the oratorio (ex. 1.2).21

Example 1.2 Haydn, The Creation, no. 14, mm. 1– 4
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What makes this chorus so amazingly effective are the subtle variations of texture and tempo 
that Haydn introduces with each return of the chorus. Each new entrance ratchets up the tempo, 
creating exuberance in both this chorus and the first part of the oratorio.

The end of Part 2 succeeds in at least matching this impressive conclusion. To some 
extent, its weight results from the sheer mass of the triptych— a solo trio flanked by two cho-
ruses that function as theme and enhanced variation. This chorus shares with “The Heavens 
are telling” a use of paraphrases from Psalm 19 and Psalm 104:27– 30. The two choruses use 
the same key (B♭), tempo (Vivace), and text (lines 1 and 4 of the opening become lines 1 and 2 
of the reprise). But the second chorus is three times as long as the first, due to Haydn’s inclu-
sion of a fugal texture, which provides further evidence of Handel’s influence. Haydn sets this 
Trio in E♭ and in triple meter (Poco adagio), apportioning the text in an appropriately orderly 
fashion. Gabriel (S) and Uriel (T) sing v. 1; Raphael (B) sings v. 2; and all three soloists unite for 
v. 3, creating a modified recapitulation of the opening music. If there were any doubts concern-
ing Handel’s influence, the resemblances between Haydn’s fugue subjects and the “Hallelujah 
Chorus” surely dispel them (ex. 1.3).

Example 1.3 Haydn, The Creation, no. 27, mm. 9– 13

Die JahreSzeiTen (“The SeaSonS”)
Within a year of the premiere of The Creation, Haydn set to work on another oratorio, The 
Seasons, the libretto of which was based on the Scottish poet James Thomson’s (1700– 1748) 
poem celebrating the four seasons. As he had for The Creation, Gottfried van Swieten trans-
lated Thomson’s English poem into German. In some instances, van Swieten’s German 
relied on an earlier translation (1745) by Barthold Heinrich Brockes (1680– 1747), who was 
principally known for his Passion oratorio texts set by Bach, Handel, Telemann, Stölzel, and 
Mattheson. Van Swieten not only translated Thomson’s poetry but also crafted it to func-
tion as choruses, recitatives, and arias. In the process, van Swieten drastically shortened the 
original poem, recasting it to fit the traditional musical forms associated with the oratorio 
and, in the process, establishing new precedents for what constituted an oratorio. The clear-
est problem concerning this text is its lack of a structural template like the one successfully 
employed in The Creation. In The Seasons there is no orderly progression toward a satisfying 
and logical dramatic conclusion but rather a pictorial representation of events typical of all 
four seasons. For example, the program of Spring (Der Frühling) unfolds as the transition 
from “surly winter” to spring (both instrumental and vocal); followed by a pastoral chorus 
welcoming the arrival of spring; then a recitative and aria for Simon (bass) celebrating the 
farmer’s fieldwork; next the farmer’s prayer for “propitious” weather (recitative and aria for 
tenor); an impromptu interlude follows in which Hanne (soprano) and Lukas (tenor) invite  
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their companions to “wander ’mid the sweets of May,” where all is “lovely, all delightful, all 
replete with joy”; and finally, a concluding hymn of gratitude and praise in “God of light! 
God of life! Hail gracious Lord,” to which the addition of a fugue on “Endless praise to thee 
we’ll sing” seems a pro forma, obligatory response.

While the texts of mvts. 2 through 5 proceed logically, the concluding chorus seems 
somewhat contrived. At the end of the duet and chorus, Simon injects a totally new thought: 
“Every feeling, every longing from our Maker flows.” This awkward textual transition allows 
Haydn to compose an ersatz sacred chorus. Although this chorus is beautiful and well crafted, 
it lacks textual and formal coherence and ends in a different key than the one in which it began.

The text of Simon’s aria, Schon eilet froh der Ackermann (“With joy the impatient hus-
bandman”) illustrates this problem (Table 1.2); both van Swieten’s German text and a modern 
translation reveal a somewhat consistent scansion but the lack of a rhyme scheme. While the 
scansion of the two verses is quantitatively the same, they occur in different configurations (8- 
6- 8- 6 and 8- 6- 6- 8); the only rhyme is in the German text, and it is limited to the opening line 
of each strophe.

Haydn sets the robust opening text in C major, with an appropriately muscular theme 
(ex. 1.4).

Example 1.4 Haydn, The Seasons, part 1 (Spring), no. 3b, mm. 9– 12

But the strong cadence to C that ends v. 1 is immediately followed by A♭ major (ex. 1.5), hinting 
at C minor, the key in which v. 2 begins.

Table 1.2 Haydn, The Seasons, part 1, 3b, Text

German English Syllable 
Count

Rhyme

Schon eilet froh der Ackermann With joy the impatient husbandman 8 a
Zur Arbeit auf das Feld; Drives forth his lusty team, 6 b
Im langen Furchen schreitet er To where the well- used plow remains, 8 c
Dem Pfluge flőtend nach. Now loosened from the frost. 6 d
Im abgemessnem Gange dann With measured step he throws the grain 8 a
Wirft er den Samen aus, Within the bounteous earth. 6 f
Den birgt der Acker treu O sun, soft show’rs and dews! 6 g
Und reift ihn bald zur goldnen Frucht. The golden ears in plenty bring! 8 h
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Example 1.5 Haydn, The Seasons, part 1 (Spring), no. 3b, mm. 48– 58

After repetitions of the text in various tonal areas (E♭ and C minor), Haydn reprises the opening 
text and music to create a ternary form. This recapitulation omits most of the original first half, 
concentrating on presenting lines 3 and 4 of the text in C major.

One specific musical detail reveals Haydn’s characteristic sense of humor. The happy 
plowman whistles while he works; Haydn suggests that the farmer (and perhaps the listener) is 
musically literate by placing the theme of his “Surprise” Symphony No. 94 in the piccolo part 
(ex. 1.6).

Example 1.6 Haydn, The Seasons, part 1 (Spring), no. 3b, mm. 17– 20

Haydn’s aria also captures the rustic quality of the Austrian countryside and peasantry. His fas-
cination with this topic is not limited to this aria or even this segment of the oratorio. Giorgio 
Pestelli twice alludes to this rural quality, noting that

[t] he Mozartean accent that was noticeable in the best “London” sympho-
nies became more apparent in the works written during the early years of 
Mozart’s posthumous fame. Many arias, especially in The Seasons, begin in a 
manner fit for Papageno … there is a note of the kind of bourgeois morality 
that occurs in Goethe’s contemporary elegy Hermann und Dorothea (1797). 
Hermann’s mother could easily live in the countryside of The Seasons, so neat 
and tidy, as, worried about her son, she crosses the garden in a hurry, but 
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not enough of a hurry to prevent her from tidying up a stake or removing a 
caterpillar from a cabbage, “since an industrious woman never takes a step 
without purpose.”22

Pestelli suggests an attitude more romantic than classical. If Simon sings in a manner “fit for 
Papageno,” he possesses, by inference, that sense of nobility that many authors (from Jean- Jacques 
Rousseau on) attribute to such rural people. The naïve bourgeois morality and sensitivity that The 
Seasons projects, while perfectly amenable to Austrians, proved somewhat at odds with perceptions 
elsewhere, which perhaps accounts for the work’s relative lack of popularity outside of Austria.

In The Seasons, Haydn’s central problem is the libretto’s lack of drama. Unlike The 
Creation, in which both soloists and chorus had clearly defined roles within a consistent formal 
plan, the texts of this oratorio (Thomson’s and van Swieten’s) are descriptive and contemplative. 
The lack of drama that was understandable and forgivable in Creation becomes a problem here 
in Jahreszeiten, and this forced Haydn to adopt a wider array of vocal textures to compensate for 
the libretto’s bland, predictable poetry.

This is not to say that the work lacks wonderful choruses. In Part 3, Autumn (Herbst), 
there are two— “Hört das laute Getön” (no. 26) and “Juchhe! Juchhe! Der Wein ist da” (no. 28)— 
filled with vivid musical effects summoned forth by the archetypal activities they describe (hunt-
ing, drinking, dancing). Although apt and colorful, the musical conceits of these choruses are 
hardly those typically found in an oratorio. Despite the resulting palette of choral and orchestral 
color, in these choruses Haydn seems to lack the inspiration evident in the choruses of Creation. 
In the hunting chorus, for example, this traditionally male activity restricts the women of the 
chorus to rather inane comments or repetition of text already sung by the male chorus.

More impressive is the drinking chorus “Juchhe! Juchhe! Der Wein ist da,” which 
features frequent antiphonal exchanges between the male and female singers. While hardly 
dramatic, this dialogue at least seems plausible given the existing social fabric. Haydn utilizes 
interjections of the word “Juchhe!” (hurrah!) to move to increasingly remote tonal areas: to G 
(m. 37), A minor (m. 43), E minor (m. 48), and, ultimately, F♯ minor (m. 53). The “Juchhe!” 
chords (ex. 1.7) typically initiate a cadential progression, often to unexpected keys.

Example 1.7 Haydn, The Seasons, part 3 (Autumn), no. 16b, mm. 35– 39
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Another masterful touch is his change of meter (to 6/ 8) and tempo (to Allegro Assai) to 
signal the textual transition from a generic praise of wine to the activities associated with 
making it. With typical humor, Haydn succumbs to tone painting implicit in the text (e.g., 
fife and drum and drones with chromatic appoggiatura for the bagpipe). The music whirls 
and spins through a series of keys to suggest the increasing inebriation of the peasants, a 
state humorously portrayed by Haydn’s skewed rhythmic treatment of the choral fugue’s 
subject (ex. 1.8).

Example 1.8 a/ b: Haydn, The Seasons, part 3 (Autumn), no. 16b

The vocal bass’s errant presentation of the theme is proof positive that things are getting out 
of hand.

Despite the problems of textual and formal coherence presented by its libretto, The 
Seasons is the first significant oratorio based on a secular, nonbiblical text. As such, it becomes 
the precedent for other nineteenth- century secular and/ or nonbiblical oratorio- like works to 
meet the demands of the increasingly large and diverse body of choral societies, which depended 
on works with symphonic accompaniment (e.g., the Berlin Sing- Akademie [1791] and Vienna’s 
Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde [1812]). Far from supplanting the traditional biblical oratorio, these 
newer oratorios accommodate the increasingly secular literary tastes of the romantic era; they 
provided an alternative to biblical texts that were less appealing to some or for whom Nature 
itself was the new, enlightened religion.

felix Mendelssohn (1809– 47)

Haydn’s successor in the English oratorio market was Felix Mendelssohn, whose rationale 
for composing oratorios had less initially to do with Handel and England than his fascina-
tion with Johann Sebastian Bach. Haydn’s enormous popularity in England predestined the 
success of his oratorios in that country. It also seems to have engaged the English to look 
to the Continent for his and Handel’s successors in the burgeoning oratorio and cantata 
market. In The Mirror of Music, Percy Scholes documents the growth of English choral fes-
tivals, choral societies, and newer denominations like Methodism whose volunteer choirs 
lacked the resources of Anglican cathedrals. All of these things created a demand for new 
choral music.23 Not surprisingly, this rapid growth prompted advances in the new field of 
“music education,” as people like Joseph Novello, John Curwen, John Hullah Pike, and oth-
ers designed pedagogical materials to increase the musical ability of these largely amateur 
choruses.
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pauluS, op.36
In 1829 Mendelssohn lobbied his teacher, Karl Friedrich Zelter, to allow the Sing- Akademie to 
perform Mendelssohn’s new orchestration of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion. Zelter himself was 
acquainted with Bach’s music through his composition study with C. F. C. Fasch (1736– 1800), 
the harpsichordist at the Berlin court of Frederick the Great during C. P. E. Bach’s tenure there, 
and J. P. Kirnberger. All were familiar to some extent with J. S. Bach’s works. Mendelssohn’s 
motivations for pursuing this project are complex and numerous, and not unlike Mozart’s vari-
ous Handelian projects undertaken at van Swieten’s instigation. Old Bach represented a German 
prototype for romantic composers following Austrian dominance in the Classical period.

Mendelssohn’s family background was German- Jewish aristocracy; his father, Abraham 
Mendelssohn, had had his children baptized in 1816, most likely to ensure their assimilation 
into German society. Felix’s interest in the music of J. S. Bach sparked an in- depth examina-
tion of that music as a model for Lutheran compositions (choral and organ) and gave rise to an 
increasing awareness among both Protestants and Catholics in seventeenth-  and eighteenth- 
century music. Mendelssohn’s early successes in composing and conducting led him to the 
prestigious posts of director of the Leipzig Gewandhaus, the Leipzig Conservatory, the Staats-  
und Domchor Berlin, and the Berlin Opera Orchestra. He singlehandedly brought the German 
chorale back into the spotlight by its inclusion in symphonic, organ, and choral compositions. 
Richard Taruskin states that “he did more than any other single musician to reinvent not only 
German, but all of modern concert life in the form that we now know it.”24 Felix Mendelssohn 
died at the ripe young age of thirty- eight, no doubt due to overwork.

Returning from Italy in 1831, Mendelssohn visited Johann Schelble, the founder and 
conductor of the Frankfurt Cäcilienverein, who first broached the idea of an oratorio based on 
the life of St. Paul. This meeting was tantamount to a commission as Mendelssohn then began 
corresponding with Julius Schubring, a Lutheran pastor in Dessau, about drafting a libretto.25 
The composition of the oratorio occupied Mendelssohn from March 1834 through 1835; he com-
pleted the autograph score early in 1836 and sent it to the publisher Simrock, who printed 
choral scores in time for the work’s premiere at the eighteenth Lower Rhein Music Festival in 
Düsseldorf on May 22, 1836. Mendelssohn conducted, leading an enormous contingent of 356 
singers and 172 orchestral musicians in that performance, which prompted the organizers of 
the 1837 Birmingham Festival to invite Mendelssohn to conduct the oratorio in England.26

Paulus is scored for SATB soli, large mixed chorus, and a huge orchestra of paired 
winds (plus contrabassoon and ophicleide), four horns, two trumpets, three trombones, tim-
pani, strings, and organ. Schubring’s libretto has two parts: the first recounts the martyrdom 
of Stephen (nos. 1– 11) and Paul’s dramatic conversion (nos. 12– 22); the second part details the 
missionary journeys of Paul and Barnabas (nos. 23– 45). Schubring drew the essential narrative 
from the book of Acts, to which he added texts from the Hebrew Bible (Leviticus, Isaiah, and 
various psalms), the New Testament (Matthew, Romans, James, and 2 Timothy,) and several 
well- known Lutheran chorales.

Since the seventeenth century, oratorio had been distinguished from the historia by its 
use of a text not limited exclusively to the Bible. Given the many textual omissions, conflations, 
and insertion of texts other than those found in Acts, St. Paul definitely qualifies as an oratorio. 
A  particularly complex textual construction appears in no.  6, which contains recitatives for 
soprano and tenor, a chorus, and a concluding recitative.
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By stitching together separate, unrelated verses from Acts 7, the recitative employs texts 
that recount Israel’s relationship with God’s appointed prophets. Even more radical is the textual 
construction of the chorus’s text, which contains three words from Acts 21:36 (“Weg mit ihm!”) 
in addition to the proscription from Leviticus 24:16. The first text describes Paul’s possible fate at 
the hands of the angry residents of Jerusalem; the second the punishment for blasphemy.

Mendelssohn’s musical setting is both interesting and informative. The soprano recita-
tive, though accompanied by strings, resembles the Evangelist’s recitatives in Bach’s Passions. 
The textual prompt “Stephanus sprach” (m. 8) leads to a brief instrumental passage, notable for 
the addition of the bassoon’s color as it doubles the violin. This brief interlude appears three 
times in the course of the recitative suggesting that it is a “recognition” motive associated with 
Stephen (ex. 1.9).27

Example 1.9 Mendelssohn, St. Paul,  
op. 36, no. 6, mm. 9– 10

Mendelssohn’s rubric above Stephen’s initial music indicates that the recitative should gradu-
ally get faster and louder to mimic Stephen’s increasingly animated discourse.28 The Allegro 
molto at m. 38 coincides with a meter shift and a dynamic increase to fortissimo, mirroring 
Stephen’s diatribe that culminates with the denunciation: “You have received the law through 
the intervention of angels, and have not upheld it.” This stinging indictment provokes a brief 
chorus (D minor, presto), the text (“Weg mit dem, er lästert Gott, und wer Gott lästert, der soll ster-
ben!”) and the music of which are clear relatives of the turba choruses in Bach’s Passions.

Most of the choral texts do not come from Acts, indicating a lack of texts suitable for 
grand, oratorio- style choruses. Examples include such choruses as Siehe, wir preisen selig (James 
1:12), Mache dich auf! Werde Licht! (Isaiah 60:1– 2), and O, welch eine Tiefe des Reichtums (Romans 
11:33, 36b). The bass arias Vertilge sie, Herr Zebaoth (no. 13), Ich danke dir, Herr (no. 19), and Gott, 
sei mir gnädig (no. 17) all employ texts from the Psalms, the last an interesting appropriation of 
Psalm 51 to express Saul’s misery prior to Ananias’s arrival.

The most intriguing additions are the Lutheran hymns interpolated at key points in 
the narrative, suggesting yet another Bach reference. Some of the chorales— Allein Gott in der 
Höh sei Ehr (no. 3) and Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme (no. 16)— are entire movements. The first 
comes immediately after the opening chorus, while Wachet auf follows the “conversion” scene, 
which in turn leads to another grand chorus (Mache dich auf, werde Licht!) with brass fanfares 
placed between the phrases of the chorale. Curiously, Mendelssohn omits the repeat of the cho-
rale’s initial melodic section, perhaps because its text (Mitternacht heisst diese Stunde) is even less 
relevant to the oratorio’s story than the part he chose to use.

More typically, Mendelssohn uses chorales as part of a larger musical complex, two 
examples of which are found in Part 2. Two verses of the chorale O Jesu Christe, wahres Licht (see 
ex. 1.10) follow the chorus Ist das nicht, der zu Jerusalem verstörte (no. 29).
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Example 1.10 Mendelssohn, St. Paul, op. 36, no. 29, mm. 78– 82

Within the musical complex (no. 36) that consists of the concluding fugal chorus, preceded by 
recitatives for tenor (Barnabas) and bass (Paul), the bass aria (Wisset ihr nicht, dass ihr Gottes 
Tempel seid) Mendelssohn inserts phrases of Luther’s paraphrase of the Nicene Creed, Wir 
glauben all’ an einem Gott as a cantus firmus (ex. 1.11).

The most intriguing chorale usage involves the oratorio’s overture, which opens with 
a fantasia on Wachet auf, followed by a fugue (m. 43f.) in which the hymn’s opening phrase 
appears numerous times in different keys. Mendelssohn’s choice of Wachet auf, the prominent 
placement he gave it, and his omissions of text and melody imply that Mendelssohn used it less 
as a specific textual commentary than yet another generic reference to J. S. Bach.29

St. Paul contains wonderful music, hardly any of which is known or performed today. 
Part 2, however, contains two interesting choruses— the well- known “How lovely are the mes-
sengers” (Wie lieblich sind die Boten, no. 26) and the less familiar, penultimate chorus, “See what 
love hath the Father bestowed on us” (Sehet welch eine Liebe hat uns der Vater erzeiget, no. 43). St. 
Paul remains less popular than Elijah at least partially because Mendelssohn chose to re- create 
Bach’s Passion music within a story that presented no plausible need for it.
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Example 1.11 Mendelssohn, St. Paul, op. 36, no. 36,  
mm. 141– 49

eliJah, op. 70
The success St. Paul enjoyed at the Birmingham Festival in 1837 provided Mendelssohn with a 
commission for yet another oratorio. Again, he turned to Julius Schubring to create the libretto, 
a task that presented problems different from those encountered in St. Paul. As a Hebrew Bible 
figure, Elijah conformed to the Handelian tradition, but the story in 1 Kings 17– 19 itself was not 
that well known. Chapter 17 focuses on Elijah’s healing of the widow’s son, but the first fifteen 
verses of  chapter 18 recount an interaction between Elijah and Obadiah and do not figure promi-
nently in the oratorio. The remainder of chapter (18:16– 46) provides the principal drama of the 
oratorio— Elijah’s confrontation with the Baalites. In  chapter 19:1– 15a, Queen Jezebel attempts 
first to discredit, then to destroy Elijah. The scarcity of usable dramatic text forced Schubring 
to draw on other biblical texts— Deuteronomy, Exodus, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 Chronicles, Psalms, 
Malachi, and Matthew— to an even greater extent than he did in St. Paul. The text from Matthew 
was the result of Schubring’s insistence that Elijah was more compelling and acceptable as 
a precursor of the Messiah than as a character in his own right. Therefore, the oratorio was 
extended past its original conclusion (no. 38) to include Schubring’s “Christian” additions (nos. 
39– 41), which, in turn, required a new concluding chorus (no. 42).

Schubring’s libretto recounts the story from 1 Kings as a series of discrete scenes (Table 1.3).
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The libretto illustrates the lack of temporal coherence increasingly found in nine-
teenth- century oratorio libretti in sharp contrast to the earlier adherence to the Metastasian 
unities of time, place, and action, mostly seen and heard in opera seria. Mendelssohn’s solution 
to these often abrupt shifts of time and place is to provide a web of motives to provide dramatic 
coherence. The most important of these appear in the oratorio’s introduction.

The first motive (see ex. 1.12), a solemn fanfare for winds and brass, announces Elijah’s 
appearance.30

Example 1.12 Mendelssohn, Elijah, op. 70, Introduction

The prophet’s first words are sung to an ascending octave arpeggio signifying the “strength of 
God.”31 But the most dramatic motive is Elijah’s pronouncement of God’s curse (famine) upon 
Israel realized musically as three descending tritones (sung and played). Finally, the recitative 
concludes as it began, with the fanfare for Elijah, God’s prophet, who pronounced this judg-
ment. The reappearance of these motives (and several others) throughout the oratorio mitigate 
the story’s lack of dramatic cohesion.

Table 1.3 Mendelssohn, Elijah, op. 70, scenic construction

Part 1
God’s Curse— Famine: Introduction, Overture, and mvts. 1– 5
“Widow’s Scene”: mvts. 6– 9
“Baal Scene”: mvts. 10– 18
“Miracle of Rain” mvts. 19– 21

Part 2
“Queen’s Scene” mvts. 22– 24
Elijah’s exile mvts. 25– 32
God’s appearance mvts. 33– 35
Elijah’s Transfiguration
and Ascension mvts. 36– 38
Christian Addendum mvts. 39– 41
Final Chorus mvt. 42



Fig. 1.1 Facsimile of the score of Felix Mendelssohn’s oratorio Elijah


