
Felix Mendelssohn and Elijah 

The first performance of the mighty oratorio 
Elijah was directed by Mendelssohn himself 
at the Birmingham Festival in 1847. We are 
taken on a dramatic musical journey, follow-
ing the prophet Elijah who has been sent by 
God to turn the people of Israel away from 
worshipping heathen gods and lead them 
back to the true faith. Throughout the work 
the chorus expresses by turn the despera-
tion, anger, and fear experienced by the Isra-
elite people as they struggle between two 
sets of beliefs in the search for a solution to 
their sufferings.   The first performance of Elijah , given at Birmingham Town Hall in 1847 

The wild drama of such choruses as Help Lord, The fire descends from heaven, and Woe to him is punctuat-
ed by the beautiful calm melodies of For he shall give his angels charge over thee, Lift thine eyes, He watch-
ing over Israel and He that shall endure to the end. These passages carry a message of peace and hope lead-
ing to a final consoling declaration of faith. 

Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) was  a child prodigy, multi-talented, and renowned during his short life as a 
composer, conductor and performer. He wrote symphonies, concerti, oratorios, piano, organ and chamber 
music . A contemporary of Chopin and Schumann, he was born at Hamburg in 1809 into a Jewish family, and 
baptised as a Christian when the family converted from the Jewish faith.  His grandfather Moses was a phi-
losopher and his father a cultured and prosperous banker, so young Felix had every social, intellectual  and 
educational advantage.  His parents Abraham and Lea held a regular salon at their Berlin home which was 
attended by artists, musicians, scientists and mathematicians; it was said that ‘all Europe came to their living 
room’. 

Mendelssohn aged 12  

Felix began piano lessons with his mother at the age of six, going on to study 
counterpoint and composition with a renowned Berlin teacher, Carl Friedrich 
Zelter. As well as music, he studied art, literature, classics, languages and phi-
losophy. He made his first public appearance as a performer aged nine, in a 
chamber music concert. 

A prolific composer from an early age; during Mendelssohn’s  teenage years 
his works were often performed at home with a private orchestra for the in-
tellectual elite of Berlin. Between the ages of twelve and fourteen he wrote 
12 string symphonies for such concerts. His first published work was com-
posed before he was 13 years old.   

In 1837 at the age of 26, Felix married Cecile Jeanrenaud, with whom he 
had five children. Early success came in Germany. Mendelssohn became 
Town Director of Music at Dusseldorf;  at 36, he settled in Leipzig as con-
ductor of the famous Gewandhaus Concerts, and founded the Leipzig Con-
servatory, of which he was Director. He was a close friend of Robert Schu-
mann; as well as exploring and playing the music of their contemporaries, 
both were fascinated by the compositions of J S Bach. By playing and pro-
moting Bach’s work, they helped to keep older organ traditions alive. 

Cecile  



Mendelssohn was renowned in his lifetime not only as a composer; he was a virtuosic keyboard player on 
both organ and piano. An obituarist wrote ‘….we esteem his pianoforte playing with its amazing elasticity 
of touch, rapidity and power…. his scientific and vigorous organ playing….his triumphs on these instru-
ments are fresh in public recollection’.   

He was also renowned for his improvisations; after hearing him play an extempore organ medley, the pub-
lisher Victor Novello said ‘he has done some things that seem to me impossible, even after I have heard 
them done’.  

Had he lived longer, who knows what  other wonders this extraordinary genius might have achieved? 

Mendelssohn in 1839 by English 

miniaturist James Childe 

Mendelssohn travelled widely in Europe and was particularly popu-
lar in England, making ten visits here during which many of his major 
works were premiered. He wrote of one such visit in 1844, when he 
conducted five Philharmonic concerts in London: ‘Never before was 
anything like this season – we never went to bed before half-past 
one, every hour of every day was filled with engagements three 
weeks beforehand and I got through more music in two months 
than in all the rest of the year.’ 

Swedish soprano Jenny Lind 

In 1844 Mendelssohn met the Swedish soprano Jenny Lind, 
with whom he developed a  passionate friendship;  they 
worked together many times. 

On Mendelssohn’s death, Lind wrote that he was ‘the only 
person who brought fulfilment to my spirit, and almost as 
soon as I found him I lost him again’. The aria Hear Ye Israel 
which opens Part 2 of Elijah is said to have been tailored to 
Lind’s voice; she first sang it after his death, at a concert in 
December 1848.  

Mendelssohn suffered poor health in the final years of his 
life, aggravated by nervous problems and overwork. His final 
tour of England in 1847 (during which Elijah was premiered at 
the Birmingham Festival) left him exhausted and ill from a 
hectic schedule. He died later that same year in Leipzig after 
a series of strokes, aged only 38.  

In 1849, Jenny Lind established the Mendelssohn Scholarship Foundation, which makes an award to a 
young resident British composer every two years in Mendelssohn's memory. The first winner of the schol-
arship, in 1856, was Arthur Sullivan, then aged 14. In 1869, Lind erected a plaque in Mendelssohn's 
memory at his birthplace in Hamburg. 

Pages from Mendelssohn’s original Elijah score 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arthur_Sullivan

