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When George Frideric Handel ultimately failed as a composer of Italian opera seria in 

London in the mid-1730s, he began focusing his attention more strongly on the 

composition of English oratorio, a genre which he created from the Italian oratorio and 

the English anthem, and which he had instigated in 1718 with his first English oratorio, 

Esther.  Handel’s oratorios were performed primarily in opera theaters during Lent.  

Israel in Egypt was composed over a period of only a month, from October 1 to 

November 1, 1738, and premiered on April 4, 1739 at the King’s Theatre in the 

Haymarket, London.  Its text draws from the Book of Exodus and the Psalter. 

The hasty composition of the oratorio, not at all unusual for Handel, was greatly aided by 

his drawing upon his own previously-composed works, as well as the works of numerous 

other composers, a process known as parody.  In fact, Handel relied prodigiously on the 

use of parody and borrowed material for much of his oratorio composition as a whole.   

 

The oratorio was originally in 3 acts.  The first act, a lament on the death of Joseph, was 

reworked from Handel’s funeral anthem “The Ways of Zion do Mourn,” composed for 

the death of Princess Caroline in late 1737.  After the first two performances of Israel in 

Egypt, however, the dissatisfied composer removed the first part, leaving the former Parts 

2 and 3 to function now as Parts 1 and 2.   This is the version performed in this evening’s 

concert.  The excision of the former Part 1 explains the beginning of the oratorio in media 

res, with no overture, and its reference to Joseph in the opening recitative.  In some later 

performances Handel substituted other works for the missing lament.  The work was not 

successful in its early performances, perhaps due to its emphasis on the chorus and 

paucity of solo movements, especially in the current Part 1.  Handel continually revised 

the work in subsequent performances, adding music from other works and removing 

movements as well; much of the revision was done with an eye towards increasing the 

number of solo movements. 

 

The list of composers from whose works Handel draws for the composition of Israel in 

Egypt is extensive.  The largest number of borrowings are from two large works: a 

serenata of Alessandro Stradella (Qual prodigio é ch’io miri), which yielded material for 

“He spake the word,” “He gave them hailstones,” “But as for his people/He led them,”  

“And believed the Lord,” and “The people shall hear/All th’inhabitants of Canaan,” and a 

Magnificat of Dionigi Erba, from which Handel took material for “He rebuked the Red 

Sea,” “The Lord is my Strength,” “He is my God,” part of “The Lord is a Man of War,” 

“The depths have covered them/Thy right Hand, o Lord,” “Thou sentest forth thy wrath,” 

“And with the blast of thy nostrils,” “Who is like unto Thee,” and “Thou in they mercy.”  

 Other composers represented in the work include Rameau, Kerll, Strungk, Urio, and 

Zachow (the organ canzona of Kerll from which Handel took material for “Egypt was 

glad” was published when Handel was only a year old). 

 

From Handel’s own works, two movements derive from particularly aptly chosen 

keyboard fugues, “They loathed to drink from the river,” and “He smote all the first born 

of Egypt,” while others derive from various Italian, Latin, and English vocal works.  



Particularly interesting is the use of the Lutheran Easter chorale “Christ lag in 

Todesbanden” in the first chorus “And the Children of Israel sighed,” drawing parallels 

between the suffering of the Israelites and the Passion of Christ, connected already in the 

traditional Christian association of Easter with the Passover story of the Hebrew Bible.  

Here the chorale tune is presented to the text “And their cry came up unto God” in long 

notes.  The context, a German Lutheran chorale cited in an English oratorio for a largely 

Anglican audience, would have resonated with only a few listeners--Handel, German 

expatriates, and the German-born King George II.   

 

While the work was not successful among Handel’s original audiences, it has found 

special favor with modern English-speaking audiences.  No small measure of this success 

must be due to the colorful depiction of the Ten Plagues that God visited upon the 

Egyptians, with their evocations of blood, frogs, hail, flies, locusts, and the brilliant 

depiction of “a thick darkness, which might be felt” by means of an eerie choral 

recitative. 

 


