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Jonah  Samuel Felsted (1743–1802) 
 
Overture Allegro – Andantino – Allegro 
Recitative Voice of God/Narrator Jonah, arise! 
Air Jonah Out of the deep 
Air Jonah Billows foam around my head 
Recitative Narrator The Lord commands 
Air Jonah My God and King 
Recitative Voice of God Jonah, arise 
Air Jonah Lord, I obey 
Recitative Narrator Repent, ye men of Nineveh 
Chorus Ninevites Have mercy, Lord 
Recitative Narrator God saw their works 
Chorus  Tune your harps 
 
 
Esther   George Frideric Handel (1685–1759) 
 
Overture Andante – Larghetto – Allegro 
 
SCENE I 
Recitative Officer/Haman ‘Tis greater far to spare, than to destroy 
Air Haman Pluck root and branch from out the land 
Recitative Officer Our souls with ardor glow 
Chorus Persians Shall we the God of Israel fear?  
 
SCENE II 
Recitative 1st Israelite Now persecution shall lay by her iron rod 
Air 1st Israelite Tune your harps to cheerful strains 
Chorus Israelites Shall we of servitude complain? 
Recitative 2nd Israelite O God, who from the suckling’s mouth 
Air 2nd Israelite Praise the Lord with cheerful noise 
Chorus Israelites Shall we of servitude complain? (reprise) 
 
SCENE III 
Recitative 3rd Israelite How have our sins provoked the Lord! 
Chorus Israelites Ye sons of Israel, mourn 
Air 3rd Israelite O Jordan, Jordan, sacred tide! 
Chorus Israelites Ye sons of Israel, mourn (reprise) 
 

INTERMISSION 



 
SCENE IV 
Recitative Esther/Mordecai Why sits that sorrow on thy brow? 
Air Mordecai Dread not, righteous Queen, the danger 
Recitative Esther I go before the King to stand 
Air Esther Tears assist me, pity moving 
Chorus Israelites Save us, O Lord 
 
SCENE V 
Recitative Ahasuerus Who dares intrude into our presence 
Duet Esther/Ahasuerus Who calls my parting soul from death? 
Air Ahasuerus O beauteous Queen, unclose those eyes 
Recitative Esther If I find favour in thy sight 
Air Ahasuerus How can I stay, when love invites? 
Recitative 1st Israelite With inward joy his visage glows 
Chorus Israelites Virtue, truth, and innocence 
Arioso 3rd Israelite Jehovah crown’d with glory bright 
Chorus Israelites He comes, He comes 
 
SCENE VI 
Recitative Ahasuerus/Esther Now, O Queen, thy suit declare 
Recitative Haman Turn not, O Queen, thy face away 
Air Esther Flatt’ring tongue, no more I hear thee! 
Recitative Ahasuerus Guard, seize the traitor 
Air Haman How art thou falln’ from thy height! 
Chorus Israelites The Lord our enemy has slain 
  



  
PROGRAM NOTES  
 
The English oratorio, arguably Handel’s greatest invention, enjoyed a 
leisurely genesis. During his years in Rome (1707–1710), Handel composed 
at least two oratorios in Italian for private patrons and aristocratic 
audiences. His first English oratorio came about thanks to similar 
circumstances during his 1718–1718 service to James Brydges, Earl of 
Chandos, whose grand estate at Cannons (near London) boasted a musical 
court second only to that of the royal family. As Paymaster General for the 
King’s forces during the War of Spanish Succession, Brydges had acquired 
great wealth, which he spent lavishly on musicians, writers, painters, 
architects, and artisans of all kinds. As composer in residence at Cannons 
with an expert ensemble at his disposal, Handel created signature works, 
including the “Chandos” Anthems and the masques Acis & Galatea and 
Esther. The latter, after multiple revisions, came eventually to be regarded 
as Handel’s first English-language oratorio. 
 
During the late seventeenth century, the Old Testament heroine Esther had 
become a popular figure; Jean Racine’s 1689 drama is but one of many 
literary precursors to Handel’s oratorio. The biblical Book of Esther is 
essentially a morality tale about a Hebrew woman who becomes Queen of 
Persia and saves her people from destruction. An essential text for both the 
Jewish festival of Purum and English “Thanksgiving” (Guy Fawkes) Day, 
Esther served as a useful political allegory in 1718: its oppressed Jews were 
analogous, in Handel’s England, to persecuted Catholics, one of whom 
may have been penned its libretto. Alexander Pope, an unapologetic 
Catholic then in residence at Cannons, surely had some input; some of his 
verse ended up in the libretto for Acis & Galatea. In any case, Esther traces 
the fortunes of a Jewish orphan who has somehow become the second wife 
of Ahaseurus, King of Persia, whom her kinsman Mordecai serves.  
 
The oratorio opens with Ahaseurus’ powerful minister Haman (the evil 
locus of much Purum mischief), who takes great offense at Mordecai’s 



refusal to bow before him. Haman’s threat to exterminate all Jews in Persia, 
vengefully echoed by the Chorus of Persians in Scene I, contrasts sharply 
with Jewish rejoicing in Scene II over Esther’s newfound status as queen. 
Joy gives way to sorrow in Scene III, as the Jews process Haman’s 
horrifying decree; the shift from grateful servitude to imminent slaughter 
gave Handel perfect material for strong musical contrasts. Esther finally 
appears in Scene IV, where she learns the tragic fate of her people. 
Mordecai prevails upon her to make intercession with her husband the 
King, despite the grim prohibition (on pain of death) for unwanted 
approaches to Ahaseurus. Risking her own life, Esther goes to see the King, 
whose love for her trumps all archaic courtly customs. Scene V thus 
includes considerable rejoicing on the part of the Israelites, whose God 
delivers them through the good graces of both Esther and Ahaseurus. It 
remains only to dispatch the villain, whose brief plea for mercy in Scene VI 
falls on deaf ears. The final chorus, the grandest movement in the work, 
celebrates Haman’s death with a righteous fist-pump worthy of the 
Psalmist: “The Lord our enemy has slain,” indeed. 
 
One compositional problem in such a work is the role of the chorus, which 
plays the part of murderous Persians in Scene I and doomed Israelites in 
Scene III. Handel took his cue from the great French dramatists of the 
previous age, who insisted on the absolute unity of singing with action, 
without concern for later shifts in these same actors’ roles. The chorus is 
thus something of a chameleon in Esther, just as it is in Handel’s other 
English oratorios, the Bach passions, and countless later choral works. 
 
Handel revisited Esther multiple times, including one famous 1732 
performance with the Children of the Chapel Royal at the Crown & Anchor 
Tavern in the Strand, which was given “in still life,” according to Johann 
Mattheson—that is, in a series of vivid tableaux, presumably with 
costumes and painted backdrops. The Bishop of London the Dean of the 
Chapel Royal were not amused; they banned the use of boys in subsequent 
theatrical productions. Undeterred, Handel moved his oratorio 
performance to the same theaters he used for operas, henceforth presenting 



them as concert pieces, without any stage action or scenery. Esther 
ultimately became a three-act oratorio on the model of his other late works, 
though one whose drama became more muddled at each revival, it seems. 
One contemporary complaint against one of these late performances 
objects to Handel’s use of Italian soloists, whose lousy English “might as 
well have been Hebrew.” This evening we present the original 1718 version 
of the work. 
 
By the late 1730s, Handel’s London public wanted virtuosic singing but 
with stories that promoted virtue, devotion, even piety. England’s 
venerable choral tradition encouraged the production of oratorios that 
mingle arias with choruses—unlike Baroque opera seria, where the focus is 
exclusively on arias. The oratorio proved a durable vehicle for Handel and 
for English musical culture in general. Theatre owners now made money 
during the Lenten season, when opera was prohibited, and the beau monde 
now enjoyed musical entertainment throughout the season. The same 
culture of consumption that surrounded opera also applied to oratorio: 
Handel labored to create new works each season, rotating a few favorites in 
and out of the annual lineup to take advantage of those that proved 
popular. His formula gave his growing English public what they wanted: 
pretty arias, tuneful instrumental music, soaring choruses, plus a healthy 
dose of either religion or idealized history. 
 
In 1775 in Kingston, Jamaica, Samuel Felsted wrote the oratorio Jonah, thus 
creating the first oratorio from the “new world.” The work, in twelve 
movements, is scored for three solo voices (God, Jonah, and a Narrator), 
violins, oboe, continuo, and choir. Jonah was premiered in Kingston in 1775; 
its first performance in New York was in 1788 and in Boston in 1789.  
Felsted himself was not only organist at Parish Church of Saint Andrew in 
Kingston, but was also an artist, inventor, botanist, and a poet (the libretto, 
unattributed, is probably his). In 1771, he was admitted to the American 
Philosophical Society, to which Benjamin Franklin also belonged.  
 



Late eighteenth-century Kingston was a prized British colony that 
supported musical and theatrical activities. It had a rich cultural life, 
including visits from repertory groups from New York and London.  
 
Jonah is a rather brief work, but it includes arias, recitatives, and choruses 
to tell the familiar Bible story of Jonah and the whale. The orchestration is 
by Boston native Bryan Jones, whose Master’s thesis focused on this work, 
and is further based on the work of Thurston Dox. Today’s performance is 
almost certainly a Houston premiere for Felsted’s Jonah. 
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