Kowhai Singers and Pohutukawa Singers present

Mendelssohn's

Elijah

Kowhai Singers
celebrate 30 years of joyous music-making
Kowhai Singers came into being with an advertisement placed in the local paper by
Basil Kirker, in August of 1984, calling on singers interested in performing in a carol
concert. He had ascertained that a good number of singers may be keen as he and
his wife Jennifer, having recently moved into the district, had taken part in a
combined Wellsford/Warkworth choirs’ performance of Haydn’s The Creation,
directed by Maurice Gorbey.
The carol concert took place in the Methodist Church hall Warkworth on December
15, 1984, with about 30 in the choir. The following year another combined choirs
event, this time for performances of Elijah, was staged. In the Warkworth
performance, Beverley Hicks and Jennnifer Kirker were soloists. Both are still
members of Kowhai Singers.
Following the Elijah performances, the idea of forming a permanent district choir
took hold and in September, 1985, the choir, now known as Kowhai Singers, under
the directorship of Basil Kirker, was truly launched, with Moira Atkinson as
accompanist. Another carol concert was presented and these Christmas concerts
have been a feature ever since. The 2014 carol concert will be the choir's 30th.
Basil Kirker continued as Musical Director for 10 years, until December 1994. A
feature of his leadership was the performance of large oratorios, such as Elijah,
Messiah and The Creation. Elijah was performed again in 1989.
With Basil’s retirement, Peter Cammell’s services were sought and he has remained
the Musical Director ever since. It says something for the stability of the group and
the enthusiasm for singing in the district that it has had only two Musical Directors
in its 30 years.
Apart from the 79 major concerts the choir has performed, it has also taken part in
street singing and performing in rest homes. It has joined forces with other choirs
such as Bay of Islands Singers, Hibiscus Coast Singers, Auckland Choral Society and
last year, Edgecumbe Singers. For this performance of Elijah, Kowhai Singers will
be joined by Pohutukawa Singers.
A number of accompanists have been employed over the years, with the late Joye
Reeves being perhaps one of the longest serving. Riette Ferriera is the current
accompanist.
An allcomers mixed voice choir, largely made up of enthusiastic amateurs, the
group performs three concerts most years and attempts a wide range of musical
styles and genres. Numbers have varied from 35 to 60 depending on the time of year
and the works being prepared. With rehearsals filled with fun, laughter and
learning, it is to be hoped that this choir will continue to serve its community for
many years to come.

The combined voices of

Kowhai Singers and Pohutukawa Singers
conducted by

Peter Cammell
with soloists

Bernice Austin (soprano)
Beverley Hicks (alto)
Iain Tetley (tenor)
Crispin Caldicott (bass)
Michael Bell (organ)
present

Elijah

an oratorio in two parts by

Felix Mendelssohn
When Mendelssohn came to England in the autumn of 1837 he stayed with his
friend Karl Klingemann and the two men spent some time working on a sketch for
an oratorio on the biblical story of the prophet Elijah. The project did not get very
far and a year later he turned to his friend, the Revd Julius Schubring to work on the
texts for choruses and airs. But Mendelsson's concept of a work in which the
dramatic element should predominate was at odds with Schubring's desire to
emphasise the sacred element, the latter eventually suggesting that the composer
might have to supply the principal part of the text himself.
Nothing more was done until the summer of 1842 when, in Switzerland on a
walking and painting holiday, Mendelssohn filled an entire notebook with sketches
for Elijah. These were then set aside and his enthusiasm for the project was only
rekindled when two years later he met the celebrated singer Jenny Lind in London.
The unearthly purity of Lind's voice directly inspired the soprano writing, in
particular 'Hear ye Israel'.
In 1845 Mendelssohn was offered the post of director of the Birmingham Festival
and he began to work feverishly to complete Elijah so it could be presented as the
chief attraction the following year. The world premiere on 26 August 1846 was a
triumphant success: the 2000 strong audience lost all sense of decorum and,
breaking with custom regarding religious works, roared their approval.

Synopsis
Instead of opening with an overture, the work begins with an imposing preface in
which the prophet Elijah foretells the famine that is to come. Mendelssohn thereby
commands our immediate attention and signals that we are about to hear a dramatic
story. A stormy overture follows, hurtling headlong into an impassioned plea from
the choir for mercy – 'Wilt thou quite destroy us?'. Even the gentle imploring of the
solo soprano and alto goes unheeded for, according to Obadiah, Elijah 'hath sealed
the Heavens' against those who worship false deities. The chorus 'Yet doth the Lord'
gives vent to Mankind's feelings of despair and apprehension.
An Angel then appears instructing Elijah to make his way to the desert where food
and water will be provided and a chorus of angels will watch over him. When the
water eventually dries up the Angel reappears and commands Elijah to travel to
Zarepath where a widow will care for him. It transpires that the widow's son is
mortally ill and in desperation Elijah prays for God's mercy. His prayers are
answered, the boy recovers and the doubting widow becomes converted as she sings
with Elijah, 'Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart', a touching
passage further enhanced by the radiant chorus 'Blessed are the men who fear Him'.
The drought continues for a further three years after which Elijah returns and
informs King Ahab that the end is finally in sight. Ahab blames the prophet for
bringing death and famine upon them but Elijah retorts that they have brought it
upon themselves by worshipping the false god, Baal. He then commands Ahab to
assemble Israel's people on Mount Carmel where the one true God will reveal
himsell by raining ﬁre down upon the altar of sacrifice. Baal's followers call upon
their lord to demonstrate his powers, but despite intensifying their pleas in an
agitated chorus, nothing happens. Now it is Elijah's turn and in one of
Mendelssohn’s most affecting arias he beseeches the Lord to show the assembled
gathering his power. A tongue or ﬂame shoots down consuming the sacriﬁce and
leaving all onlookers in no doubt as to the one true God. The ﬁrst Part ends with the
people of Israel unanimousiy praising God for the rain's return.
As Part Two opens all seems well until Elijah prophesies that God is to punish King
Ahab for misleading the Israelites. Seizing her opportunity, Ahab's wife, Jezebel,
incites the gathering to turn on Elijah as the true source of their woes. Obadiah
warns Elijah of the impending threat in the nick of time. Having pleaded with God
to take his life and release him, the prophet is hidden by an Angel to undertake the
arduous journey to Mount Horeb (40 days and 40 nights) and place his complete
trust in the Lord. Accordingly, Elijah arrives at the mountain's summit where he is
welcomed by God himself. Transformed and spiritually strengthened by this
awesome experience, Elijah, as the chorus tells us, subsequently spread the word
throughout the Earth before being finally taken to Heaven in a blazing chariot with
ﬁery horses. Elijah ends with an uplifting chorus in celebration of the Lord and all
his wonders.
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