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In 1920, French dramatist René Morax authored a four-hour biblical stage drama on the life 
of David. Inspired by structures of Hindu theatre, he wrote many short scenes that would be 
executed in rapid succession. Morax wanted incidental music between scenes throughout 
the play; however, he completed the play in December, 1920 with only six months until 
the work’s scheduled premiere. When several composers declined Morax’ request to 
compose the music because of the time constraints, he asked conductor Ernest Ansermet 
and composer Igor Stravinsky for their recommendation. Both of them recommended then 
twenty-eight year old Arthur Honegger (1892-1955), a Swiss native composing in France.

Honegger agreed without seeing the libretto and with only two months to write twenty-
seven movements of music. He completed the music for Le roi David in nine weeks and, 
unable to even review or revise it, sent it to be immediately rehearsed for the June premiere. 
He identified Bach and Stravinsky as the composers whose musical style most influenced his 
composing of King David. Stravinsky’s influence is noticeable in his polymetric and polytonal 
movements, and Bach’s by his use of counterpoint, turba choruses, and a chorale-like 
melody. 

Le roi David was an immediate success, and public admiration for the music impelled 
Honegger and Morax to revise it as a concert work. Honegger re-orchestrated the music 
for full orchestra, and Morax reduced his four-hour stage drama to a dialogue of about 
fifteen minutes that would link the musical movements. Edward Agate freely translated 
this narration into English and adapted it with additional text from the Bible; since then, 
performers have likewise judiciously adapted the dialogue to better communicate the 
biblical drama to audiences while preserving its authenticity. 

A beloved cornerstone of twentieth-century dramatic choral works, King David is considered 
part of the great oratorio lineage extending from Handel through Mendelssohn, Liszt, 
and Walton.  — Ryan Kelly
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1. Introduction
2. The Song of David, the Shepherd

Mezzo-soprano
3. Psalm: All Praise to Him

Chorus
4. Fanfare and Entry of Goliath

Song of Victory
Chorus

5. March and Song of Victory, reprise
Chorus

6. Psalm: In the Lord I Put My Faith
Tenor

7. Psalm: O! Had I Wings Like a Dove
Soprano

8. Song of the Prophets
Chorus

9. Psalm: Pity Me, Lord
Tenor

10. Saul’s Camp
11.  Psalm: God the Lord Shall Be My Light

Chorus
12. Incantation of the Witch of Endor

Witch of Endor, Saul, Samuel
13. March of the Philistines
14.  Lament of Gilboa

Soprano, Mezzo-soprano, Chorus

15.  Song of the Daughters of Israel
Soprano

16.  The Dance before the Ark
Soprano, Chorus

17.  Song: Now My Voice in Song Up-soaring
Chorus

18.  Song of the Handmaid
Mezzo-soprano

19.  Psalm of Penitence
Chorus

20. Psalm: Behold in Evil I Was Born
Chorus

21.  Psalm: O, Shall I Raise My Eyes?
Tenor

22.  The Song of Ephraim
Soprano, Chorus

23.  March of the Hebrews
24.  Psalm: Thee Will I Love, O Lord

Chorus
25.  Psalm: In My Distress

Chorus
26. The Crowning of Solomon
27. The Death of David

Soprano, Chorus

Ryan Kelly, Conductor
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