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Text: 1 Samuel 28
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The problem of opera had occupied the composer’s mind for many years (preparing his large-scale opera “The
Tower of Babel”, on a libretto by Yizhak Shenhar), when he wrote his “Saul at Ein Dor” for Michael Taube and the
Ramat Gan Chamber Orchestra in 1955. This work is described as an “opera concertante”, not intended for stage
performance, and is based literally on the narration of the Bible (1 Samuel 28, 3-25). The story is told by a narrator
while the dialogue is sung by the actual characters.

Josef Tal is not concerned - as have been composers before him - with the magic and supernatural aspects of the
biblical episode. He was attracted by the human tragedy behind the dramatic tale. The Prophetess of Ein Dor is not
a witch, such as she is described in most modern literary and musical versions of the biblical scene, but a priestess,
full of dignity and human insight. When Saul comes to her hiding place, he is still the mighty king, conscious of his
authority and commanding power. But after hearing Samuel the Prophet pronounce the dire fate that is in store
for him, Saul breaks down and becomes miserable and helpless. The Prophetess of Ein Dor then shows her warm,
almost motherly, understanding. She prepares a meal for him and does not permit him to proceed on his way
towards the inevitable before he has rested and gathered new strength.

Her charity is in stark contrast to the severity shown by Samuel imparting to Saul the voice of the Lord whose
commands the king has not followed.

The work develops in five dramatic sections. It opens with the preparatory narrative; this is followed by the
description of Saul’s way to find the woman at Ein Dor and the invocation of Samuel; the dramatic climax then
comes with Samuel’s prophecy of impending disaster; after this come the woman’s soothing words and her
preparation of a meal for the broken king; the short epilogue shows Saul and his servants on their way home into
the dark of the night, towards their destiny.
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And it came to pass in those days that the Philistines gathered their armies together for warfare to fight with
Israel. And Achish said unto David, “Know thou assuredly that thou shalt go out with me to battle, thou and thy
men.”

And David said to Achish, “Surely thou shalt know what thy servant can do.” And Achish said to David, “Therefore
will | makethee keeper of mine head for ever.”

Now Samuel was dead, and all Israel had lamented him and buried him in Ramah, even in his own city. And Saul
had put away those who had familiar spirits and the wizards out of the land.

And the Philistines gathered themselves together and came and pitched camp in Shunem; and Saul gathered all
Israel together, and they pitched camp in Gilboa.

And when Saul saw the host of the Philistines, he was afraid and his heart greatly trembled.

And when Saul inquired of the Lord, the Lord answered him not, neither by dreams nor by Urim nor by prophets.
Then said Saul unto his servants, “Seek me a woman who hath a familiar spirit, that | may go to her and inquire of
her.” And his servants said to him, “Behold, there is a woman who hath a familiar spirit at Endor.”

And Saul disguised himself and put on other raiment, and he went, and two men with him; and they came to the
woman by night. And he said, “I pray thee, divine unto me by the familiar spirit, and bring me him up whom |
shall name unto thee.”

And the woman said unto him, “Behold, thou knowest what Saul hath done, how he hath cut off those who have
familiar spirits and the wizards out of the land. Why then layest thou a snare for my life, to cause me to die?”

And Saul swore to her by the Lord, saying, “As the Lord liveth, there shall no punishment happen to thee for this
thing.”

Then said the woman, “Whom shall | bring up unto thee?” And he said, “Bring me up Samuel.”

And when the woman saw Samuel, she cried with a loud voice. And the woman spoke to Saul, saying, “Why hast
thou deceived me? For thou art Saul!”

And the king said unto her, “Be not afraid. For what sawest thou?” And the woman said unto Saul, “I saw gods
ascending out of the earth.”

And he said unto her, “What form is he of?” And she said, “An old man cometh up, and he is covered with a
mantle.” And Saul perceived that it was Samuel, and he stooped with his face to the ground and bowed himself.
And Samuel said to Saul, “Why hast thou disquieted me, to bring me up?” And Saul answered, “l am sore
distressed; for the Philistines make war against me, and God has departed from me and answereth me no more,
neither by prophets nor by dreams. Therefore | have called thee, that thou mayest make known unto me what |
shall do.”

Then said Samuel, “Why then dost thou ask of me, seeing the Lord has departed from thee and has become thine
enemy?

And the Lord hath done to him, as He spoke by me. For the Lord hath rent the kingdom out of thine hand and
given it to thy neighbor, even to David.

Because thou obeyed not the voice of the Lord nor executed His fierce wrath upon Amalek, therefore hath the
Lord done this thing unto thee this day.

Moreover the Lord will also deliver Israel with thee into the hand of the Philistines; and tomorrow shalt thou and
thy sons be with me. The Lord also shall deliver the host of Israel into the hand of the Philistines.”

Then Saul fell straightway full length on the earth, and was sore afraid because of the words of Samuel; and there
was no strength in him, for he had eaten no bread all the day nor all the night.

And the woman came unto Saul and saw that he was sore troubled, and said unto him, “Behold, thine handmaid
hath obeyed thy voice, and | have put my life in my hands and have hearkened unto thy words which thou spoke
unto me.

Now therefore, | pray thee, hearken thou also unto the voice of thine handmaid, and let me set a morsel of bread
before thee; and eat, that thou mayest have strength when thou goest on thy way.”

But he refused and said, “I will not eat.” But his servants, together with the woman, compelled him; and he
hearkened unto their voice. So he arose from the earth and sat upon the bed.

And the woman had a fat calf in the house; and she hastened and killed it, and took flour and kneaded it, and
paked unleavened bread thereof.

And she brought it before Saul and before his servants, and they ate. Then they rose up and went away that
night.
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Dramatis Personae:

narrator

Saul (Tenor)

Samuel (Britone)

The Woman (Mezzo-Soprano)

Orchestration:

Flute/Piccolo
English Horn
Trumpet in C
2HornsinF
Timpani: F/C
Percussion:
Cymbal
Tamburo
Gong
Tom-Tom
Gran Cassa
Legno

Piano
Strings

Dur.: ca. 32
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