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Writer’s Note
Élisabeth Jacquet de la Guerre

Élisabeth Jacquet de la Guerre published her Cantates Bibliques in two 
volumes in 1708 and 1711. She was in her 40s. She had been a successful, 
professional composer for decades and was at the peak of her powers. As 
a girl, she had been a prodigy as a singer and harpsichordist, presented to 
Louis XIV and taken under the wing of his mistress Madame de Montespan 
at Versailles. Since then she had married, written the first opera by a woman 
composer to be performed at the Paris Opera, borne and lost her only 
child, and been widowed. She lived in material comfort in Paris, teaching 
and hosting private concerts, and was renowned for her skills as a keyboard 
improviser. Having published nothing since 1694, in the years from 1707 to 
1715 came three collections of cantatas, her best writing for harpsichord, and 
six violin sonatas. Her last work, a Te Deum from 1721 is lost. She died in 1729, 
aged 64. 

Élisabeth came from a musical family. Her father was a harpsichord maker and 
all her siblings became musicians. Her sister Anne was employed as a singer 
in the same household as Charpentier. They were part of a musical world 
that included women as singers, keyboard players and patrons, and a wider 
culture which included female artists of all kinds, even as they also faced a 
misogynistic backlash. By the 1690s, fully a third of French novels were by 
women. In theatre, the gap left by Molière, Corneille and Racine created 
opportunities for a new wave of dramatists that included women. A similarly 
transitional moment -  after the death of Lully - also allowed (some) women 
into opera. De la Guerre’s Cephale et Procris opened in 1694, sandwiched 
between the first operas there by a woman librettist (Didon and Circe by 
Henri Desmarets and Mme de Sainctonge). However, Élisabeth’s sustained 
composing career was exceptional. Recognised both in her lifetime and after 
her death, Évrard Titon de Tillet’s gave her an exalted position in Le Parnasse 
François (1732) and she featured in reference books throughout the 18th 
century. That she is under-performed now, arguably illustrates the ways in 
which women artists have been more eagerly ‘forgotten’; but there has been 
renewed scholarly interest in her work since the 1990s.



Cantates Bibliques

There was a craze for cantatas in early 18th century France. More than eight 
hundred were published between 1700 and 1730. Written mostly for solo 
voice with continuo accompaniment, these miniature poetic dramas were 
fashionable chamber pieces, reflecting the influence of Italian models. The 
singer, performing at court or in a salon, told a story, taking on all of the roles 
of the characters within it - regardless of age or gender - in a sort of operatic 
‘Jackanory’. Most are full of nymphs and shepherdesses, making de la Guerre’s 
choice of sacred subject matter unusual. Perhaps she was influenced by the 
sacred cantatas composed around 1700 by her contemporary Antonia Bembo, 
an Italian woman living in exile in Paris: we can’t know for sure. In any case, Old 
Testament tales offered stronger and more varied stories. 

De la Guerre’s style is extraordinarily confident, fluid and inventive: full of little 
changes of direction that pull us into the thought process of the music. By turns 
there is wit and boldness and devastating emotional sincerity. The underlying 
template of these cantatas is three recitatives and three airs, the last reaching 
some kind of moral conclusion, but she never seems constrained by the form. 

As far as we know, there have been no performances of ‘Adam’ in modern 
times, and the work is unrecorded. 

In the Belly of the Beast

‘In the Belly of the Beast’ brings together and stages three of the Cantates 
Bibliques in a new music theatre show. Perhaps it’s an opera, possibly it isn’t: 
we’re happy for you to decide. What it definitely is, is an attempt to share these 
extraordinary works, and bring contemporary audiences into intimate contact 
with both beautiful music and powerful and enduring myths. In our previous 
show, ‘Out of Her Mouth’ (2023), we chose cantatas in which three women 
(Susannah, Rachel and Judith) told complex stories of female experiences 
often missing from the operatic canon. This time, women get to consider more 
‘universal’ stories about the ‘human condition’, which often turn out to be 
explorations of masculinity. 

God the Father does not come out of this show looking good. That’s also true 
of the original French texts, and arguably the Biblical source material too; 
although we may feel freer in the 21st Century to follow this particular thought 
through to its conclusion. Adam seeks self-knowledge and is thrown out of 
his home. Jephthah does what he’s told and consequently murders his own 
daughter. One might conclude that boys need better role models. But this isn’t 
a modern ‘reimagining’, it’s what these stories have always been about. 



The common thread in all three stories is an attempt to confront the unfairness 
of the world humanity finds itself in. The powers that be are cruel and arbitrary; 
there is no guarantee of justice or liberation; nobody is coming to save us. In 
the time that we’ve been developing this performance, it’s only seemed more 
important to face these feelings. We hope that these stories, and this music, 
are able to help us do that. Having lived with these pieces for a long time, 
they are full of consolation. In the end, the Fall might have been for the best. 
We might need to get out of the walled garden and see things as they really 
are. 

© Toria Banks 2026

Director’s Note
From our earliest conversations about In the Belly of the Beast, I was drawn 
to its unflinching examination of people trapped within systems of power: 
challenging authority, testing its limits, and ultimately facing impossible 
choices.

The three cantatas follow three figures confronting the forces that govern 
them. Adam disobeys, Jonah flees, and Jephthah bargains. Each seeks 
agency in a different way, yet each ends up bound by conditions they cannot 
escape. For me, these stories resonate deeply with many of the defining forces 
shaping our lives today. Toria and I have spent a great deal of time discussing 
the parallels between these biblical narratives and contemporary concerns: the 
climate crisis, capitalism, patriarchal power and war. 

I was also drawn to the progression of the stories themselves. We begin 
somewhere mythic and almost abstract with Adam, travel through the storm 
with Jonah, and arrive at the devastatingly human reality of Jephthah. The 
journey feels as though it moves steadily closer to our own world and our own 
moment, particularly as conflict and instability seem to spread ever nearer to 
us all.

Our brilliant design team, Ben Moon and Ingrid Hu, have been instrumental 
in shaping this vision into the visual language of the production. Projection 
and light became central to creating a world that could travel between these 
distinct stories while maintaining a coherent theatrical journey. Working with 
projection as a primary design element, this has been an exciting new process 
for me, allowing us to create shifting landscapes that connect these narratives 
across time and place.



What I hope the production offers audiences is an opportunity to reflect not 
only on the decisions made on our behalf by those in positions of power, but 
also on the choices we make when we ourselves are placed under pressure. 
One moment I find particularly resonant is the sailors’ decision in Jonah to 
cast him overboard and how quickly they move on with their lives. There 
is something unsettlingly familiar in their ability to justify the act and look 
away. It feels reflective of our own moment, when many of us are confronted 
by difficult truths yet feel powerless within systems that seem too large to 
challenge.

These stories remind me of the importance of examining the bargains we 
make with power: who receives our vote, where we place our money, who 
we work for, and the countless compromises embedded within daily life. 
Taking the time to think critically about those choices is difficult in a world that 
constantly demands speed and certainty.

This production is the result of a collaboration between three brilliant and 
very different companies Hera, Mahogany Opera and Dunedin Consort. 
Bringing together artists, musicians and creative team members from different 
organisations has been enormously rewarding, and I am deeply grateful to 
everyone involved.

Finally, I am thrilled that audiences have the opportunity to encounter the 
work of Élisabeth Jacquet de La Guerre. At a time when composition was 
overwhelmingly dominated by men, she forged a remarkable artistic path 
and became one of the few women of her era to sustain such success as a 
composer. More than three centuries later, her music still feels urgent, dramatic 
and profoundly human. Bringing these cantatas to the stage is not only an 
opportunity to explore timeless questions of power and responsibility, but also 
to celebrate a voice that deserves to be heard, rediscovered and championed.

© Jennifer Fletcher  2026



Adam

To start with, God created all the Heavens and Earth.
On the sixth day He made a man…

God creates man in his own image, and sets him down in the Garden of Eden, 
giving him dominion over everything around him. In Paradise, Adam can do 
whatever he pleases, as long as he always remains grateful and obedient to his 
Heavenly Father.

The story is taken from the Book of Genesis.

Jonah

Look here! Somebody travelling in search of safety
Flees, and takes to a boat…

A man tries to run away from the fate God has assigned him, and is caught in a 
storm so overwhelming that creation itself seems about to unravel. Worse, the 
people he encounters are more than happy to throw him overboard to save 
themselves. The only refuge to be found is down, into the sea.

The story is taken from the Book of Jonah

Jephthah

With garlands now the soldiers crown!
With joyful dances bring them home!

A people eager for war turn to a mighty warrior to lead them, and with God on 
his side, Jephthah achieves a great victory over their enemies to the East. But 
when he returns from battle, the violence he has embraced comes with him, 
into his home and family.

The story is taken from the Book of Judges.

Synopsis



Texts
1. ADAM

To start with, God created the heavens and earth.
On the sixth day, He made a man,
Fashioned him in his own likeness.
And to this Adam, God bequeathed His Paradise.

In a garden made for a man,
Where every creature obeys his desires,
In a garden made for a man,
The birds and bees are at his command.

And with no price to pay but devotion to the Father,
Almighty Heaven rains down its blessings.

GOD

Look at your kingdom!
But as you’re roaming free,
Don’t forget who gave you that freedom.
Breathe easy!
But with each breath you take,
Just remember where the air came from.
For what’s the use in happiness 
If you cannot make it last forever?

In here, neither work, nor pain, nor death
Will be allowed to injure you.
There is no harm for you to fear,
Except your own perverted heart,
Except your own rebellious spirit. 

Look at your kingdom!
But as you’re roaming free,
Don’t forget who gave you that freedom.
Breathe easy!
But with each breath you take,
Just remember where the air came from.
For what’s the use in happiness 
If you cannot make it last forever?



As payment for my gifts 
I need more in return.
An unproven loyalty won’t do!
It can only be fair that you’re put to the test.
If you should fail, beware - 
There’ll be no second chances!

Now, I placed in the midst of the garden a tree,
And, if you eat its fruit it will make you wise.
If you taste it you’ll know yourself
But I demand you abstain.

STORYTELLER

All at once, with a bite, the scales fall from his eyes,
All the colours change around him.
The juice of the apple is sharp and its sweet,
As it runs down his chin, he knows he has disobeyed.
So he swallows the hurt and the bitterness down,
And a seed starts to grow, and loneliness takes root.
And a seed starts to grow, and loneliness takes root.

ADAM

Hide away, godforsaken creature,
Hide away, brokenhearted man.
But how can I conceal my shame?
The eyes of the Lord find me out!
Darkness, won’t come and cover me. 

There’s nowhere to run to escape it,
Can’t flee from the feeling inside,
Oh no, in the depths of my soul,
He punishes with self-reproach.

Hide away, godforsaken creature,
Hide away, brokenhearted man.
But how can I conceal my shame?
The eyes of the Lord find me out!
Darkness, won’t come and cover me. 

GOD

Out! Now! Out of this place where the earth,
Has gently held you in her arms.
Off to work! Off to war! Time to struggle and fight!
Do not hope for a future of pleasure and peace. 

Go now, into a world full of strife,
Where you must prove yourself a winner.



Get control! Take command! Time to stand on your own! 
Do not hope for a future of pleasure and peace. 

A loyal angel with a sword of blazing fire will 
Guard my gate, keeping watch: you can never return.
So look ahead, fallen man,
Through the wind and rain, make your way.
All by yourself, like a man,
Over rocks and stones, make your way. 

Out! Now! Out of this place where the earth,
Has gently held you in her arms.
Off to work! Off to war! Time to struggle and fight!
Do not hope for a future of pleasure and peace. 

Go now, into a world full of strife,
Where you must prove yourself a winner.
Get control! Take command! Time to stand on your own! 
Do not hope for a future of pleasure and peace. 

ADAM

Our Heavenly Father, he giveth
And taketh away.
He heaps us with gifts,
And takes them away.

The moments, they turn into seasons
The seasons, they roll into lifetimes,
As brief as a summer’s day!
Like flowers we wither and fade!
Returning to dust in the grave. 

We squander the little span we enjoy
On work, worry and stress. 
We push and we hustle and try to impress,
But it never feels like enough
To prove ourselves worthy of love.

Our Heavenly Father, he giveth
And taketh away.
He heaps us with gifts,
And takes them away.

The moments, they turn into seasons
The seasons, they roll into lifetimes,
As brief as a summer’s day!
Like flowers we wither and fade!
Returning to dust in the grave. 



2. JONAH

STORYTELLER

Look here, somebody travelling in search of safety 
Flees, and takes to a boat, bound for distant shores. 
Now, the name of this man is Jonah,
His ship is sailing west, carrying people and cargo.

Jonah hopes that his luck will be changed by the journey, 
And his fate will not follow him over the waves.
God has another plan! He raises the winds,
And summons up a storm, to show Jonah his power.

Clouds flash, the thunder breaks,
The sky rages against the sea.
What noise! The roaring as the world 
Rushes back towards the void.

Huddled within the ship, the sailors
Recoil from the water’s embrace.
Each man, his soul full of fear
Lives through the death that awaits.
Again, again he drowns in his mind, 
Picturing the death that awaits. 

Clouds flash, the thunder breaks,
The sky rages against the sea.
What noise! The roaring as the world 
Rushes back towards the void.

“Lord above!” They cry out, “won’t you spare, won’t you spare us from pain?
Just show us where to find the guilty
Whose wicked ways have plunged us into chaos!
Who did you mean to smite with these thunderbolts?”

Through the rain, Jonah shouts, “The man you seek is here!”
“I have offended God, and gone against his Will.
And it doesn’t seem fair for you to face his wrath,
If my death can assuage the storm.
For the ship and the crew, I sacrifice myself,
And my death will assuage the storm.”

You object! But too late!
He is thrown overboard
See him disappear under water!



SAILOR

Clearer skies return, rays of sunlight
Now pierce the clouds, that hung heavy and grey. 
The furious waters subside.
Gone is the cause of their rage.

Brighter days ahead, back to normal
To carry on with our lives.
Don’t dwell on unhappy events,
Far, far, put the thought from your mind.
Down, down, push the thought in your mind. 

Leave us be, there’s always a crisis,
Horror and war, it never ends.
Life is hard, there’s always a crisis,
Downturns and cuts, it never ends.
We all have our cares, and our problems
We know that the house always wins,
We know that the game’s always rigged.

Clearer skies return, rays of sunlight
Now pierce the clouds, that hung heavy and grey. 
The furious waters subside.
Gone is the cause of their rage.

Brighter days ahead, back to normal
To carry on with our lives.
Don’t dwell on unhappy events,
Far, far, put the thought from your mind.
Down, down, push the thought in your mind. 

STORYTELLER 

But Jonah does not die!
Rising out of the darkness
Comes, swimming up to save him
A wondrous sight.
A Monster of the Deep, 
A massive beast,
A whale,
In his belly a makeshift refuge,
Space to hide, and safety for now.

Too soon again he’ll be on shore,
Then he’ll do as he’s told 
and obey God once more.



JONAH

What use to insist
On going your own way,
When power alone may
Do just as it wish?

Why dream of a place
Where nobody suffers
And life isn’t tough or
Too much to face? 

Put one grief behind us,
Another arrives.
We only survive
Surrounded by kindness. 
We only survive
Enveloped in kindness.

What use to insist
On going your own way,
When power alone may
Do just as it wish? 

Why dream of a place
Where nobody suffers
And life isn’t tough or
Too much to face? 



3. JEPHTHAH

DUET

With garlands now the soldiers crown,
With joyful dances bring them home.

Loudly the people lift their voices,
Trumpets sound,  joining the song.

With garlands now the soldiers crown,
With joyful dances bring them home.

MOTHER

And now, as the conquering heroes return,
I’ll tell you how this war began.
Then, in the East had risen 
A new threat to freedom - 
Godless men menacing our peace.
People turned to Jephthah for help.

When our feeble government faltered,
Without the heart to win the fight,
People looked for men of action,
Who with strength could set things right.
Nations turn to men of action
Who with strength can set things right. 

Jephthah bravely picked up the mantle,
Took on the burden of leadership,
In return for total obedience,
Promised them [us?] he would win the battle

In return for total obedience,
Jephthah vowed to win the battle. 
In return for their devotion,
Jephthah vowed to win the battle

JEPHTHAH

The Lord our God has given us this land,
And shall they take it from us?
I swear, I swear that if God grant me victory,
I swear that if Heaven brings me home,
The first thing that greets my return,
I’ll sacrifice in His name.



MOTHER

When our feeble government faltered,
Without the heart to win the fight,
People looked for men of action,
Who with strength could set things right.
Nations turn to men of action
Who with strength can set things right. 

Jephthah bravely picked up the mantle,
Took on the burden of leadership,
In return for total obedience,
Promised them [us?] he would win the battle.

In return for total obedience,
Jephthah vowed to win the battle. 
In return for their devotion,
Jephthah vowed to win the battle

DAUGHTER

And into the street, rushes out Jephthah’s daughter!
Heart full of love, she runs to be first to his side.
No time to turn away, she has her arms around you.
Sweet and fatal embrace!
Oh God! What have you promised?
“Oh! My daughter!”, he says, “I have sworn to your death”.

JEPHTHAH

Mighty God, forgive me the anger
That now courses through my veins,
But a victory at such a price,
Weighs heavier than chains and shackles.

And yet despite the rage that I feel in my heart
My arm will do this thing, that you, my God, command.
But their blood, which you gave to me - 
Can it be worth a drop of hers?

Mighty God, forgive me the anger
That now courses through my veins,
But a victory at such a price,
Weighs heavier than chains and shackles.



DAUGHTER

And when Jephthah stumbles and cries
His daughter is there, reaching out to console him.
She is calm and serene,
And squeezes the hand 
That later will strike her down.

MOTHER

Stop this now, enough!
Put aside all this madness
And act like a parent!

It was wrong of you
To make God a promise you didn’t think through,
Endangering our child.
But keeping your word, 
Would be a boundless crime.

DUET

You, her/my playmates and schoolfriends
Give way to tears and weep.
You, all her/my brothers and sisters
Give way to tears and weep.
Make all the valleys ring
Till they echo with crying.

Teach the trees your lament,
Tell her/my tale to the rivers.
Ask nature to forgive us
And share in our regret.

All you mothers and daughters
Give way to tears and weep.
All you neighbours and strangers
Give way to tears and weep.
Make all the valleys ring
Till they echo with crying.



DAUGHTER

I submit myself
To the Will of the Lord,
And I freely accept
What I cannot control.
To be part of His plan,
Will serve for my reward.

There’s so much I don’t know,
And a world I won’t see.
I’d watch the flowers grow
If only wishing made it so.
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2021.
www.jiachiann.net

Ben Moon
Ben Moon is a live visual artist and 
lighting designer based in London.
Ben studied for a BA in Fine Art and 
established himself as a live audio-
visual artist, blending analogue video 
techniques with more contemporary 
programming methods.
Performing and exhibiting throughout 
Europe, Ben has worked and 
collaborated with artists including 
Andrew Weatherall, Loraine James, DJ 
Winggold, Zahed Sultan, Moon Zero 
and Cam Deas.  
With a keen interest in the 
collaborative creative process and 
a fascination for creating abstract 
visual environments Ben subsequently 
transitioned to lighting design, working 
primarily in the world of contemporary 
dance.
As a lighting designer, programmer, 
and tour re-lighter for dance and 
theatre productions Ben has worked 
extensively with choreographers 
including Léa Tirabasso, Eva Recacha, 
Lola Maury, Xenia Aidonopoulou, 
Sharon Eyal, Pagrav Dance Company 
and As We Are Dance Company.
Recent credits include: estranha forma 
by Catarina Barbosa and Attuning: 
Sensing Indian Dance by Meera Patel.



Dunedin Consort
Dunedin Consort is one of the world’s leading Baroque ensembles, recognised 
for its vivid and insightful performances and recordings. Formed in 1995 and 
named after Din Eidyn, the ancient Celtic name for Edinburgh Castle, Dunedin 
Consort’s ambition is to allow listeners to hear early music afresh, and to 
couple an inquisitive approach to historical performance with a commitment to 
commissioning and performing new music. Under the direction of John Butt, 
the ensemble has earned two coveted Gramophone Awards, a BBC Music 
Magazine Award, and a Grammy nomination. In 2021 it was the recipient of 
the Royal Philharmonic Society Ensemble Award. 
Dunedin Consort performs regularly at major festivals and venues across the 
UK and abroad, and enjoys close associations with the BBC Proms, Wigmore 
Hall, Edinburgh International Festival and Lammermuir Festival. Alongside its 
performance and recording work, Dunedin Consort is committed to a wide-
ranging education programme both in schools and in the wider community. 
In inspiring and encouraging musical participation, developing vocal skills 
and fostering a love of classical music, historical performance and new music, 
Dunedin Consort aims to develop and nurture its potential audience and to 
encourage the performers of the future. 
Dunedin Consort is an enthusiastic champion and commissioner of 
contemporary music, and in recent years has premiered a new set of orchestral 
dances at the BBC Proms, a new opera by Errollyn Wallen at the Barbican 
Centre, and new choral music for its a cappella consort. In 2025 it premiered 
a new cantata by David Fennessy, the second instalment of a three year co-
commissioning series which saw a guitar concerto by Cassandra Miller for Sean 
Shibe in 2024, and the recent The Passion of Mary Magdalene by Tansy Davies 
in March 2026.

www.dunedin-consort.org.uk

HERA
Since 2019, Hera has presented inclusive, accessible opera by women and 
gender minority artists, past and present, on tour and online, becoming 
a significant new voice in UK opera. Hera is co-led by writer and director 
Toria Banks and veteran singer and teacher Linda Hirst. Intergenerational 
collaboration and support is central to all their work. 
In 2021, Hera produced ‘We Ask These Questions of Everybody (Sound 
Festival, DadaFest), a digital, verbatim opera about the experience of disabled 
people in the UK, made by an all-disabled team: ‘politically important and 
an artistic triumph’ (The i). Since then, they’ve remained committed to online 
work. In 2023, ‘Houseplants: a photo opera’ (commissioned by The Space), 
explored the power of plants to help in moments of grief and change. 



Current project, ‘Mostly Human’, is an interactive, sci-fi opera for Twitch by 
American composer Alexis Bacon, developed in partnership with Michigan 
State University. Hera also champions the performance of existing dramatic 
music by women. Their first live show, ‘Generation’ (2019) featured a new 
commission from Cevanne Horrocks-Hopayian alongside the work of nine 
neglected composers from Wilhelmine von Bayreuth to Gabriella Ferrari. 
In 2023, they co-produced ‘Out of Her Mouth’ with Mahogany Opera and 
Dunedin Consort, touring new English versions of three (of the twelve) 
Cantates Biibliques of Élisabeth Jacquet de la Guerre, in a production that 
reflected their commitment to daring, accessibility and quality. “Aware, 
accessible, generous – and unapologetically foregrounding social and sexual 
politics, this is opening the gate instead of keeping it.” (Art Muse)
A new strategic partnership with Opera UpClose will see a new production of 
an 18th Century fairytale opera for family audiences, and a major new 
co-commission for 2029. 
						      www.wearehera.co.uk

Mahogany Opera
Mahogany Opera is a leading UK commissioner and producer of new opera 
and music theatre, working nationally and internationally. Our work focuses on 
developing high-quality new productions while broadening access to opera 
for audiences, participants and artists. We have over 25 years’ experience 
of commissioning, producing and touring new work, and have built a strong 
reputation for artistic quality, collaboration and community engagement. 
Our work is shaped by a commitment to inclusive practice and to creating 
environments where people feel welcomed, valued and able to contribute.
Since 2014, we have commissioned and toured more than 25 new works 
across the UK and internationally, partnering with prestigious venues and 
festivals including Barbican, Britten Pears Arts, Spitalfields Music, Edinburgh 
International Festival and Copenhagen Opera Festival. 

In 2026 we are proud to present five world premieres: two Snappy Operas 
(part of our award-winning schools programme), In the Belly of the Beast, 
Nwando Ebizie’s Ecstasy of the Virtues (touring September-October) and 
Errollyn Wallen’s A Christmas Miracle (touring November-December).

www.mahoganyopera.co.uk
@mahoganyopera




