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It's a spy story, a tale of love in a time of war - and it's about as politically incorrect as they come. The story of the biblical hero Joshua, who took possession of the Promised Land, and marched round the walls of Jericho until they fell down, could have been written especially for Handel. And indeed it was, when an anonymous 18th-century poet reinvented it for the composer's Lenten concert series in London in 1748. 

At the start of the 31st London Handel Festival, St George's was full to capacity, as the London Handel Singers and London Handel Orchestra lined up for still more Lenten entertainment. This was one of their finest hours. 

Although the lengthy three-part oratorio has no blockbusters until the very end, Laurence Cummings set a cracking pace, particularly for the storytelling recitatives, so that action and reflection followed on from each other with real momentum. With Joshua himself, the chorus are prime movers - and, from the start, with Allan Clayton declaiming from the pulpit and the Singers energising every vividly audible word, the entry of the Israelites into Canaan was swift and sure. 

Clayton is that rare thing: an English tenor of lithe yet robust and unmannered muscle. His sidekick, Caleb, was sung expressively by the light bass George Humphreys. Achsah, Caleb's daughter, was sung with sweet radiance and considerable agility by the soprano Katherine Manley; and Othniel, her beloved, by the mezzo Alexandra Gibson - both finalists in earlier Handel Singing Competitions. 

Handel wrote them into the story to provide pastoral relief from all that military glory. And, with Katy Bircher's flute and Adrian Butterfield's sweet violin, they vied with linnet and thrush in the melodious grove. Coppery horns and trumpets were splendidly on cue as the walls of Jericho fell - and, after much moralising, the conqu'ring hero approached in a dance-like chorus, and Manley sang every bit as exultantly as if she had indeed possessed Jubal's lyre and Miriam's tuneful voice. 

The festival runs until April 24 (01460 53500; www.london-handel-festival. com) 

