
     Have you ever heard any music by Felix Mendelssohn? I’m 
sure you have. He was born in Hamburg, Germany and, like 
Gustav Mahler, he came from a Jewish family and started lessons 
at the age of  six. Mendelssohn’s family had money and he had 
the best teachers. It’s a good thing he got an early start in music 
because he died at the age of  thirty-eight. 

Gutenberg Cantata (1840) - Mendelssohn wrote a cantata for the 
400th anniversary of  the printing press invented by Johannes 
Gutenberg. Although the cantata is hardly played today, most of  
you have heard the tune. Back in 1739, Charles Wesley, founder 
of  the Methodist Church, wrote “Hymn for a Christmas Day” 
and set it to the tune of  an Easter hymn. The original lyrics 
“Hark how all the welkin rings” did not match the music very 
well. It was not much of  a hit. Twenty years later, someone clever 
took the Mendelssohn cantata and tweaked the words a bit which 
were tweaked again in 1961 to “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.” 

A Midsummer’s Night Dream (1826, 1842) - When Mendelssohn was 
17 years old, he read a translation of  Shakespeare’s play and was 
so enthused he wrote an overture. Musical effects sounded like a 
donkey braying, rustling leaves, and hunting calls from the play. 
The woodwinds begin and end the overture as the fairies begin 
and end the play. A critic called it “the greatest marvel of  early 
maturity that the world has ever seen in music.” Many years later 
Mendelssohn wrote music for intermission, dances, marches, and 
few vocal pieces in the play including “The Wedding March,” 
one of  his best recognized pieces. 

cantata - a composition with solos and choruses that tells a story 
overture - an orchestral introduction to a dramatic work (prelude)

     People noticed Mendelssohn’s gift for music when he was very 
young. He started composing symphonies at age twelve and 
completed his first symphony for full orchestra at age twelve. His 
early genius earned him invitations to travel and meet famous 
people. This week we will focus on England and Scotland. He 
made ten visits to Great Britain, some of  which were quite 
lengthy. Five years before his death, he spent an evening with 
young Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. She asked him to 
improvise on two British patriotic songs and she wrote of  that 
evening, “I have never heard anything so beautiful; the way in 
which he blended them both together and changed over from 
one to the other was quite wonderful.” 

Hebrides Overture (Findlay’s Cave) (1832) - In 1829, Mendelssohn 
went on a three-week sightseeing tour of  Scotland where he 
began composing his third symphony. His exploration of  a sea 
cave inspired him to write an overture which has two names due 
to the confusion of  the publisher. 

     The overture is program music that gives an impression of  the 
Hebrides. It opens with two themes. One gives the mood of  the 
cave. Violas, cellos, and bassoons express a mixture of  of  awe at 
its beauty but also loneliness. A rolling sensation of  the second 
depicts gentle ripples that swell into crashes against a boat and 
breakers along the shore. The music crescendoes into storm and, 
decrescendos into the calm after the storm. Cellos and clarinets 
create a sense of  peace. It ends with the clamor of  storm and 
wind. The overture shares the unpredictability of  the sea.  

program music - communicates a mood or story 
crescendo - increases in volume 
decrescendo - decreases in volume



     This week focuses on Mendelssohn’s childhood. When he was 
only two, the family moved to Berlin. His father, a banker, could 
afford the very best for the four children. The Bach family had 
taught Felix’s aunt to play piano so she chose piano teachers for 
the family. She collected Bach’s music, which influenced the 
household. Musical talent ran in the family for Felix’s older sister 
Fanny played piano and composed. She did not seek a musical 
career which was not thought fitting for a wealthy woman. 

Octet in E-flat major, Op. 20 (1825) - Mendelssohn composed this 
piece for eight musicians when he was sixteen years old as a gift 
for his piano teacher. The octet is a masterpiece at any age! One 
critic said, “Its youthful verve, brilliance and perfection make it 
one of  the miracles of  nineteenth-century music.” 

     The octet of  four violins and a pair of  fellows and violas has 
four parts. Nearly half  the piece is the first part, allegro moderato ma 
con fuoco. A violin soars into the air with the first theme and floats 
gently down to earth. Other strings pick up bits of  the theme and 
rollercoasters through it twice. A violin and viola play a second 
theme in rich harmony, smoothly gliding until playful plucking  
interrupt it. After very loud sets of  staccato notes, the entire 
section repeats from the beginning. The second ending builds 
until the musicians get a short break with a quiet, gentle section 
weaving together bits of  the second theme. One by one, cellos 
begin to race, then the violas, and finally the violins until all eight 
strings are rocking along. The opening theme is picked up for a 
third time before the first part ends with three separate notes. 

octet - a composition written for eight musicians 
allegro - fast tempo (speed) 
staccato - an articulation in which a note is not held for very long

     This week is about Mendelssohn’s education. His grandfather 
was a famous philosopher and his mother was a trained musician 
and artist. She home educated the children in classical literature, 
poetry, languages, and the fine arts. Besides composing music, he 
produced over 300 pieces of  artwork. He carried around his 
sketchbook and watercolor paint box on his travels to capture the 
visual beauty around him. 

Violin Concerto in E minor, Op. 64 (1845) - Mendelssohn took six 
years to compose his largest orchestral work because he was also 
writing his third symphony. He composed this piece for a friend 
who was a virtuoso violinist, and they exchanged letters. He had 
some doubt so Mendelssohn follow his friend’s suggestions. He 
was too ill to conduct for the premiere but recovered well enough 
to conduct it six months later. Two years later, he died. 

     While the concerto follows the fast-slow-fast form, he added 
novel touches. Instead of  the orchestra playing a preview of  the 
soloist, the violin soloist starts first. He has no breaks between the 
movements, so the first flowed into the second which flowed into 
the third. The first movement launches a tune that Mendelssohn 
said “runs through my head, the beginning of  which gives me no 
peace.” The violinist plays the tune not once, but twice. After a 
flurry of  notes, the orchestra plays the tune that gives no peace. 
After elaboration on said tune, the soloist plays an open G string 
for eight measures while woodwinds introduce a new theme. The 
soloist repeats the second tune and there is a merging of  the two 
themes. The pace picks up and the violinist quavers and ricochets 
to the end of  the movement. 

concerto - an orchestral piece in three movements with a soloist 
movement - a section of  a piece that has its own tempo (speed)



     Felix’s parents were baptized before having children. Because 
their families were Jewish, they kept the news secret. When Felix 
turned seven, they baptized the children and adopted a new last 
name, Bartholdy. His father wrote, “There can no more be a 
Christian Mendelssohn than there can be a Jewish Confucius.” 
Felix signed his name “Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy.” As an 
adult, Felix married a Christian and his oratorio Elijah like 
Handel’s Messiah focused on Old Testament prophecies. He had 
started writing an oratorio called Christus but he died. 

Symphony No. 4 in A major, Op. 90 (1833) - Felix’s parents gifted him 
a tour of  Italy when he was twenty-one years old. Because of  its 
Italian inspiration, its nickname is the Italian symphony. It was a 
hit the moment it premiered. Mendelssohn was never completely 
satisfied with it and planned revisions but died before he could.  

     Violins vigorously gallop through the first movement with 
woodwinds pulsing through their notes. Bits and pieces of  the 
lively theme are jostled around and a more gentle theme is 
introduced. After a crescendo, the tempo softens and slows and 
another crescendo trots to a repeat from the beginning. After a 
maze of  notes, a solo oboe holds an A for nine measures and 
does the same with F-sharp like a hunting call steering the music 
back to its lively theme. The slow second movement marches 
mournfully like pilgrims in procession — a common sight in Italy. 
The walking bass line hints at feet softly tiptoeing. A family friend 
hinted the melody is based on a Bohemian folk song. 

symphony - a long sonata for orchestra in four movements 
sonata - a form that introduces the melody, expands with key 
changes, incorporates new material, and repeats with changes

     Mendelssohn finished composing the Italian Symphony in 
Berlin, Germany but it premiered in London, England. He 
conducted the first performance and a board member of  the 
orchestra wrote, “Mendelssohn was the outstanding success of  
the concert; he conducted his magnificent A major Symphony 
and received rapturous applause.” In spite of  its popularity, 
Mendelssohn refused to publish it and left lengthy revisions to 
three movements. After his death, publishers ignored his notes 
because the world considered the symphony perfect. 

Symphony No. 4 in A major, Op. 90 (1833) - The third movement is a 
graceful minuet in three-quarter time and, if  you pay careful 
attention, you can count 1-2-3, 1-2-3, 1-2-3 in time with the 
music. You may feel like dancing because the minuet is a dance. 
The strings dominate for the first few minutes and then the trio 
takes charge: two french horns and an oboe play the same 
melody. The trio interacts with other instruments for a few 
minutes and the strings renew the original theme. The trio 
reasserts itself  at the end. The fourth movement, the finale, 
pulled together energetic melodies from dance music he heard in 
Rome and Naples in particular, the saltarello and the tarantella. 
The movement rapidly gallops at a breathless, bouncing pace. In 
the last minute, the music grows softer and softer with violins 
whispering over the cellos and basses. Just when the finale seems 
to run out of  air and collapse from exhaustion, it rebounds with a 
sudden, enormous crescendo and surprises listeners with a loud 
ending. 

minuet - a ballroom dance in three-quarters time (Jane Austen) 
saltarello - a medieval dance that involves leaping (saltar) 
tarantella - a folk dance from Naples with claps and tambourines



     Felix Mendelssohn’s oldest sister Fanny was just as talented as 
her brother. Their mother gave all the children an excellent 
education, boy and girl alike. Fanny and Felix played piano duets 
at concerts held at home. She composed four hundred pieces. 
Felix wanted and respected her advice about music and they 
collaborated on music. While Felix could pursue music as a 
profession, their father told Fanny that it could only be an 
ornament for her. He traveled all over Europe to play his 
compositions while she played hers at home. Even after she 
married and had a child, Fanny held home concerts. At the age 
of  42, she suffered a stroke while rehearsing her brother’s cantata 
and died within days. Felix died of  a stroke only six months later. 

On Wings of  Song, Op. 34, No. 2 (1833) - Like the composers 
Schubert and Mahler who spoke German, Mendelssohn wrote 
lieder. He set a poem written by Heinrich Heine called “On 
Wings of  Song” (“Auf  Flügeln des Gesanges”) to music. It 
became an instant hit. This song has been translated and placed 
in music textbooks in China, Japan, and Korea. 

     This lieder is a love song with a 6/8 meter, evoking the waltz. 
Arpeggios played on the piano sound like a dreamy harp. On 
paper, the arpeggios’ arcs look like wings. The melody flows 
without any sudden leaps. Each line of  verse stretches in a long 
arc. Crescendos emphasize the phrases: “the lotus flowers await 
their beloved sister” and “in the distance murmurs the waves of  
the holy stream.” The line is softly repeated with a note held and 
crescendoed on  the words “await” and “murmur.” The last verse 
is sung softly and crescendos on the word “dream.” 

lieder - a German poem set into a song accompanied by piano 
arpeggio - a broken chord in which notes are played individually

     Germany’s most famous poet took an interest in the 
Mendelssohn family. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe visited them 
often and his close friend was Felix’s composition teacher. As a 
poet Goethe said something striking, “Music begins where words 
end.” Felix took that to heart. He wrote several series of  short 
songs for the piano that fill two hours of  music. He called them, 
“Songs without Words.” They are numbered because they lack 
titles. Fanny wrote several but, since she could not publish them, 
they are published under her brother’s name. These songs were 
pillars of  piano because of  the training they offer to students. He 
wrote eight books with six songs per book. 

“Gondola Song” Opus 30, No. 6 (1829-1830) - The trip to Venice 
influenced Mendelssohn so much that he wrote five different 
gondola songs. Venice is a city built on cars and little boats called 
gondolas are the best mode of  transportation. The left hand of  
this version plays and an rhythmic arpeggios that depict the 
rocking of  a boat. The right hand plays beautiful romantic 
melody that sounds like a woman singing an aria from an opera. 

“Gondola Song” Opus 53, No. 3 (1841) - While both songs bear the 
same name, they sound quite different. The first one rocks gently 
but a storm has brewed. Waves splash over the bow of  this poor 
gondola. The song begins the left hand playing frantic arpeggios 
and, after a few measures, the right pounds chords in a strong, 
driving beat. Half  way into it, both hands plays chords going 
down the scale signal change and after a dramatic of  crescendos 
the original theme repeats quietly in the calm after the storm.  

aria - an expressive melody sung by a soloist 
opera - a theatrical work in which most of  the words are sung 
chord - harmonically related notes played at the same time



     Felix met his wife Cécile, the daughter of  a Reformed church 
pastor, while he filled in for the ill choir conductor in Frankfurt. It 
was love at first sight and the two met several times. Concerned 
that it was a passing fad, he spent alone at the beach in Holland. 
The salt water did not wash away his feelings. When he returned 
to Germany, they married in a Reformed church in Frankfurt. 
The couple had five children and his letters report how content 
he was with family life. He traveled often and seeing his family 
when he returned home gave him great joy. Felix died of  a stroke 
at the age of  thirty-eight and Cécile died six years after him. 

“Spring Song” Opus 62, No. 6 (1842-1844) - Many people know this 
piece from cartoons when a character gets hit on the head. 
Mendelssohn wrote it while staying with his wife’s relatives in 
London. The song has a lighthearted and free feeling of  joy that 
we feel on a beautiful spring day. The sun shines so warmly that 
we leave our heavy coats and boots at home. This piece grew in 
popularity and various musicians arranged it for solo instrument 
with piano accompaniment, ensemble, or full orchestra. 

“Spinner’s Song” Opus 67, No. 4 (1843-1845) - While the title points 
to a spinning wheel, this song has gotten the nickname of  the 
bees’ wedding. When you hear it, you will know why. In an 
unusual reversal, the left hand plays the melody while the right 
hand creates a spinning effect that runs through the entire song. 
When played at the proper tempo, the effect is dazzling and 
makes you feel like running from a swarm of  bees. The theme is 
played four times with different variations. The left hand crossing 
over the right signals the next repeat. At the end, the tempo spins 
out of  control and the notes move higher and higher as if  the 
swarm has finally flown away.


