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Preface

Composed: Winter 1830/31, Rome; Spring 1833, Berlin

First performance: 13 May 1833, London, Philharmonic Society;
conducted by Mendelssohn

Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, 1851
Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

2 Horns, 2 Trumpets — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 30 minutes

In the autumn of 1830 Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy set off on a musical study tour, travelling
to Italy in order to become more closely acquainted with 2 number of important artists, works
of art and artistic institutions. Like many other musicians of his generation, he was deeply dis-
appointed by the musical culture he found in Italy at that time. Outside the concert halls,
however, Mendelssohn found inspiration. On 22 November 1830 he wrote from Rome to his
teacher Carl Friedrich Zelter: ‘The greatest musical inspiration has come from things other
than actual music: the ruins, the images of the joy of Nature.” The first vague reference to the
Italian Symphony appears in a letter to his family, written from Rome on 20 December 1830:
‘In the New Year I want to get back to writing instrumental music: several pieces for the
pianoforte and perhaps one or the other of the symphonies [ have floating around inside my
head.” One of the two symphonies to which Mendelssohn is alluding here is the Scottish Sym-
phony, not completed until 1842; the other is the Italian Symphony. On 22 February 1831
while still in Rome, Mendelssohn reported on the composition of this symphony: ‘I find I am
now able to compose with renewed vigour. The “Italian Symphony” is progressing rapidly; it
will be the happiest piece I have written — indeed, the ultimate in cheerfulness; for the Adagio
I do not yet have any clear ideas and I think I will save that for Naples.” Here for the first time
Mendelssohn refers to the work as the Italian Symphony although, as with the Scottish Sym-
phony, he only used this description in letters to his family and friends, but not in public. In
spite of this announcement, the process of composition did not proceed without interrup-
tion. On 1 March Mendelssohn wrote: “The Italian (Symphony) I want to — indeed, will have
to — save until I have seen Naples, for that will have its own part to play.” In Naples, however,
he did not continue work on the composition, working instead on the Ballade ‘The first
Walpurgss night’. Even when he stopped working on that piece, he did not immediately turn
again to the Italian Symphony.
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Not until 20 months later, in November 1832, was Mendelssohn provided with a real impetus
to continue with the composition, in the form of an invitation to compose three works for the
Philharmonic Society in London. On 8 November William Watts, the Secretary of the Society
wrote with details of the commission:

‘I beg to transmit to you a Copy of a Resolution passed at a General Meeting of the Philhar-
monic Society, held on Monday Evening of the 5%, ‘Resolved, That Mr. Mendelssohn-Bart-
holdy be requested to compose a Symphony, an Overture and a Vocal Piece for the Society,
for which he will be offered the sum of one hundred Guineas. The copyright of the said com-
positions to revert to the author after the expiration of two years; the Society reserving to
itself the power of performing them at all times, and with the understanding that Mr
Mendelssohn Bartholdy be permitted to publish any arrangement of them, so soon as he may
think fit, after their first performance at the Society Concerts.’

In his letter of reply of 28 November Mendelssohn accepted the commission. For a while he
considered the idea of offering the Philharmonic Society the choice of either the Italian
Symphony or the Scottish; since he found himself unable to complete the Scottish at that
point, he eventually decided upon the Italian alone. Not until January 1833 did Mendelssohn
again begin work on the Italian Symphony, this time making rapid progress. On 13 March he
finished the first draft of the MS and in a letter to the clergyman Albert Bauer he writes a first
summary of the work:

‘My work, which has occasioned many doubts in me in recent times, is now finished and, con-
trary to my expectations, I think it has turned out well. I am pleased with the piece and, for
what it is worth, I feel that it represents a step forward — and that is what counts. As long as
I have this feeling, I know that I am alive and happy.’

At the end of April Mendelssohn travelled to London and handed over the MS score of the
Italian Symphony, together with two Overtures, to the Directors of the Philharmonic Society.
One of the overtures was that to ‘Fair Melusine’. The other, which Mendelssohn offered, may
have been the ‘Trumpet Overture’. The vocal piece also commissioned — probably the concert
aria ‘Infelice’ Op. 94 — Mendelssohn did not manage to deliver until a year later.

The first performance of the Ttalian Symphony took place at the 6th Monday concert of the
season, on 13 May 1833, in the Hanover Square Rooms in London. Mendelssohn also pet-
formed in this concert as soloist in Mozart’s D minor Piano Concerto (K 466). Works by
Haydn, Pixis, Rossini, De Beriot, Meyerbeer and von Weber also figured on the programme.
The programme notes for the concert give the names of both the ‘leader’ of the orchestra,
Charles Weichsell, and Mendelssohn, the ‘conductor’. In accordance with the performance
practice of the Philharmonic Society at that time, it was the role of the ‘conductor’ to accom-
pany the orchestra from the piano and to bring them in at the beginning of each movement,
while the ‘leader’ marked the beat and set the tempo. The chief responsibility for directing
the orchestra thus lay with the ‘leader’. This was not what Mendelssohn had in mind, how-
ever: he decided that he alone would conduct, using a baton. The performance was a great
success, as the reviews published in the London musical Harmonicum and The Athenaeum
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attest. The audience insisted upon having the second movement played through again.
Moscheles wrote in his diary of that evening: ‘On 13 May Mendelssohn was the jewel of the
concert, presenting his wonderful A major Symphony for the first time, to thunderous
applause.’

A week after this concert Mendelssohn left London and travelled to Diisseldorf for the Lower
Rhineland Music Festival. The original score of the Italian Symphony remained in London
for the next few years. Only three further performances of the Italian Symphony took place
during Mendelssohn’s lifetime, all of them in London by the Phitharmonic Society: on 2 June
1834, 15 May 1837 and 18 June 1838. In the year of its first performance Mendelssohn was
already planning to publish the symphony. On 6 September 1833 he wrote to Julius
Schubring: ‘My latest Symphony has been performed in England too; people enjoyed it, and
now the Hebrides Overture is to be printed, followed by the Symphony.” Mendelssohn did
not, however, realize this plan, nor is there any evidence of correspondence with publishers to
indicate that he took any actual steps towards publication. In June 1834 Mendelssohn again
began work on the Italian Symphony. In Diisseldorf he was visited by his old friend Dr
Hermann Franck, for whom he wrote out the second, third and fourth movements from
memory, while undertaking numerous revisions and improvements. At about the same time
his sister Fanny Hensel asked him to write out and send her the theme of the second move-
ment. On 5 July 1834 Mendelssohn sent the whole second movement of the symphony in the
revised version. The present whereabouts of this MS are unknown. What has been preserved,
though, is Fanny’s letter of reply, which expresses reservations about those modifications:

‘T don’t like the changes in the first melody at all; why did you make it? Was it to avoid the
many a’s? But the melody was natural and lovely. I don’t agree with the other changes either;
however, I am still not familiar enough with the rest of the movement to be able to render a
reasonable judgement. Overall I feel you are only too ready to change a successful piece later
on merely because one thing or another pleases you more then. It is always tough, however,
for someone to become accustomed to a new version once he knows the old one. Bring the
old version along with you when you come and then we can argue about it.’

In the ensuing months Mendelssohn also undertook to write out a revised version of the first
movement, It was his intention to revise the piece thoroughly — possibly even to compose a
new movement, but this he did not accomplish. On 16 February 1835 he wrote to Klinge-
mann: ‘I have been wrestling with the first movement of the A major symphony and I just
cannot get it right — in any case, it will have to be changed radically - but I do have my doubts
about writing a new movement.’ This is the last known documentation of Mendelssohn work-
ing on the composition of his Italian Symphony. In spite of being urged several times by his
sister to do so, he did not go on to complete the work.

Then on 23 December 1837 Ignaz Moscheles wrote to Mendelssohn asking him to provide
the new version for a performance by the Philharmonic Society:

‘You promised us your new arrangement of the A major Symphony and we will hold you to
your word; but please do not make us wait long. It is my favourite and I feel as though I were
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about to meet a lovely girl in a new dress and doubt whether I could possibly like her better
than before. Nous verrons — nous entendrons.’

Mendelssohn did not respond even to these entreaties. On 20 October 1840 he received a
letter from William Watts, the Secretary of the Philharmonic Society, reminding him of his
supposed promise to revise the first movement: ‘“They [the directors of the Philharmonic
Society] likewise desire me to remind you of your proposed intention of writing a new first
movement to the Symphony in A which they are very anxious to possess when finished.’
Mendelssohn took this request as an affront. His actual letter of reply has not been preserved.
On the back of Watts’ letter, however, he sketched out an answer in English: ‘I also was not
aware that I communicated to the Philh. Soc. my intention of writing a new 1st movt. to my
Symphony in A. Although I once thought it I cannot tell you [originally: do not know] at
present whether or when I shall do so.” Following this, Charles Neate, one of the Directors of
the Philharmonic Society, wrote to Mendelssohn in order to resolve matters:

‘I very much regret to find, by a communication from Moscheles, that there has been some
misunderstanding between you and the Philharmonic Society, on the subject of your Sym-
phony in A. It appears that you were surprised at the question “Whether you had written a
new movement.’ I do not wonder at your surprise, as it seems you have forgotten the conver-
sation with me, on our way home from Mrs Shaw’s in Berner’s Street[,] when upon my
observing that we — the Philharmonic — were going to perform your Symphony in A — you
replied, [‘JNo! Do not perform it again yet, as I wish to make a new first (or last, I forget
which) movement[’] and therefore — it was not performed.’

Here again, the only record of Mendelssohn’s reply — in English — is on the back of Neate’s
letter:

‘T do not know the communication of Moscheles which you refer to in the beginning but I
felt indeed some astonishment to receive and [sz] invitation from this Soc[.] of doing so. I
confess even that your letter does not alter my impression in that respect, for I am perfectly
aware that I had once such an idea; nor do I think that if you had communicated this conver-
sation of ours to the Society, (for which I really think it was not intended) the effect would
have been, as you say in your letter, that the performances of this Symph[.] would have been
stopped, and of this I would not indeed have felt astonished nor would I have complained of
it. But it appears that neither I nor you considered that conversation of ours as anything
like a message for the Philh., for I find a year after it [had] taken place the Symph. has been
performed at the Philh. Soc., which circumstance you seem to have forgotten.

Accordingly as you had not told the Philh. in June 1838 of what I might have said to you in
September 1837, it must either not have been intended for the Soc., or you must give me
credit for some astonishment (to find the mention of our [conversation] of 1840 of which I
had not given them a direct notice[)].

But all this really refers to the invitation of a new movt. to an old composition of mine, and it
is quite erroneous and far from my true feelings if you suppose in your letter that I wish for
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any explanations why this Symph. has not been performed. Of such a thing I shall never com-
plain, nor express any regret for indeed I always considered it as a natural [crossed out: and
welcome] consequence of the true value of a composition & you will recollect how often I
expressed to you & others that I am far from satisfied with this, and indeed many other com-
positions of mine.’

This correspondence was concluded with a letter of apology from William Watts and Charles
Neate on 19 March 1841, The Italian Symphony thus remained unfinished and was not per-
formed again at any later date during Mendelssohn’s lifetime. The first posthumous perform-
ance was given at the request of Queen Victoria on 13 March 1848 by the Philharmonic
Society in London. The first performance in Germany took place, after a long period of
preparation, on 1 November 1849 at the Leipzig Gewandhaus. The score was printed and
published in the complete version in 1851 by Breitkopf & Hartel, Leipzig, as ‘Symphony
No.4 [...1, Op. 90, No. 19 of the posthumously published literary/musical executors: Fer-
dinand David, Moritz Hauptmann, Ignaz Moscheles and Julius Rietz.

Boris von Haken (adapted)
Translation: Julia S. Rushworth
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Symphony No. 4
‘Italian’

Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy
(1809-1847)

Allegro vivace Op. 90
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