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Preface

Composed: 1838-1844 in Leipzig

First performance: 13 March 1845 at the Leipzig Gewandhaus
with Ferdinand David, Violin and led by Niels W. Gade
Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, 1845
Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
2 Horns, 2 Trumpets — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 29 minutes

The path traced by this work, arguably the most popular violin concerto in the repertoire, is
one of a journey from darkness into light. The soloist assumes a role similar to the poet in
Shelley’s romantic epic Alastor, or The Spirit of Solitude of 1816. As with Shelley’s poet, we are
plunged immediately into the turbulent waters of a rushing stream, bearing the soloist’s high,
airy line over the strings’ quivering, quaver rapids. Eventually the soloist undergoes a joyous
transfiguring in the finale, contrary to Alastor and the fate suggested by the first two move-
ments’ driven dramas and contrasting pensive moments. Nevertheless the work possesses a
carefully crafted and dignified romanticism.

The concerto was completed in 1844 but had undergone several years of fitful composition.
It was conceived for Ferdinand David, one of the most prominent violinists of the 19th cen-
tury and leader of the Leipzig Gewandhaus orchestra at the time Mendelssohn was conduc-
tor; both had been appointed to the orchestra in 1835. Mendelssohn had previously been
working in Diisseldorf as city music director, from where he had been considering a move
towards the end of 1834. He had even been offered J. S. Bach’s former position of Kantor at
the Thomaskirche in Leipzig. In April 1835, however, he accepted the role of Leipzig city
music director and the direction of the Gewandhaus concerts. Ferdinand David became
leader of the orchestra in December of the same year, although the two had indeed known
one another before this time. The idea of a concerto for David arose originally in 1838;
various other projects — including work on an uncompleted piano concerto in 1842 — concert
tours and travels thwarted completion for six years. This would-be third piano concerto was
intended for performance in England, since the composer visited London for much of the
summer both in 1842 and 1844, but it remained unfinished and ultimately served as a mine
for continued work on the present violin concerto in 1844. The second theme of its first
movement, in G major, derives from the sketches for the incomplete piano work.
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The Op.64 concerto possesses a number of interesting structural features, not least the arrest-
ing opening which occurred to the composer at the time his idea for the work arose; the first
movement’s principal melody haunted the composer, as he explained in a letter to Ferdinand
David of July 1838. The linking of the three movements is a device used in earlier concertos
such as the second and third movements of Beethoven’s ‘Emperor’ piano concerto and
Weber’s Konzertstiick, or less overtly in Mendelssohn’s own Piano Concertos Nos.1 and 2.
He also dispenses with an orchestral exposition, bringing in the first theme at the beginning
on the solo violin — if anything a test of nerve for the soloist, as well as an immediate way of
engaging the listener in the work’s extraordinary journey. Mendelssohn also positions a
cadenza, instead of in its expected place at the end of the recapitulation, in such a way that it
forms a coup de grice to the movement’s development section and a ‘golden mean’ climax to
the movement — just over two thirds of the way through, with its apex perhaps located at the
bar-line of bb.335-336. Much of movement is characterized by a fast but even pulse that is
given greater impetus through switching between quavers and triplet figuration in the solo
part. The calmer second theme leavens the drama, and appears in E major and then immedi-
ately in C major — prefiguring the slow movement — in the recapitulation.

The slow movement introduces itself as a gently swaying lullaby, with the to-and-fro of the
strings’ six-eight accompaniment figure. However this music possesses a Schubertian surface
simplicity — a rather knowing lament of distant childhood glimpsed through adult eyes, the
white-note ease of C major shifting to D minor after the 12-bar melody’s first statement. The
form of the movement is a straightforward ABA' ternary structure: a secure foundation for an
emotionally more insecure structure. The mood darkens in the central section and the solo
violin wails and weeps in expectant rising octaves, seeming both to concede to and deny some
unspoken bereavement. Technically, the double-stopping at this point presents one of the
concerto’s challenges, maintaining both a lyrical legato and the rustling demisemiquavers of
its own accompaniment. The orchestra takes over this nervous rustling in the final A section
of the movement, to buoy up the soloist’s line.

The repose of the second movement’s close is immediately disturbed by the next event in the
journey, played out in the linking Allegretto’s ‘isthmus of a middle-state’ — a darkly-wise inter-
lude that presages a welcome dawn on the E minor horizon. Three phrases each end with
imperfect cadences, twice in E minor and finally with a phrase that prepares for the tonic
major.

After the relative unrest of the first two movements, the clouds are dispelled by the care-free
exuberance of the finale. This is a typical Mendelssohn ‘scherzo’ — or more properly a
‘scherzando’ movement, since it is cast in 4/4 time (compare with the scherzo of his inciden-
tal music to A Midsummer Night's Dream or the Scherzo from the Octet in E flat, Op.20) —
and evinces a vivacious lightness of touch. After the fanfares at the start, a straightforward
ABA'-C-A"B'A"" Rondo trips along, hinting at a deft counterpoint when the sparkle of the
A theme is combined with the broader lyricism of the C-section melody from bb.107-116,
with octave-unison upper strings at b.118. An ascending chromatic scale in the bass at
bb.216-18, supporting an ostinato, casts a short-lived shadow and a brisk codetta brings the
work to a conclusion.
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The first performance took place on 13 March 1845 at the Leipzig Gewandhaus under the
Danish composer, violinist and conductor Niels Wilhelm Gade, since Mendelssohn was away
in Frankfurt at that time. Gade had been successful in having his First Symphony accepted by
Mendelssohn for performance in 1843, and was appointed conductor of the orchestra at the
Gewandhaus for the 1844-5 season, remaining as assistant conductor after Mendelssohn
resumed work in Leipzig in July 1845. The premiere was very well received, such that the
composer organised a further performance to take place the same year on 23 October, this
time with himself conducting. The reviewers at the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung respond-
ed to the first performance enthusiastically, regarding the work as graceful, individual and
wonderfully beautiful. After publication — including David’s editorial input in the solo part —
its reviewers considered the work as the natural successor to Beethoven’s Violin Concerto in
D, op.61. They saw it as having given the concerto genre a revitalized nature. Soon after, the
concerto was taken up by the 14-year-old Joseph Joachim, another major virtuoso violinist of
the 19th century, and many violinists have subsequently come to view the work as something
of a rite of passage.

David Lewiston Sharpe
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Concerto

Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy

(1809-1847)

Op. 64

I. Allegro molto appassionato
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