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Preface

Felix Weingartner, writing in 1909, notes perceptively that ‘had Mendelssohn given to his
single-movement orchestral pieces the felicitous title “Symphonic Poems”, which Liszt later
invented, he would perhaps be celebrated today as the creator of program music and would
take his place at the dawn of a new artistic era and not at the end of an old one. He would
now be known as the “first modern” instead of the “last classic” composer’.

The 18th-century operatic overture was the parent to two offspring. The symphony, whose
origins are not outwardly so obvious, began with the three-movement Italian opera overture
of the Baroque and grew, as a result of Haydn’s and Beethoven’s adoption, into the four-
movement grand gesture of serious abstract music. Again with Beethoven, the cord linking
the overture with theatre and opera was once again severed as one can see among his output
of ten or so examples. Naturally there are ballet and theatre overtures such as Prometheus
or Egmont, but Coriolan Op. 62 — written for a play — had interestingly been unveiled in a
concert at the palace of Prince Lobkowitz in March 1807, ahead of any stage performance,
making it the first de facto concert overture.

But Beethoven’s concert overtures — which also include Op. 115, a work ‘zu jeder Gelegen-
heit oder zum Gebrauch im Konzert’ (for any occasion of for concert use) — were not the
programmatic works that were to prepare the way for the symphonic poem later in the 19th
century. Weber and Schubert had written overtures that exist, in the case of the former,
as remodelled independent overtures from unsuccessful operas and, with the latter, as a
sequence of examples of early orchestral muscle-flexing.

The works that Mendelssohn published together in one volume as Three Concert Overtures,
in 1835, in contrast seem to mark the induction of a new genre. Certainly the Hebrides over-
ture was conceived very much as a ‘tone picture’ in response to his tour of the Western Isles
in Scotland, not altogether unrelated to his Meeresstille und gliickliche Fabrt (Calm Sea and
Prosperous Voyage) in the same set. But .the Midsummer Night’s Dream does voice an off-
stage echo — although the composer had not intended the work to be performed as a prelude
to performances of Shakespeare’s play. Nonetheless in 1826 and at the age of seventeen
Mendelssohn had, perhaps more so than Beethoven, begun to see the way to developing a
new form and genre of musical composition.

Bérlioz had, after Mendelssohn’s Midsummer Night's Dream and before its publication with
Hebrides and Meeresstille, written a series of overtures — while less programmatic — which
helped to establish this new genre through examples such as Waverley and the Intrata di
Rob-Roy and indeed the Shakespearean Le ro7 Lear ‘grande ouverture’. There are examples
by Schumann, the English composer Sterndale Bennett and of course Wagner — including a
Faust overture in 1840, later revised. Mendelssohn led the way, just escaping the fringe of
Beethoven’s shadow, in bringing the programmatic concert overture into being and, indeed,
allowing for Liszt to cultivate the symphonic poem in the 1840s and 1850s.




Overture to A Midsummer Night’s Dream Op. 21

Composed: 1826 in Berlin

" First performance: Private performance at the Mendelssohn House, Berlin,
during November 1826; first public performance in Stettin (Szczecin)

on 20 February 1827 directed by Carl Loewe

Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, parts 1832, score 1835
Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

2 Horns, 2 Trumpets, Ophicleide — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 12 minutes

‘Music, ho! Music, such as charmeth sleep’ says Titania in Act IV of Shakespeare’s A Mid-
summer Night’s Dream; and it is the seemingly dreamlike distant rustling of a sprite’s wings,
after four swelling wind chords, that conjures the sleepy vision at the beginning of
Mendelssohn’s overture. Opera overtures had often begun with a slow introduction, here
reduced to the briefest of gestures, as can be found in Rossini’s examples and indeed for
instance in Beethoven'’s Coriolan.

Although this music mirrors closely the events of Shakespeare’s play, the composer still hems
in his ideas through the agency of a conventional musical structure — sonata form. Following
the opening chords, the exposition (bb.8-250) of the overture gives us four themes. The first
subject group, in the tonic key of E major, comprises the playful shimmering dance of the
spirits and fairies of the Athenian woods and the grand fortissimo evocation of the palace of
Theseus from Act I of the play (b.62) — followed with a distinctive descending scale in minims
that appears in various guises throughout the work. The divided pp strings here is wonder-
fully subtle orchestration, a testament to the composer’s early skill and imagination; the
abrupt change to a full-orchestra #f is similarly dextrous. The second subject group, in the
dominant key, has the chorale-like lovers’ theme — portraying Hermia and Lysander, Helena
and Demetrius — opening out into the phrase with its chromatically falling third; the violins’
and flutes’ fortissimo swagger in thirds, over the pounding octave Bs, at b.197, seems to
depict the group of rustics who later on enact the ‘play within a play’ of Pyramus and Thisbe
in Act V. We have here also the braying of Nick Bottom, in his ass’s-head mask at Act III
scene I, in swooping 10ths at b.214. There is of course no exposition repeat — in a ‘narrative’
work such as this that follows a borrowed story, it would make little sense — and overture
sonata form, from Beethoven’s time, indeed did not demonstrate such a feature.

The subdued p/pp development section of the work places us squarely within the Athenian
woods that form the backdrop to the central acts of Shakespeare’s play. The return of the first
theme informs us that we are without doubt in Oberon’s fairy kingdom and the descending
scale that answers the second theme in the exposition lures us further into the forest with
stealthy pizzicato crotchets in octave unison violins and cellos. The broken hearted fragmen-
tary allusion to the close of the lovers’ theme ~ like the shattered fragments of melody in the
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cavatina of Beethoven’s String Quartet in B flat op. 130 — shares with us the ill-fated affections
at the close of the development, as the overture’s opening chords appear for a second time
ahead of the recapitulation.

The recapitulation omits its reference to the splendour of Theseus’s palace after the pianss-
simo fairies’ dance and instead this first theme’s recurrence is elided with the end of the
transition from the exposition, leading us straight into the lovers’ theme again — this time,
naturally, in the tonic. As in Act V, the last act of Shakespeare’s play, Quince, Bottom, Snout
et al step forward to present their play with Mendelssohn’s fortissimo octave E drone and
musette-style rustic revelry — complete with Bottom, in his ass’s mask, braying in 9ths and
10ths. As before, this is deft handling of the string section, since he infers the use of porta-
menti for joyous quasi-comical effect. Theseus does finally appear, however, at b.586 with
stretto fanfares thrown between winds and strings (bb.597-606). The coda of the overture
slips quietly into the twilit, sylvan world of the fairies with the strings’ rapid quavers once
more and the held chords broadened out still further. The grand second theme appears a final
time, very quietly transformed into a reference to Carl Maria von Weber’s opera Oberon.
A Mermaid’s Song from Act II of Weber’s work is echoed at b.663 — closely reflecting
Weber’s 6/8 song in the triplets at b.667~9. It is as if Mendelssohn here ‘... heard a mermaid
on a dolphin’s back / Uttering such dulcet ... breath / That the rude sea grew civil at her
song’ (Oberon, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act 11, scene i). And so the opening chords
return one third and final time to close the work, in quiet mystery — to ‘disappear with the
dawn’ as Mendelssohn later described it to the publishers Breitkopf & Hartel.

The first public orchestral performance of the overture took place on 20 February 1827 in
modern-day Szczecin (then Stettin), although it had been heard at the Mendelssohns’ own
home in 1826, not long after its composition in that year. Begun at some point in the first half
of July the score was completed, so the autograph tells us, on 6 August. The work had exist-
ed first in a piano duet version, and it was in this form that the composer Ignaz Moscheles
reports hearing it in November 1826. The composer clearly continued to value the overture,
since he both conducted it regularly at concerts, including London, and returned to it sixteen
years later. In 1842 he added additional movements of incidental music for Shakespeare’s
play — including a Nocturne, a Scherzo and a Wedding March — in response to a commission
from King Friedrich Wilhelm TV of Prussia. When the Overture to A Midsummer Night's
Dream was published along with Hebrides and Meeresstille seven years earlier, it had been to
Friedrich Wilhelm, at the time Crown Prince, that the composer had then dedicated the
work.

David Lewiston Sharpe
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Overture The Hebrides Op. 26

Composed: 1830-33

First performance: 14 May 1832, Philharmonic Society, London,
directed by the composer

Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, parts 1834, score 1835
Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

2 Horns, 2 Trumpets — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 11 minutes

At Fort William, eatly on Friday 7 August 1829, Mendelssohn and his friend Carl Klinge-
mann caught one of the new paddle-steamers that were running between Inverness and
Glasgow through the recently-opened Caledonian Canal, and it took them forty miles down
Loch Linnhe to Oban, through some of the loveliest scenery in Europe. Mendelssohn was
twenty at the time. From Oban Harbour he walked a mile up the coast and began a pencil
sketch of a mediaeval ruin called Dunollie Castle; he was able to include Loch Linnhe and the
distant mountains of Mull in the background. He did not have time to finish the sketch
because they had another steamer to catch. That evening they embarked for Iona on the Ben
Lomond (70 tons) which took them from Oban as far as Tobermory, Mull’s only harbour;
there they spent the night ‘in a respectable private house’. Before going to bed Mendelssohn
wrote home, heading his letter ‘On one of the Hebrides’. The letter contained a famous
entence and twenty bars of music: ‘In order to make you understand how extraordinarily the
Hebrides have affected me, I have written down the following which came into my mind’

This was the first summer that steamer trips to Staffa and Tona had been advertised, and
Mendelssohn had planned such a trip before leaving Edinburgh, but it cannot have been
Staffa and Tona that so ‘extraordinarily affected’ him because he did not set eyes on them
until the following day. Those evocative bars were inspired by islands and sea between Fort
William and Oban or (more probably) between Oban and Tobermory.

However on 8 August the Ber Lomond sailed on into the open Atlantic, and the passengers
were put ashore for an hour or so on both Staffa and Iona. Tona was inhabited and probably
provided refreshment, but Staffa is uninhabited, tiny and very rocky. Its one attraction is
Fingal’s Cave with its remarkable basalt pillars like organ pipes. Fingal was the Celtic hero of
the translations from Ossian that Macpherson had published around 1760 — translations that
were still admired on the continent, though suspected in Britain of being largely Macpher-
son’s invention. Whether they were or not, there is no evidence to link Fingal with this cave.
Then, as now, landing on Staffa was dangerous except in calm weather, and because the pas-
sengers did land (Klingemann mentions a stout old lady determined to go ashore in spite of
the scrambling) it must then have been fairly calm. Yet Klingemann wrote, with all the smug-
ness of the man who has not himself been affected: “The Atlantic stretched its tentacles
around us with increasing roughness, knocking us all over the place ... The ladies went down
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like flies and so indeed did the gentlemen; I only wish my travelling companion had not been
among them, but he’s on better terms with the sea as a composer than as an individual or a
stomach.” Instead of citcumnavigating Mull as it would today, the steamer returned from Iona
past Staffa to Tobermory. Mendelssohn may have been in good enough shape to appreciate
Staffa in the afternoon, but he can then have seen it only from a distance.

The point is of some interest. He called the first draft of his overture Die esnsame Insel (‘The
Lonely Island’) and on publication the full score was headed Fingals Héhble, and for these
reasons it has often been assumed that Staffa was the lonely island and the chief inspirer
of the music. This is possible but unlikely. In Mendelssohn’s published letters there is no
mention of Staffa; all he seems to have remembered of 8 August was ‘the most fearful sea-
sickness’. Furthermore he is said to have disliked the catchpenny title his publishers foisted
on him, and the probable reason is that Fingal’s Cave did not inspire the music, Staff was rot
the lonely island; as has been shown above, the main theme had come to him elsewhere. Mull
itself looks extremely lonely from the sea, as well as splendidly beautiful. If this seems too
large an island, there are much smaller ones in the vicinity; for instance Calvé, just outside
Tobermory harbour. The passengers had expected to be back in Oban late on the Satuf-
day, but the steamer was far behind schedule and the captain anchored for the night in Tobet-
mory Harbour. Very early on the Sunday morning the Ben Lomond sailed for Oban, and
Mendelssohn and Klingemann immediately set off for Glasgow.

Mendelssohn did not compose his best works as fluently as has sometimes been supposed.
He took nearly three years over his Hebrides overture, writing out two quite different versions
of it; each of the MSS contains many alterations. He finished the first version in Rome on
16 December 1830, and it is headed Die Hebriden, but someone took a copy of this MS
before Mendelssohn had made most of the alterations, and this copy is headed Dze einsame
Insel. More than a year later, on 21 January 1832, Mendelssohn wrote to his sister Fanny and
told her that he still considered the overture unfinished. ‘The loud D major section in the
middle is very stupid, and the so-called development smacks more of counterpoint than of oil
and seagulls and dead fish; and it should be just the opposite.” With a London concert in view
he was already working on his second version of the overture, and this had its first perform-
ance on 14 May at a Philharmonic Concert with the composer conducting. In the light of
this performance he made a few further adjustments, and the score was finally completed in
London on 20 June 1832, as he noted on the MS. In the first edition of his Dictionary Sir
George Grove mentioned that the published score and parts did not always agree, for
instance in bars 7 and 87. No doubt this was because the published parts had been taken
from those used at the first performance and took no account of the later adjustments.

Mendelssohn’s surprising wish that his music should express the realities as well as the beau-
ties of the Hebrides makes one wonder if he ever managed to make it do so to his own satis-
faction. The calm sea of his second subject and the storm music are obvious to every listener,
but where is the oil? Perhaps bars 1491f represent the chugging of the little paddle-steamer.
There is evidence that Mendelssohn was very interested in the new steamers, and indeed in
machinery of all kinds, but it must be added that this passage was already present in A.




The facts about the two versions of the overture can be summarized as follows:

A

Die Hebriden. MS finished in Rome 16 December 1830; never printed, but this version
was performed at the Crystal Palace, London, 14 October 1871. MS published photo-
graphically in Basle in 1948 (the British Museum copy is Hirsch M 281). While it was
owned by Moscheles, Gounod added a minim D in bar 3, bottom stave, and wrote under-
neath that he thought it had been left out by mistake. Before many of the alterations were
made, someone made a copy of this score; it is called Die einsame Insel, carries no date,
and is now deposited in the Bodleian Library, Oxford.

Die Hebriden. MS dated London 20 June 1832; a very free revision of A; substantially the
version performed in London on 14 May 1832. It was published in full score in 1835 by
Breitkopf & Hartel under the title Fingals Héble; the parts had appeared the previous year
under the much-to-be-preferred title Die Hebriden.

Information about Mendelssohn’s travels is taken or deduced from the letters he and Klinge-
mann wrote, and from Mendelssohn’s diaries and dated pencil sketches, how in the Bodleian
Library, Oxford. Information about steamer trips in 1829 is taken from West Highland
Steamers by Duckworth and Langyard (3rd ed., Glasgow 1967), and verbally from Anthony
Browning of Kelvingrove Museum, Glasgow.

Roger Fiske
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