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Preface

Composed: outlined in 1829/31 in Scotland and Italy;

completed in 1841/42 in Leipzig and Berlin

First performance: 3 March 1842 in Leipzig, conducted by the composer
Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hiirtel, Leipzig 1842/43

Orchestration: 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons —

4 horns, 2 trumpets — timpani — strings

Duration: ca. 38 minutes

In the summer of 1829, at the end of the London concert season, Felix Mendelssohn Bart-
holdy set off with his childhood friend Karl Klingemann on a journey through Scotland. On
30 July 1829 Mendelssohn sent a letter from Edinburgh to his family, describing his visit to
the palace of Holyrood House:

‘In the mists of twilight today we went to the palace where Queen Mary lived and loved; there
is a small room to be seen there with a spiral staircase by the door; it was there that they
climbed the stairs and found Rizzio in that little room; they dragged him out, and three rooms
further on is a dark corner where they murdered him. The chapel next to it has now lost its
roof; it is full of grass and ivy, and it is at that broken-down altar that Mary was crowned
Queen of Scots. Everything there is crumbling and decaying; the roof is open to the sky.
I think today I may have found the beginnings of my Scottish Symphony there.’

By this time the 20-year-old Mendelsschn had already composed a first Symphony in C
minor, Op. 11, for full orchestra, as well as the 12 Symphonies of his youth; in the case of the
symphony announced here, however, the plan did not immediately come to fruition. All that
remains from that time is a rough outline, also dated 30 July 1829, giving the first few bars of
the slow introduction to the first movement of the Symphoeny; bars which Mendelssohn went
on to use in a slightly adapted version for the introduction to the first of the Three Fantasies
or Caprices Op. 16. There is no other evidence to show that Mendelssohn had really started
work on the symphony.

In the ensuing months his letters make more frequent mention of the planned Symphony. In
the Autumn of 1830 Mendelssohn set off on a journey to Italy. On 23 November 1830 he
wrote to his sisters and brother from Rome: ‘I now have it in mind [...] to write the A-minor
Symphony [...], however it may turn out.” In February 1831 Mendelssohn wrote from Rome:
‘I have not yet got a proper grasp of the Scottish Symphony; at the moment, if [ have one clear
thought, it is that I want to hurry on, write it out quickly and get it over with.” Two weeks later
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Mendelssohn admitted that the Symphony ‘runs away from me as [ try to approach it’. This
comment in a letter to his family, written shortly before he left Rome, sounds almost like an
excuse:

‘From 15 April to 15 May is the loveliest scason in Iraly — who can blame me for being unable
to transport my thoughts back to the mists of Scotland? Therefore I have had to set the Sym-
phony aside for the time being and have now set my sights on completing the Walpurgisnacht
while I am here.’

Another year was to go by without Mendelssohn managing to begin work on the Symphony.
On 4 July 1832, upon his return to Berlin, he assured Klingemann that “the first decent piece
of work I intend to do here is on what I think will become the Scottish Symphony’. A real
impetus was then provided in November 1832 when he received an invitation to compose a
symphony for the London Philharmonic Society, together with an overture and a vocal piece.
Mendelssohn was at first undecided as to which symphony to offer to the Society. On
5 December 1832 he wrote to Klingemann: ‘I was tempted to write the Scottish Symphony -
the idea of which is familiar to you — for the Philhartnonic, but now it is to be a different sym-
phony.’ Mendelssohn then spent some time working on the Italian Symphony, but as late as
20 February 1833 he wrote to Klingemann: ‘Tomorrow 1 shall complete the second move-
ment of the Symphony, and I intend (but this is just between ourselves) to struggle to finish
another symphony, the A minor, 5o as to be able to offer the Philharmonic the choice between
them.’ He then abandoned this plan, however, offering just the Italian Symphony to the Lon-
don Society.

In 1835 Mendelssohn was appointed musical director at the Leipzig Gewandhaus. With this
new beginning, plans for compositions appear to have been revised; in any case, further
references to the Scottish Symphony are to be found at this point. On 26 June 1835 he
wrote to Klingemann from Diisseldorf that he hoped to be able to ‘start work on something
new’. A more specific reference appears in another letter to Klingemann from Berlin, dated
14 August 1835: ‘I have now sorted out my plans (compositions and other matters) for the
coming year [...]. [1] intend to get on with writing my A-minor Symphony (of which you have
been hearing for so long now).’

Yet even for the period of his employment in Leipzig, neither letters nor other documentary
evidence have been found to indicate that Mendelssohn acted upon his decision. Then, six
years later, another change came about in his circumstances and conditions of employment.
At Humboldt’s instigation, the Prussian King Wilhelm IV called upon Mendelssohn to estab-
lish a Conservatoire in Betlin. The project did not prove successful, and from the summer of
1841 Mendelssohn spent almost a whole year in Berlin, uncertain as to his future career, but
at the same time free of the responsibilities of his Leipzig post. On 6 September he wrote to
Klingemann:
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‘T am lucky enough to be left to my own devices and to be able to carry on living here in the
Leipziger Strafle without troubling about anything. Meanwhile, I have started work on a
great symphony and have already reached the 3rd movement: every day I delight in working
at it.’

The composition progressed rapidly: Mendelssohn finished working on the score on 20
January 1842 in Berlin, according to the entry at the end of the MS.

The first performance was to take place in Leipzig. Mendelssohn sent the score to Ferdinand
David, the concert master at the Gewandhaus, and David had the orchestral parts written out
by the Leipzig copyist Amadeus E. A. Henschke. On 3 March 1842 the symphony was per-
formed for the first time on the occasion of the 19th Subscription Concert at the Gewand-
haus with Mendelssohn as conductor. The published programme described the work simply
as a ‘Symphony in A minor (MS.)".

The review published in the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung reported on the enormous
success of that first performance, Particular attention was drawn to 1 notable innovation in
the symphony; namely, that Mendelssohn did not pause between the movements, thus allow-
ing the different parts of the symphony to run into one another:

“The structure and form of the Symphony are similar to those hitherto used in this kind of
composition, yet with the important distinction that the individual movements — as in the
Symphonic Cantata [i.e. Mendelssohn’s ‘Song of Praise’] — are not separate and complete in
themselves, but are closely and immediately linked to one another and thus together form just
one larger piece, a tone painting without interruptions or divisions.’

The reviewer for the Neue Zeitschrift fiir Mustk also points out this peculiarity of the A-minor
Symphony, albeit in the polemical tone generally adopted towards Mendelssohn in that
journal:

‘The form of the Symphony is not unusual, but for the fact that all four movements succeed
one another without interruption. Whether anything is gained in overall effect we might wish
to question, for while a trained musician may be able to sustain concentration for that length
of time without difficulty, most of the audience require a break between the movements if
their attention is not to lapse.’

After that concert Mendelssohn travelled back to Berlin and revised the score for the next
performance. On 12 March 1842 he wrote to Ferdinand David:

“This is really only intended to be a business letter to you as director of the concert series, to
inform you that the score of the symphony is to be sent off to Kistner [Friedrich Kistner, the
publisher] tomorrow by railway. 1 would be very pleased if Henschke could finish making
those changes in the orchestral parts in time for the next performance; on paper it may look
like a great deal, but in fact the only significant changes are the two in the first movement. In
any case, if Henschke would be so good as to keep the whole of Tuesday free, and if the
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rehearsal could be held on Thursday instead of on Wednesday, I should be much obliged, as
I should then have the opportunity of hearing your reaction to the changes on the spot. If it is
at all possible, I beg you to arrange matters in this way, and forgive my putting you to so much
trouble. The instrumentation of the last A major entry in 6/8 is without doubt a hundred
times better now. Sometimes it really seems as though one had been struck blind. If the
melody still cannot be heard quite clearly, then have the horns in D play louder. And if that is
not enough, then 1 hereby give you official authorization to leave out the three drum rolls in
the first 8 bars — but only as a last resort! T hope it will not be necessary and will sound quite
as clear and strong as a choir of men’s voices {for that is how I would like it, and to that end I
would ultimately even give up the timpani if necessary, though with great regret). Further-
more, T would ask you to advise Kistner tomorrow that the new score is on its way, so that he
can forward it to Henschke at once; I shall also be enclosing a letter to him.’

The second performance took place on 17 March 1842, conducted by Karl Bach, musical
director in Leipzig, on the occasion of the 20th Subscription Concert at the Gewandhaus. All
the requested alterations had been made, as is clear from a letter written by David to
Mendelssohn on 19 March:

‘Yesterday we did your symphony with all the modifications, and again it went down
extremely well. I think it is greatly improved by the changes made to the first movement and
by the line drawn through the end of the Adagio. The last A major entry now sounds com-
pletely different, and the melody can be heard quite clearly, but I regret the disappearance of
certain roaring and thundering effects which I very much liked in the earlier instrumentation;
now the sound quality alternates between loud and soft according to whether the horns are
playing natural or stopped notes and I have to admit to you that this is not yet entirely to my
liking. Would it not work if the violas kept their previous line and the cellos joined in with the
melody? The drum rolls do no harm; on the contrary, indeed, as I have already said, I could
wish for more thunder in the sound. The audience (who were not at all happy with the way
the movements ran into one another) this time insisted on obliging the orchestra to pause, by
clapping at the end of both the Scherzo and the Adagio. [...] The drawing out of the great
unison passage for strings is particularly effective when it occurs for the second time in the
last movement with rising pitch; it sounds very grand! I also enjoyed hearing the timpani for
the second time in the last movement.’

After the second performance in Leipzig the score was returned to Mendelssohn. The third
performance of the Scottish Symphony was being prepared in England by the Philharmonic
Society. On Mendelssohn’s instructions Friedrich Kistner sent the orchestral parts which
had been used in both performances at the Gewandhaus over to London. On 15 April
Mendelssohn wrote in this connection to William Sterndale Bennett, who was to take charge
of rehearsals:

‘Mr. Kistner writes me yesterday (dated 12 April), that he sent your box last week via Ham-
burg to you: T hope accordingly that it will reach or has reached you safely. T have made all
those alterations in my symphony which I intended (two principal ones in the first movement
and some other trifles in all four) but I need not make any remarks about them, or give new
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directions; it will all go by itself. I hope you will keep your kind promise and superintend the
rehearsal as fraternally as possible.’ [Mendelssohn's original English]

The revisions mentioned by Mendelssohn in this letter are probably those changes which had
already been made between the first and second performances. Bennett had indeed been
present at the first performance, but not at the second performance given in Leipzig.

The London premiére, conducted by Mendelssohn, took place on 13 June 1842 in the
Hanover Square Rooms as part of the 7th concert in the Philharmonic Society series; the
work met with an enthusiastic reception. Among those in the audience was Queen Victoria
herself, who after two meetings with Mendelssohn granted him permission to dedicate the
symphony to her. In the programme notes for the concerr Mendelssohn for the first time used
titles for each movement different from those appearing in the orchestral parts. These move-
ment titles for the audience read: ‘Introducione ed Allegro appassionato / Scherzo / Adagio
cantabile / Allegro guerriero e Finale’. The London music papers bear witness to the great
success of the performance. George Alexander Macfarren published a detailed analysis in
The Musical World. The review published in The Athenaeum is worthy of notice, for the
author succeeded in recognizing a certain Scottish character in the symphony even though
Mendelssohn had never made public mention of this. Of the second movement he wrote:
“The style of its melody is Scottish, without the slightest servility of imitation’, and in the outer
movements the reviewer sees similarities with Mendelssohn’s ‘Hebrides’ Overture: ‘A gleam
of the same northern wildness is observable in it [ie., the fourth movement], which (in
default of a more precise definition) recalled to us the colour of the composer’s overture to the
“Isles of Fingal™’.

After his stay in England, Mendelssohn travelled to Switzerland on holiday with his wife. On
the way home at the end of September Mendelssohn performed the piano duet arrangement
of the symphony with his friend Ferdinand Hiller in a private matinee concert at Frank-
furt/Main. From Frankfurt, Mendelssohn wrate to Raymond Hirtel to prepare for the publi-
cation of the symphony. In December 1842 the arrangement for piano duet was published by
Breitkopf & Hirtel in Leipzig and by J. J. Ewer & Co. in London. Prior to the publication of
the score and orchestral parts, Mendelssohn directed the fourth performance in Leipzig on
26 January 1843. On this occasion the programme notes provided by the Gewandhaus also
supplied descriptive titles for the various movements, with a few minor changes from those
used for the London performance. These are the came titles with which Mendelssohn pre-
faced the printed edition of the score, together with a note regarding the omission of pauses.
A few days after the performance in Leipzig, both the score and orchestral parts were pub-
lished by Breitkopf & Hirtel. The publication of the symphony was acknowledged with
detailed reviews in the major European musical journals.

Boris von Haken/Martin Roddewig (adapted)
Translation: J. S. Rushworth
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Prefatory Note

At Mendelssohn’s request the following note, set on a separate page, preceded the first edi-
tion of the score:

The individual movements of this Symphony should follow one another straight away; they
should not be separated by the long pauses which are otherwise customary. Listeners can be
provided with titles for the individual movements in the concert programme as follows:

SINFONIA.

Introduction und Allegro agitato,
Scherzo assai vivace.
Adagio cantabile,

Allegro guerriero und Finale maestoso.
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