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Preface

The history of the e-minor Violin Con-
certo, op. 64, by Felix Mendelssohn
Bartholdy (1809—-1847), begins in the
year 1838. On 30 July of that year

the composer announced to his friend,
the violinist Ferdinand David (1810 —
1873), that he would “probably also

like to turn out a violin concerto for you
to play next winter; I’ve got one in e mi-
nor stuck in my brain, and the opening
won’t leave me any peace.” Yet although
the initial sketches date from 1841 at
the latest, it was not until the summer of
1844 that Mendelssohn actually carried
out his plan. Writing again to David on
2 September 1844, the composer an-
nounced his intention to visit Leipzig
and intimated that he would take the
opportunity to “bring along some new
odds and ends.” There is every likeli-
hood that one of these “odds and end”
was the long-promised violin concerto,
for an annotation on the final page of
the autograph score reveals that he fin-
ished the piece on 16 September. Yet the
completion of the score by no means
marked the end of the compositional
process. In the months leading up to

the work’s premiére (on 13 March
1845) and publication (it was officially
issued by Breitkopf & Hirtel on | June
1845), Mendelssohn first made substan-
tial alterations to the musical fabric and
then, together with David, altered many
details, most of which had to do with
matters of execution. The first stage of
this process of revision is documented
by Mendelssohni’s annotations in the
copyist’s score, prepared by Eduard
Henschke, and by his lengthy letter of
17 December 1844 to David. The sec-
ond stage can be retraced in the further
correspondence that ensued between
Mendelssohn and David and between

Mendelssohn and his publishers. David
also marked up the solo part, adding
fingering and thoroughly reworking the
articulation in several passages.

It was presumably late September or
early October 1844 that Mendelssohn
arrived in Leipzig and handed David his
autograph score, asking him to have the
manuscript copied out in full score and
in a complete set of orchestral material
with solo part. For unknown reasons,
however, he asked to have his manu-
script sent back a short while later.
Accordingly, David posted the score to
Mendelssohn in Berlin on 10 October, at
the same time pointing out that Hensch-
ke had only been able to write out the
solo part and would like to have the
manuscript quickly returned. This is
probably exactly what happened, for on
12 November David could report that
the score was “ready and waiting,” pre-
sumably indicating that the copying
work was now complete. On 5 Decem-
ber Henschke submitted a bill for pre-
paring the score, the solo part, and the
orchestral material with duplicates.

Mendelssohn originally planned to
travel to Leipzig again and to meet with
David at the end of November. The
meeting probably only took place in
early December, however, and it must
have been fairly brief, for the composer
decided to return immediately to his
family in Frankfurt am Main, where his
youngest son had fallen seriously ill. As
David had announced his intention to
play the piece for the composer, we may
safely assume that Mendelssohn heard
his concerto for the first time during his
stay in Leipzig, perhaps even in a non-
public orchestral performance since, of
course, by that time the orchestral parts
were already available. The changes
that he penciled into the copyist’s score
over the next few days may well have
resulted from the impressions he had
gained from this performance. The most
serious alteration was unquestionably

A%

the new and considerably expanded ver-
sion of the first-movement cadenza.
Moreover the tempo mark for the first
movement was altered from Allegro con
fuoco to Allegro molto appassionato,
and the figure in bars 212 ff. and 461 ff.
was recast. Mendelssohn also changed
the harmony and the motivic elabora-
tion of bars 262 to 276; bars 32 (note 3)
to 44 (note 1) of the slow movement
were moved up an octave; and Men-
delssohn even rewrote the ending from
bar 103. Another series of alterations
occur in the final movement (the six-
teenth- note figure in bars 146 to 149,
for example, was only two bars long in
the autograph). Mendelssohn also re-
vised the orchestral parts in all three
movements. With this, the first stage of
the process of revision came to an end,;
all the other changes derive more or less
from David’s suggestions and largely in-
volved questions of performance tech-
nique.

Mendelssohn then sent his revisions
to the publisher and explained them
in a letter to David. One week later,
on 24 December, David responded, of-
fering counter-suggestions for several
passages. The composer made his final
decisions three days later. David again
turned to Mendelssohn by letter on
15 February 1845: a few more questions
had arisen during his preparations for
the premiere. Mendelssohn resolved
them definitively in his letter of 19 Feb-
ruary.

Besides the process of revision, which
mainly involved pitch content, a second
strand in the work’s evolution arose to-
ward the end of December, namely, the
performance markings in the solo part.
At first, this task was left entirely to
David and the results were merely pres-
ented to Mendelssohn for approval.
David kept the composer abreast of his
work in a letter of 2 January 1845, just
before posting the marked part: “I have
also revised [the solo part] in other re-
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spects, deleting a number of superfluous
fingering and bowing marks | had add-
ed and entering several new things; now
it’s your turn to strike what you feel is
superfluous. From my own experience,
however, as well as Beethoven’s and
especially Bach’s, | know that it is not
good to send a violin piece out among
the uncultivated violinists without any
bowing or fingering marks whatsoever,
as they make no effort to find the right
ones, preferring to say that the work is
thankless and unplayable[:] so please
bear with everything that does not
entirely offend your composer’s con-
science.”

At the turn of the year from 1844 to
1845, David entered his additions and
alterations in Henschke’s above-men-
tioned copy of the solo part. This source
can no longer be traced. He again re-
vised his performance markings while

preparing the premiére, as we are told in
his letter of 12 March. Here, too, we can

say nothing about the extent of these
revisions since the relevant source — a
set of proofs for the printed solo part —
has vanished. We can only judge the
scale of David’s interventions indirectly
by comparing the solo part in Hensch-
ke’s score with the part handed down in
the original German print of the piano
reduction. We have no way of knowing
whether Mendelssohn adopted all of
David’s suggestions or continued to
tinker with his markings.

By the end of December 1844, prepa-
rations were already underway to see
the concerto into print. From the very
outset, it seems to have been decided to
publish the piece only in a piano reduc-
tion and a set of orchestral parts, but
not in full score. Mendelssohn commis-

sioned the piano reduction from Breit-
kopf & Hirtel on 17 December 1844,
merely asking them to leave two blank
staves beneath the written staves in or-
der to make changes. This handwritten
piano part was then sent to the compos-
eron 10 January 1845, and he returned
it with corrections on 25 January, after
which it was presumably sent immedi-
ately to the engraver. In other words, the
solo part reproduced in small print in
the first edition of the piano reduction
probably represents the textual state of
late January and early February, as it
differs in several respects from the sepa-
rate violin part enclosed in that same
edition. The first mention of proofs in
the surviving correspondence dates from
the middle of March. The engraving of
the orchestral material, too, probably
began early that year, so that the pre-
miere on 13 March was presumably
played from the proofs of the printed
parts.

The publication of the solo part
proved to be more arduous. Here the
production master was Henschke’s copy
of October 1844, into which David first
entered Mendelssohn’s changes of De-
cember 1844 and then his own per-
formance markings. Before publication,
it was again sent to the composer for
proofreading (3 January 1845). By the
time of the premiére two months later,
the engraved solo part was available in a
set of proofs, in which David made fur-
ther alterations. Mendelssohn received
the part for final revision on 15 March.
He must have vetted the part immedi-
ately, for one week later he was already
able to return another set of control proofs
containing his corrections. At this
time, however, he complained of the still

fairly slipshod engraving and asked for
another set of proofs, which he duly
received a short while later. A letter

to Breitkopf & Hirtel, dated 10 April
1845, sheds light on the further correc-
tions still necessary at this stage, for in it
Mendelssohn enclosed a list of errata in
lieu of the proofs, which he instead sent
to Ewer & Co., the owners of the Eng-
lish rights to the work. Oddly, some of
Mendelssohn’s errata were not incorpo-
rated in the English edition; either the
publishers were not sufficiently careful
in their work, or Mendelssohn’s correc-
tions disagreed with those on the proofs
he sent to Ewer & Co. The edition was
scheduled to appear on 1 June 1845;
and indeed, in a letter of 31 May, Breit-
kopf & Hirtel were able to send Men-
delssohn “a few copies of your freshly
printed Violin Concerto.” Thus, shortly
after the highly successful Leipzig pre-
miere on 13 March 1845 —an event re-
ported with elation by David as well as
the critics in musical periodicals — the
work was made available to countless
other violinists, among whom was the
young Joseph Joachim.

We hereby extend our warm thanks
to all those libraries that kindly placed
source material at our disposal.

A detailed evaluation of the sources,
a large critical commentary, and Igor
Ozim’s thoughts on the relation between
the autograph and the first edition from
the standpoint of violin technique (“Men-
delssohn or David?”) can be found after
the main body of the music.

Berlin, summer 2003
Ullrich Scheideler
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