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An Overview of Mendelssohn’s Life
It is hard to imagine a more idyllic upbringing than was experienced by Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy.  Born into prosperity in Hamburg, 3 February 1809, raised by brilliant parents, taught privately by the finest teachers, many have concluded that Mendelssohn’s native abilities only needed time and exposure to produce a musician almost unsurpassed in history.   Examining highlights of Mendelssohn’s life and organ works we discover a man of prolific talents, talents that spread to a wide variety of musical genres as well as to art, conducting, human relations, and philanthropy.  Mendelssohn was a genius overwhelmed by his own greatness and often searching for a simpler existence.     

Felix Mendelssohn’s family was brilliant and successful and provided impetus and unusual opportunities to spur his future development.  His grandfather, Moses Mendelssohn was a “creative and eclectic thinker whose writings on metaphysics, and aesthetics, political theory and theology, together with his Jewish heritage, placed him at the focal point of the German Enlightenment for over three decades.” 
 His father decided while his family was young that they should be baptized Lutheran Christians to avoid the cultural stigma of being Jewish.   Felix’s mother began giving him piano lessons at age six and at age seven he was tutored by Marie Bigot in Paris.   His great-aunt Sarah Levy, a former pupil of Johann Sebastian Bach’s son, Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, and an associate of Mozart and Haydn as well as a commissioner of works by CPE Bach, had collected a number of Bach manuscripts and donated these to the Berlin Singakademie.  These were available to Felix and respected as well by his private composition instructor in Berlin, Carl Friedrich Zelter, with whom Mendelssohn began private studies at age eight. 
  

Felix was exposed to the best possible education, including studies in literature, the fine arts, arithmetic, and French.  His father, a wealthy banker, was able to employ a “Hauslehrer” (resident teacher) when Felix was ten who included lessons for the four Mendelssohn children in the classical languages, landscape art, gymnastics, swimming, horsemanship, dancing, and chess.
  Eventually Felix received piano lessons from Ludwig Berger, a student of Clementi and lessons on violin from Carl Wilhelm Henning.
  

By the time Felix was ten, he was rising at five each morning and looking forward to a day “almost every moment of which was purposeful.”  He describes this daily routine in a letter dated 22 March 1820, when he was eleven years old,

I have six hours of Latin a week; two for Caesar, two for Ovid, one for grammar, and one for exercises…

In mathematics I am reading the 5th book of Euclid, which seems to be much more difficult than everything else I have described.  

In addition, with Fanni I have two hours of history, two of arithmetic, one of geography, and one of German speaking. – The violin progresses well – I have two lessons a week and am playing etudes by Kreutzer. – Also on Monday and Tuesday I go to the Singakademie where I hear beautiful things… My work schedule is so organized, that I prepare tasks in the evening that I have received in the morning. 

With such rigorous stimulation is it any wonder that Felix Mendelssohn made his first public concert appearance by age nine, wrote his first organ work at age eleven, and published his first work, a piano quartet, by age thirteen?  

In a phenomenal study of “What Makes a Musician?” from Daniel J. Levitin’s book, This is Your Brain on Music, numerous studies conclude that,  “…ten thousand hours of practice is required to achieve the level of mastery associated with being a world-class expert – in anything….  Ten thousand hours is equivalent to roughly three hours a day, or twenty hours a week of practice over ten years….  It seems to take the brain this long to assimilate all that it needs to know to achieve true mastery.”
  Considering the intensely structured environment in which Mendelssohn was being raised, is it any wonder that the piano virtuoso, Ignaz Moscheles, with whom Mendelssohn began piano studies in 1824, at age fifteen, confessed in his diaries that he had little to teach him [Felix].  Even at the very first piano lesson Mocheles admitted, “I was sitting next to a master, not a pupil.”
 Clearly, even at this immature age, Mendelssohn was displaying abilities far beyond his years and most likely, had easily achieved 10,000 hours of practice.

An examination of Mendelssohn’s first organ composition, “Praeludium in D minor” composed in 1820 (age eleven), shows his early grasp of simple harmonies, rich texture, pleasing melodic passages, and overall form.  “Although Bach’s music was by then out of fashion, Mendelssohn’s passion for Bach is reflected in some of his earliest pieces.  From an early age, [he] could extemporize in the style of Handel, Bach, and Beethoven, whose symphonies he knew by heart”.
 

Often Mozart is used as an example of a child achieving musical abilities far beyond his years.   There is an important difference between the genius of Mozart and Mendelssohn, however.  Mozart’s father Leopold, encouraged his son’s abilities with an eye on fame and fortune.  The young Mozart and his sister were in the public eye from a very young age and were taken on journeys far from their home to receive public recognition and applause.  The public eye upon young Felix and his sister was far more provincial.  

Though Mendelssohn’s father did give his children every possible musical advantage he doubted that one could make a respectable living as a musician.  There was a regular Sunday night orchestra consisting of associates of Mendelssohn’s wealthy parents who gathered in the home during Felix’s adolescent years to perform the twelve string symphonies he had written between ages twelve and fourteen.   In 1824, still only fifteen years old, Mendelssohn wrote his first symphony for full orchestra (in C minor, Op. 11).  These early works are not often heard in concerts today.   But the String Octet in E Flat Major Felix composed at age sixteen and the overture to Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream he composed at age seventeen clearly show the full power of his genius and are still among the most popular repertoire of classical literature even today.  This early popularity however was seen by his father as a public whim that would pass in short order.  Felix spent much of his life demonstrating to his father, who he admired greatly, that composing, performing, and traveling extensively to do both could produce a worthwhile living.   

At age twelve Mendelssohn traveled with his composition teacher Carl Zelter from Berlin to Weimar to meet and stay two weeks with the famous poet and philosopher Wolfgang von Goethe.  Though Goethe was some sixty years older than Mendelssohn the two of them bonded instantly.  Zelter’s purpose in taking the young Mendelssohn to meet Goethe was to show off his young prodigy and to ask Goethe to compare Mendelssohn’s abilities to Mozart’s. 

While in company with Goethe, along with Goethe’s houseguests -- the grand duke and Princesses Luise and Maria Pavlovna (sister of the Russian tsar) and other nobility, the writer and painter Johanna Schopenhauer, a Greek lexicographer, several musicians, the violinist composer Carl Eberwein, and the poet Ludwig Rellstab -- Mendelssohn was tested at improvisation, performance of a difficult Bach fugue, the recalling of a minuet (Felix chose one from Don Giovanni), performing a difficult orchestral score on piano (he performed the overture to The Marriage of Figaro), sight-reading manuscript copies of works by Mozart and Beethoven, and finally the performance of some of his early compositions (most likely including the Piano Quartet in D minor).    
After the testing, Goethe concluded, 

“as far as mere technical execution goes [musical prodigies] are probably no longer so rare; but what this little man can do in extemporizing and playing at sight, borders on the miraculous, and I could not have believed it possible at so early an age.  

“And yet you heard Mozart in his seventh year at Frankfurt?” said Zelter.

“Yes,” answered Goethe; “at that time I myself had only just reached my twelfth year, and was certainly, like all the rest of the world, immensely astonished at his extraordinary execution; but what your pupil already accomplishes, bears the same relation to the Mozart of that time, that the cultivated talk of a grown-up person does to the prattle of a child.”

By age fifteen, Mendelssohn’s compositions consisted of twelve string symphonies, four concertos for violin, piano, violin, and two pianos, a violin sonata, three piano quartets, several small piano sonatas, four musical works for the stage (three Singspiels and a comic opera) and an array of songs and choral pieces.  The Sunday night gatherings continued.   Felix and his sister, Fanny, frequently performed at the keyboard although only Felix also conducted and took turns at the violin.   Sadly, Abraham had no interest in encouraging Fanny’s musical studies beyond the home.  She would wait until after the deaths of both her mother and father to try her gifted hand at public performances, composition, and conducting. These gatherings were the source of the Mendelssohn’s earliest recognition among the culturally elite in Berlin.
 The course established in Mendelssohn’s early years set a pattern for the remainder of his life.  

Over his lifetime, this energetic prodigy produced hundreds of works – songs, symphonies, concertos, string quartets, piano masterpieces, oratorios, and great organ works.  He eventually became conductor of the Gewandhaus Orchestra of Leipzig (1835), socialized with Queen Victoria and Prince Albert who were great admirers of his music, traveled throughout Europe and England, associated with the greatest musicians and celebrities of his day, published and performed the great works of Bach, married well, had five children, became an accomplished painter in water colors, and died early at age thirty-eight from a series of strokes, exhausted from the stresses and nervous problems associated with overworking.  

Mendelssohn’s Organ Works

Mendelssohn’s organ works reflect his great admiration for Johann Sebastian Bach whose works had been largely forgotten after his death.  In fact, Mendelssohn was the first composer since the death of Bach to write significant music for the organ.  Mendelssohn focused much of his life on bringing the great works of Bach to light, often performing them on organs as he traveled throughout Europe.  In 1840, he succeeded in raising money to place a monument near Bach’s former residence adjacent to the Thomasschule in Leipzig.   Though Mendelssohn often improvised on the organ and wrote parts for the organ as a continuo instrument in his transcriptions of Handel’s and Bach’s works for orchestra, it was after meeting Thomas Attwood in England that Mendelssohn decided to write serious music exclusively for the organ.  

Thomas Attwood, an Englishman, had been sent as a young man by the Prince of Wales to Vienna to study for a year and a half with Mozart.  In 1796, he had been appointed organist of St. Paul’s Cathedral and through him, Felix gained access to its organ while on a visit to London in 1829, on his first extended journey abroad with his family.  The purpose of the trip, according to Mendelssohn’s father Abraham, was to examine several European musical centers beyond Berlin to test Felix’s potential for a career in music.  Because the young Felix had risen to fame so rapidly in Berlin, he had strained relations with some of the musical authorities there.  The trip, lasting from 1829 to 1832, included stays in England, Bavaria, Austria, Switzerland, Italy, and France, and ultimately helped Mendelssohn define his identity as a German musician.
  

Mendelssohn wildly impressed the English with his improvisations and performances of Bach.   In this first of ten visits to England, Felix received such an ecstatic response from the English that his self-confidence was restored and he thereafter always associated England with friendship and his happiest times.
 

At Attwood’s invitation, Mendelssohn began to appear at St. Paul’s, initially to offer the closing organ voluntaries for services but then to extemporize.  Felix also tried the organs at Westminster Abbey, St. John’s Chapel, Paddington, and St. John’s Waterloo.  His use of the pedal board to play the works of Bach caused a complete revolution in the style of English organ playing.  As a result the English began to abandon the coupled pull-down pedal stops of the previous generation and expanded their pedal divisions and made them independent.
  Playing English organs inspired organ sketches, which became compositions in later years.  

The 3 Preludes and Fugues, Opus 37, were the first organ works Mendelssohn intended to publish and are, along with the 6 Sonatas, Opus 65, his most famous organ works.  Mendelssohn always inscribed each of his compositions with a place and a date.  He bound both his published and unpublished scores together, eventually producing forty-four volumes, each of 100-300 pages, known as “The Green Books”.  The themes of both the Prelude and Fugue in C minor appear in his 1833 notebook, where he habitually notated ideas improvised during his concerts at St. Paul’s Cathedral.  Mendelssohn kept the outline of the Prelude for four years but wrote out the Fugue in 1834.  Attwood requested some pieces in duet form and in 1835 Mendelssohn sent him the Fugue in C Minor and the Fugue in D.
  

The compiling of the 3 Preludes and Fugues into a single opus occurred while Mendelssohn was on his honeymoon in April 1837.   While on a Rhine River expedition with his new bride, Cécile Jeanrenaud, he tried out an organ at the Protestant Trinity Church at Speyer, which Cécile called a “wretched box of whistles” in her wedding diary.   Between the dates of April 2 and 6, Mendelssohn created and finalized the 3 Preludes and Fugues, the first organ works of their kind since the death of Bach.   

The Preludes and Fugues are thoroughly German baroque with their rigorous counterpoint.  The first prelude, with its undisturbed pedal point and gentle trochaic rhythm suggests a pastoral while the second fugue, with leaps and compound meter suggests a baroque gigue.  The third fugue appears to be related to Bach’s Fugue in Bb minor from the Well-tempered Clavier, Book 1.  The songlike elements of the second prelude give it more of a modern expression of the times while the first and third preludes exhibit a “formal freedom” and improvisatory character.    The third prelude has distinct rhythmic shifts from eighth notes to triplets and sixteenths in cadenza-like passages that sound much like Mendelssohn’s second piano concerto, in D minor.
 

Mendelssohn was a precise musician.  Attention to craft and detail are hallmarks of all of his compositions and especially his organ works.  “Every slur in Mendelssohn’s organ music has three aspects:  the first note has an expressive character (1), then follows a crescendo-diminuendo process (2), and the last note has to be diminuendo (3).  [His] slurs indicate furthermore where one should play legato or non-legato; how hemiolas and upbeats should be interpreted; where expression is needed (slight acceleration followed by a retard).  Mendelssohn was the first composer to use metronome indications in organ music.  These indications show that between at least two movements of each Sonata a relationship exists.  The relationship between slurs and metronome-indications is equally important.”

The interesting thing about these organ works is that they were being conceived simultaneously with several other works.  In a study of the meticulously kept  “honeymoon diary,” Peter Ward Jones points out that Mendelssohn had the ability to envision several works simultaneously.  In the single month of April 1837, he sketched a string quartet (op. 44, No. 2, in E minor) and the opening chorus of Psalm 42 (Opus 42), gathered ideas for a new piano concerto, and put finishing touches on the third installment of his Lieder ohne Worte (Songs Without Words), and composed the 3 Preludes and Fugues for organ.
   The honeymoon, lasting nearly two months was not only productive musically, Cécile discovered she was pregnant shortly thereafter.  Eventually the couple had five children.  

Mendelssohn had been serving as director of the Gewandhaus Orchestra of Leipzig for two years prior to his marriage.  His continuing responsibilities there often took him away from home and family and personal time spent doing those things he loved most – composing, performing, and painting.   He often hosted famous musicians and talented artists, an additional distraction.  He knew Hans Christian Anderson, Charles Dickens, and the elderly Samuel Wesley, whom Mendelssohn invited to perform with him in an impromptu concert one month before Wesley died.  His nature was to be extremely generous and solicitous of others even when his own schedule was almost too much for him to bear.  Mendelssohn’s was forced to confine his compositional time to summer months and one can only imagine what great works remained unfinished at the time of his early death. 
 

The 6 Sonatas, like the 3 Preludes and Fugues, were composed during some “down-time” beginning in the month of December 1844, when Mendelssohn was at home with his family in Frankfurt, helping to nurse his son Felix, perilously ill with chicken pox.   Mendelssohn temporarily declined all professional invitations, including one from the director of the fledgling New York Philharmonic Society, to come to New York and direct a grand musical festival.  He was at the height of his career.   Streams of visitors sought him wherever he went.  Even during this “private existence” in Frankfurt, he maintained a correspondence consisting of 600 incoming letters in 1845 alone.  There were offers of honorary memberships, requests for commissions, memorials to attend, orchestras to guest conduct, and benefits to host.  Felix was being driven beyond his capacities.  But for the better part of 1845, he remained in Frankfurt and rejected all requests, citing poor health to avoid outside interruption.  

Attwood had requested English “voluntaries” for the organ and for the better part of 1845, Mendelssohn focused on composing this request among many others.  He drafted seven new movements in December 1844 and January 1845.  Then seeking an overarching unity, he gradually molded these movements into six sonatas, unified by key relationships and other devices.  These were not classical sonatas in form, nor were they true organ voluntaries by English definition.  Instead they imitated forms familiar to Bach in a variety of genres and styles, including fugue, toccata, and fantasia.  He was dissatisfied with the Fourth Sonata in Bb Major, thus making it the last to be completed with a new fugal finale, on April 2.  

He revised and polished the work and arranged to have it published September 15, 1845, as Opus 65, by four firms:  Coventry and Hollier in London, Breitkopf and Härtel in Leipzig, Maurice Schlesinger in Paris, and Giovanni Ricordi in Milan.  This work gave great impetus and refreshment to the literature available for organ, reviving its rich musical heritage.   In England where generations of organists had worked largely ignorant of Bach’s music, one hundred and sixty musicians – among them eleven cathedral musicians – subscribed to receive the 6 Sonatas in 1845, at a cost of one guinea per copy.”  What Felix feared would have a limited market in fact encouraged a rash of composers to write for the organ, including Robert Schumann, who composed his work Sechs Fugen über BACH, Opus 60 in 1846, and Joseph Rheinberger, who later produced twenty organ sonatas.
 

Mendelssohn envisioned the Sonatas as a kind of “Organ-School” and marketed it avidly as a pedagogical work.  Breitkopf and Härtel described the work as illustrative of Mendelssohn’s way of handling the instrument.  Four of the sonatas employ chorales, including Was mein Gott will, das g’scheh allzeit (No. 1), Aus tiefer Noth (No. 3), and Vater unser in Himmelreich (No. 6).  Number 5 frames the sonata with a freely composed chorale.  Every sonata, except No. 5, has fugal writing or full-fledged fugues.  Among them is a chorale-fugue in No. 3 that employs an accelerando; a fugue on a wedge-shaped subject in No. 4; and a fugue culminating the last sonata designed as a chorale partita, or variations, on Vater unser.  

Some elements of the sonatas develop material written earlier in Mendelssohn’s life.  The second movement of No. 2 reuses a festive postlude (Nachspiel) composed in Rome in 1831.  The opening of No. 3 is a reworking of the processional Mendelssohn sketched for his sister Fanny’s wedding.  In this same sonata, which contains the chorale fugue on Aus tiefer Noth, one hears strains of an earlier work of Mendelssohn’s -- a recitative from the Lobgesang Symphony.  Against this dissonant subject, Mendelssohn employs the pedals playing the chorale Aus tiefer Noth (Psalm 130), which symbolically dispels the darkness of the Lobegesang chorale and gradually restores the brightness of the opening music.  The sonata ends with a reflective Andante as a postlude.   

Overall the Six Sonatas, opus 65, revive very traditional baroque forms, chromatic part writing, active pedal parts (like Bach the pedal parts are as active as the manual parts), and rich fugal writing reminiscent in every way of Bach’s own writing.  A few contemporary techniques explored in the sonatas include: the use of staccato in the pedal part of No. 5’s Andante con moto, a generalized feeling of spontaneous invention throughout the sonatas, and the use of contemporary styles of writing. 

The first sonata reveals Mendelssohn at his most spontaneous and innovative mode with fugue and chorale for the first movement, song without words for the second movement, recitative for the third movement, and toccata bordering on fantasia for the fourth movement.   The recitative of the third movement is suggestive in key and style to the recitative from Bach’s St. Matthew’s Passion, where Christ enters the Garden of Gethsemane and pleads for his Father to relieve his suffering.  In alternatum to His tender pleas, come dissonant chords dark and threatening – perhaps representing the weight of sin and evil He was being called to bear.  Eventually the entire movement is carried to the rich imitative counterpoint toccata (fourth movement) suggesting a response to his prayer, ‘My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.’   As a whole, the collection is paradoxically two-faced, viewing the baroque splendors of Bach through the lens of Mendelssohn’s own stylistic identity.
  

Mendelssohn’s attention to craftsmanship and his respect for “outmoded” Baroque forms was not always appreciated by his contemporaries.  Encounters with other musicians of his day provide interesting commentary on Mendelssohn’s high standards of excellence.   When Franz Liszt came to Leipzig to perform with the Gewandhaus Orchestra, the Leipzig audience failed to be impressed with his proported “Lisztmania” or what Robert Schumann referred to in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik as “sensations ranging from tenderness to madness.”  When Liszt appeared on stage “as lithe and slender as a tiger-cat,” with flowing long locks, he was booed by the audience and thus, cancelled his appearance for the next evening.  In an effort to heal a growing rift, Mendelssohn, Hiller, and Schumann arranged a series of private musicales, from which the general audience was excluded.  At one of these “Liszt appeared in Hungarian uniform and played a series of pyrotechnical variations on a Hungarian folk melody.  Then insisting his host reciprocate, Liszt watched incredulously as Felix replicated the Hungarian melody, executed one variation after another, and managed to imitate Liszt’s ‘movements and raptures’ without offending him.”
   

When Liszt and Mendelssohn met again in Berlin, in 1841, Mendelssohn was shocked witnessing the responses of the Berlin audiences – female admirers swooning before Liszt, collecting his personal effects, and treating him like royalty.  Mendelssohn vented his rage privately saying, “…Liszt has forfeited a good deal of my deep respect through all the silly tomfoolery he perpetuates not only on the public (which doesn’t hurt) but on the music itself.  Here he has played pieces of Beethoven, Bach, Handel and Weber so wretchedly and inadequately…that renditions by average performers would have given me much greater pleasure.”
 

Whereas Mendelssohn’s first interactions with Richard Wagner were positive ones (Wagner sent Mendelssohn copies of his earliest scores and incorporated suggestions Mendelssohn made), a jealousy began on Wagner’s part that eventually led to a complete break in their association.   Wagner was guided by political and poetic aspirations.  Mendelssohn’s tempos were too controlled and his compositions too outmoded for Wagner’s taste.  Three years after Mendelssohn’s death, Wagner submitted an article to the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik under a pseudonym ‘K. Freigedank’ (meaning ‘Free-thought’) saying, ”it is finally to Mendelssohn’s Jewish heritage that we must ascribe the fact the ‘he was not able, not one single time, to call forth in us that deep, that heart-searching effect which we await from art…’”   Wagner’s anti-Semitic criticism continued to be fueled in Germany until it culminated, under the Nazis, in Mendelssohn’s total erasure from the history of this country’s music.  In 1937 the statue of Mendelssohn that stood before the Gewandhaus was taken down and sold as scrap iron.
  Today musicologists are able to view Wagner’s comments as politically motivated and totally unfair to the genius of Mendelssohn’s works.    

Whereas Mendelssohn found Hector Berlioz’s music “self-indulgent and inept,” once writing about the Francs Juges overture, saying its “orchestration is such a frightful muddle, such an incongruous mess, that one ought to wash one’s hands after handing one of his scores,” Mendelssohn never made these comments public.  Berlioz, on the other hand, in 1829 after hearing Felix Mendelssohn give the first performance of Bach’s St. Matthew’s Passion since the composer’s death, exclaimed, “There is one God – Bach – and Mendelssohn is His prophet.”

Years of overwork eventually took their toll on Mendelssohn’s health.  When he learned of his sister Fanny’s early death in May 1847, at age forty-two, Mendelssohn collapsed and fell into a deep depression.  Exhausted and ill, he never recovered from the news and his own death followed a few months later on 4 November 1847, at age thirty-eight, following a series of strokes.   His death was mourned by thousands of admirers in Leipzig, Berlin, Vienna, Paris, London, and New York.  

Clara Schumann, a dear friend of Mendelssohn’s, wrote in her diary, 

Our grief is great, for he was dear to us, not only as an artist, but as a man and a friend.  His death is an irreparable loss for all who knew and loved him… A thousand cherished memories rise, and one feels tempted to exclaim, ‘Why has heaven done this?’  But it has taken him from earth in the full splendour of his powers, in the flower of his age. …as an artist he stands at the highest summit of his fame – is it not happiness to die thus?  I feel that our grief for him will last all of our lives.

A student and friend of Mendelssohn’s, Charles Edward Horsley, memorialized him in a moving tribute:

In all relations of life, as a son, a husband and a father, he was humanly speaking perfect.  I never met a man who came up more to the standard of a Christian, a scholar, and a gentleman.” 
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