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Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) String Symphony No. 3in E minor (1821)

I. Allegro di molto « Il. Andante e« lll. Allegro

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750)  Concert in A for violin and orchestra after Harpsichord
Concerto No. 4 in A BWV1055 (1738) arranged by Brian Clark
I. Allegro « Il. Larghetto « [ll. Allegro ma non tanto

Interval

Johann Sebastian Bach Double Concerto for 2 violins in D minor BWV1043 (1730-1)
I. Vivace ¢ Il. Largo, ma non tanto « lll. Allegro

Felix Mendelssohn String Symphony No. 9 in C ‘Swiss’ (1823)
I. Grave. Allegro « Il. Andante o
Ill. Scherzo « IV. Allegro vivace
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Mendelssohn produced some of his most perfect
works - such as the Octet for strings and the Overture
to A Midsummer Night’s Dream — while still in his mid-
teens. A vital part of his uncommonly privileged musical
education was his parents’ provision of a chamber
orchestra drawn from the Berlin State Orchestra. In the
Mendelssohns’ family home in Berlin he was able to try
out early compositions such as his string symphonies
with these professional musicians.

Mendelssohn wrote all 12 string symphonies, plus one
unfinished, between 1821 and 1823. His teacher, Carl
Friedrich Zelter, engendered in him a deep devotion to
JS Bach’s music. He suggested to his precocious pupil
that the composition of these string symphonies, in
what was by then an old-fashioned style inherited from
CPE Bach, Graun and others, would be an excellent
discipline and improve his technique. The symphonies
remained unpublished until their rediscovery in the East
Berlin State library in the 1950s.

String Symphony No. 3 begins with a robust, incisive
theme which is soon subjected to energetic
contrapuntal writing. Zelter must have been gratified by
Mendelssohn’s skilful counterpoint and his even-
handed part-writing. The graceful Andante in G major
contrasts with the restless energy of the opening
movement. As early as bar 4 Mendelssohn introduces
the ‘foreign’ note E flat for expressive effect. The
movement ends with a downward scale finishing on an
inconclusive F sharp. Beginning with an assertive theme
in unison, the finale has a trill in bar 2 which soon
proliferates throughout a texture as contrapuntal as
that of the opening Allegro di molto. The second half of
the finale has more subdued dynamics, before a sudden
fortissimo leads us to expect a strong ending, but here
Mendelssohn surprises us with his understated wit.

Most of the works we know as Bach’s Harpsichord
Concertos are his own adaptations of concertos he
originally composed for other instruments such as the
violin or oboe. This A major concerto, originally for oboe
d’amore but here readapted for violin, is believed to
date from ¢.1738. As director of the Leipzig Collegium
Musicum from 1729, Bach found renewed incentive to
provide instrumental concertos. The two principal
melodic elements of the opening movement are the
delightfully buoyant arpeggio theme heard at the
beginning and the slightly more vocal melody which the
soloistintroduces. The deeply expressive Larghettoin F
sharp minor opens with a chromatically descending
bass line establishing the emotional character of the
movement, which is enhanced by the violin’s eloquent,
flowing lines. One of Bach’s most joyfully uninhibited
melodies begins the Finale, a movement of great
rhythmic variety and dance-like vitality.

Of Bach’s three familiar violin concertos, the one in D
minor is for two violins and strings. One general feature
of the solo parts of the three concertos is their much less
virtuosic  nature  when compared with the
unaccompanied violin music which he wrote for the

greatest German players of the day. The D minor Double
Concerto begins in fugal style before the soloists
introduce a new theme characterised by wide leaps of a
tenth. In conventional manner the solo episodes
alternate with sections of ritornello (little returns) -
passages in which Bach recalls his opening material,
often in shortened or modified form. In the sublime
Largo ma non tanto in F major the accompaniment is
completely subordinated to the unfolding of the
soloists’ melodic lines. The opening melody is almost
imperceptibly passed from second violin to first,
creating aspecial intimacy. Unlike the typical dance-like
Baroque concerto finale, the final Allegro is restless and
urgent in character, the two soloists entering in quick
succession. Quite early in the movement Bach
introduces a new figure of semiquaver ftriplets,
effectively increasing rhythmic momentum. The
orchestra returns to a more important role. Indeed, in
two passages the soloists become accompanists, their
repeated chords hammered out against the orchestra’s
vigorous semiquavers.

Mendelssohn’s later string symphonies reveal a more
mature and adventurous composer. He completed No.
9 in March 1823, just after the early Violin Concerto in D
minor. The symphony opens with a Grave introduction,
in the second half of which the cello/bass pizzicato
enhances the texture. Typically energetic, the Allegro in
C major is a substantial structure, monothematic in that
the second subject in G major is exactly the same as the
first. Having included a five-part fugato in the
development section, Mendelssohn accommodates
further development in the coda. In these symphonies
in general Mendelssohn’s writing for strings is
thoroughly idiomatic, but in No. 9 he shows a more
experimental approach to texture. One feature is the
sub-dividing of the violas throughout, but in the genial E
major Andante Mendelssohn shows further originality in
juxtaposing a passage for violins only, sub-divided into
four parts, with a central section for lower strings, a
sombre, rather other-wordly fugal passage in E minor.
Even the double-bass part enjoys some independence
- stilluncommon for this instrument in 1823. In July 1822
the Mendelssohn family had embarked upon a three-
month trip to Switzerland, where Felix was more
impressed with the mountains than with the national
folk-music. Nevertheless, the trio section of this
symphony’s scherzo is based on a Swiss folk-song, with
gentle yodelling at the end of each phrase — a genial
contrast with the highly strung scherzo sections in
which Mendelssohn is obsessed with repeated notes.
Beginning in G minor, the finale includes some brilliant
fugal writing, a well-defined second subject with rapid
triplet accompaniment, and a strenuous development
section. Near the end Mendelssohn switches to C major
and twice increases the tempo (Presto, then piu stretto)
for the conclusion of what is one of the very finest of
these string symphonies.
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