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Mendelssohn: Symphony No. 5 in D major, Op. 107, “Reformation”

Felix Mendelssohn was a child prodigy, as extraordinary as Mozart, born into an affluent Berlin family that was
able to support the development of his gifts as a pianist, composer, and eventually a conductor. By the time he
was 16 he had written many sophisticated works, including two that remain important in modern concert life—
the Octet and the Overture to A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Encouraged by his teacher Carl Zelter, a choral
conductor and expert in Baroque counterpoint, he produced and directed the first performance of the Bach St.
Matthew Passion since Bach’s death, when he himself was only 19 years old. This achievement was certainly
part of his being commissioned to write a work for the 300th anniversary of the Augsburg Confession, an early
document of the Lutheran Reformation, which was planned for 1830. That event was cancelled, but not before
Felix had completed a “Symphony to Celebrate the Church Revolution,” in spite of poor health and an intense
travel schedule. A performance planned for Paris in 1832 was cancelled after one rehearsal because the
musicians thought it “too learned,” and it finally received its premiere later that year in Berlin with the composer
conducting. Mendelssohn, an obsessive and self-critical reviser, held himself to such high standards that he
withdrew the work and it was not published until after his death, explaining why it is numbered as his fifth, even
though it was his second full symphony. Two other mature symphonies, the ones known as the “Italian” and
“Scottish,” are even better known than this one, known as the “Reformation,” but it is admired by scholars and
loved by many players and listeners. Mendelssohn was too hard on himself.

The most obvious reference to “reforming” theologian Martin Luther in the symphony is his famous chorale
“Ein’ feste Burg” (A Mighty Fortress), which is still sung in Protestant churches today. Luther was a music
lover and is credited with both the text and tune of this hymn. Mendelssohn used it as the basis for the last
movement, a large scale “chorale fantasia” (a church organ genre) that is simultaneously in symphonic “binary”
form. He successfully combines the old worlds of Luther and Bach with more “classical” and even early
“romantic” symphonic ideas of Beethoven, another of his idols, only recently deceased. The introduction to this
finale is where the famous hymn is first heard played by the solo flute. This too is a reference to Luther, who is
known to have played the flute. A drama that was well known in early 19th-century German culture depicts the
monk Luther playing his flute while formulating his theological ideas; and even the poet Heine wrote about
Luther, whom he saw as a Romantic hero, turning to his flute for solace. It is therefore possible to imagine this
and several flute solos in earlier movements of the symphony as representing the “voice” of Luther.

The symphony opens with a slow introduction employing techniques of renaissance polyphony that
Mendelssohn would have learned from Zelter. It can be heard as representing the old Catholic order of Rome.
But near the end the, chords of the “Dresden Amen”, a response still sung in Protestant churches, are heard, and
this of course represents the Lutheran Reformation. The following first movement is a serious sonata-allegro
that recalls Beethoven. The following scherzo is light-hearted and almost in folk style. The trio section contains
a charming tune that seems to quote a passage from Mozart’s opera Cosi fan tutte. But recent scholarship
suggests that it might be referring to an oratorio by Bach’s son C.P.E. that celebrates the civic success of the city
of Hamburg. The “reformation” was after all not only a religious event, but was understood to represent German
lands breaking free from Roman domination. The slow, lyrical third movement of the work reminds us that
Mendelssohn would also mature into an important composer of vocal music, particularly his great oratorios
Elijah and St. Paul. The violins “sing” a beautiful tune, and the flute “voice” of Luther comments.

Many articles about Mendelssohn start by referring to the fact that his grandfather Moses was an important
Jewish philosopher and intellectual, but that his father made the decision to convert the family to Christianity in
order to give the children opportunities in an era when anti-Semitism was a major impediment in German lands.
Indeed, it did open many doors for Felix. But we can never forget that over the next century things did not
always improve for even “assimilated” Jews, and of course became a nightmare in the 20th century. Richard
Wagner hated Mendelssohn and wrote extensively about his inability to write “real” German art music. But at
least in the middle of the 19th century he was seen as a leader in German culture, conducting major orchestras
and choirs, directing the conservatory in Leipzig, and composing some of the most admired works in the
repertoire. And we can be grateful that he did not destroy this wonderful symphony that he came to regard as
“juvenilia”. It is a beautiful mature work, even if he was only 20 when he wrote it.

— Program Notes by Brent Wissick, UNC-CH



