Symphony No. 4 in A Major, Op. 90 "Italian" (1832)

Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847)

"In 1830, Mendelssohn set out on a long study tour to Italy.  He travelled by way of Vienna and Graz to Venice, Florence and Rome, followed by a trip to Naples and Pompeii, and returned via Genoa and Milan.  Behind the choice of these visits the existence can again be discerned of a literary guide book: Goethe's Italienische Reise.  Mendelssohn had met the writer in 1821 through his teacher Zelter and visited him frequently in the next few years.  Just as he associated Scotland with the romantic emotional world of the Ossian ballads and the novels of Scott (Mendelssohn's 3rd Symphony is dubbed 'Scottish'), he saw Italy through the eyes of the classical master from Weimar.  No doubt that is why his Italian is his most 'classical' symphony.  The themes are in the main symmetrically structured and developed in the manner of Beethoven, and in the design and sequence of its movements the Italian also follows the pattern of the classical symphony as established by Haydn and Mozart.  It opens with an Allegro vivace in sonata form, followed by a song-like Andante con moto; the third movement is a minuet marked Con moto moderato, and a Saltarello.  Presto provides the finale.  For this last movement, Mendelssohn drew his inspiration from Neapolitan folk music, but he treated it in a completely classical manner, namely as a sonata rondo, a form which Haydn had been the first to use in the final movements of his symphonies.  In 1832, while Mendelssohn was still working on the Italian, Goethe and Zelter both died in rapid succession.  One can well imagine that he wished to provide a double memorial to these two men whom he venerated when he alluded in the main theme of the second movement to Zelter's setting of Goethe's König in Thule.

"But alongside all these oblique allusions to Italy as the symbol of classicism, there are naturally also direct references and atmospheric pictures in light, radiant colours.  The lively, ebullient opening theme of the first movement conveys something of the enthusiasm with which Mendelssohn immediately after his arrival in 'the land where the lemon trees bloom' (Goethe), wrote to his dear ones at home: 'This is Italy!  And what I have thought of, ever since I have been able to think, as the greatest pleasure in life has now begun, and I am enjoying it.' "

~ Eva Reisinger

