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ABSTRACT 

This study discusses Felix Mendelssohn - Bartholdy's appoinbnent to the Prussian Court of King 

Friedrich Wilhelm IV, Mendelssohn's relationship with the Court (both personal and professional) and the 

numerous difficulties encountered with this appoinbnent. In addition, Mendelssohn's musical 

responsibilities and personal feelings toward the cities of Leipzig and Berlin, Berlin's choral traditions 

(including a brief history of the Berlin Domchor) will also be discussed. Mendelssohn's op. 78, op. 79 and 

Die deulsche Lilurgie written for the Berlin Domchor reflect the sometimes competing demands of the 

traditional liturgical genres (e. g. Masses, psalms, motets), which are more "objective" in nature and the far 

more "subjective" elements inherent in the Romantic "ideal" of expression. This study deals exclusively 

with the unaccompanied choral compositions written for the Berlin Domchor with particular emphasis 

given to op. 78 - Drei Psalmen, and op. 79 - Sechs Spriiche. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to describe and evaluate the influences upon Felix Mendelssohn during 

his tenure as Music Director to the Berlin Court (1841-46). The study focuses on a select group of choral 

works Mendelssohn composed for the Berlin Domchor, with panicular emphasis given to op. 78 and 

op. 79, as well as the political, cultural, social and religious atmosphere prevalent in Prussia from the Wars 

of Liberation (1813-15) to Mendelssohn's death in 1847. The study explores the implications of the 

following: the intricacies of Mendelssohn's summons to Berlin as Director of Music to the Berlin Court 

and his conflict with the cities of Berlin and Leipzig. This study employs historical and descriptive research 

LO evaluate the various influences that helped shape Mendelssohn's choral music written for the Berlin 

Domchor, the mosL important of which are the following: the Prussian Agende (1816-21), his interest in 

the vocal polyphony of the Renaissance and Baroque periods, the negative reaction of the Coun clergy. and 

his desire to compose music to fulfill his responsibilities to the Berlin Domchor and King Friedrich 

Wilhelm IV. 
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Need for tbe Study 

Until recently, scholars have neglected the choral compositions Mendelssohn wrote for the church 

and in particular, those he compoSf'..d for the Berlin Cathedral Domchor. Interest in Mendelssohn's choral 

compositions has been encouraged by two recent dissertations. "An Analytical Survey of Unaccompanied 

Choral Works for Mixed Voices by Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy" by Craig Jessop and "The Shorter Choral 

Works with Sacred Text of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy" by Robert Chambers. As these scholars have 

demonstrated,op. 78 and op. 79 seem to reflect the sometimes competing demands of the traditional 

liturgical genres (e.g. Masses, psalms, motets), which are more "objective" in nature, and the far more 

"subjective" elements inherent in the Romantic "ideal" of expression. 

The Prussian Agende (1816-21) was an attempt on the part of King Friedrich Wilhelm III to 

dictate the types of composition pennissible in the Protestant Service. According to the Prussian Agende, 

choral singing was allowed only in specific portions of the Service, and instrumental accompaniment was 

not penniued in the liturgical portions of the Service. Moreover, analysis of op. 78 and op. 79 can leave 

lime doubt, that Mendelssohn's choral compositional style was deeply influenced by his teacher Friedrich 

Zeiter, whose lessons included studies and exercises based on conservative Northern Gennan traditions. 

Consequently, Mendelssohn was thoroughly grounded in a style that was soon deemed archaic and old

fashioned. In addition to his t.eacher, Mendelssohn held composers such as J. S. Bach and G. F. Handel in 

high esteem. Evidence of these influences in op. 78 and op. 79 include the use of eight-part writing, 

concertante texture and declamatory recitative. Finally, the particular circumstances attending 

Mendelssohn's appointment in Berlin certainly affected his composition. There is reason to suppose that 

Mendelssohn's conflict with the Court clergyman Strauss and the latter'S support of the Prussian Agende 

were more a result of professional jealousy than musical taste. Strauss did not want Mendelssohn's choral 

compositions to overshadow the spoken word, more specifically, his sermon. Mendelssohn was constantly 

frustrated by the lack of clearly defined responsibilities, as well as the lack of support in regards to 
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perfonning forces at his disposal at the Berlin Cathedral. All of these diverse influences appear to have 

shaped his compositional output during his tenure in the service of King Friedrich Wilhelm IV. 

Mendelssohn's conservative approach to choral composition for the church is exemplified in op. 78 

and 79. His early formal musical education was based upon the teaching of Friedrich Zeiter, director of the 

Berlin Singakadamic, who put Mendelssohn through a rigorous regime of figured bass, chorale 

harmonization, counterpoint, canon and fugue. However, as with the case of Bach, the revitalization and 

rediscovery of Mendelssohn's choral compositions are experiencing a renaissance and he is beginning to be 

appreciated as a composer of a genre that is often neglected: choral compositions wriuen for the church 

during the Romantic era. 
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Limitations or the Study 

This study examines only those unaccompanied choral works Mendelssohn composed between 

1843 and 1846, the final four years he served the Berlin Court. It considers the following compositions: 

Drel Psalmen - op. 78 

No. 1 Psalm 2, Warum toben die Heiden 
No.2 Psalm 43, Riehte mieh, GOlt 
No.3 Psalm 22, Mein Gott, warum hast du mieh verlassen? 

Sechs Sprilche - op. 79 

No.1 Weihnachten 
No.2 Am Neujahrstage 
No.3 Am Himmel/ahrtstage 
No.4 In der Passions1.eil 
No.5 1m Advent 
No.6 Am Char/reitage 

Die deutsche Liturgie 

Kyrie 
Heilig (Sanetus) 

Ehre sei Gott in der Hohe (Gloria) 
Und Friede auf Erden 

Wir loben dich 
Denn du al/ein bist heilig, Amen 

Die deutsche Liturgie was an attempt by Mendelssohn to compose a liturgy for the church 

that was in compliance with the Prussian Agende instigated by King Friedrich Wilhelm III. Although 

Die deutsche Lilurgie is important historically, it has not merited attention insofar that the last three 

movements, "Und Friede auf Erden," "Wir loben dieh." and "Denn du al/ein bist heilig," remain 

unpublished. Consequently, the Liturgie will be discussed for its historical rather than musical 

significance. 
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Chapter I: PRUSSIAN MONARCHS, (1800.48) 

King Friedrich Wilhelm ill 

The early years of the Nineteenth centwy were an extremely traumatic time for Prussia. King 

Friedrich Wilhelm III had survived the Judensturm, "a little pogram that did not amount to more than 

looting, booirlg, and beating of Jews." 1 The legal equality for Prussian Jews was finally achieved in 1812, 

although the equality affected only cenain families that had already attained exclusive status within the 

Prussian community. However, this special status for some was negated in 1822 by "a royal edict rthat] 

banned Jews from all government positions, be it in a teaching, judicial, or administrative capacity. ,,2 The 

"Wars of Liberation" had concluded in 1815 and produced the so-called "Biedermeier" period, a period in 

which Prussia began to emerge and develop in the area of manufacturing and industry. This development 

continued, and Prussia prospered over the following thirty years. 

Following the "Wars of Liberation" (1813-15), King Friedrich Wilhelm III engaged in the 

formation of a "Holy Alliance" with the Tsar of Russia and the Emperor of Austria. The intent of this 

alliance was to provide security for aU parties involved in regards to aggression and revolution both 

domestic and foreign. Within this alliance several devclopments were instituted; "State frontiers were so 

drawn and the spheres of influence of the great powers so balanced that a war to change them would not be 

worth anyone's success."3 King Friedrich Wilhelm III also intended the alliance to bind the three Slates into 

a common Christian nation through ecumenical universal Christianity. This was difficult to achieve, even 

within Prussia considering that Prussia at this time was divided into two sociological unequal parlS: the 

cast was fundamentally Protestant and the west predominantly Catholic. To complicate this demographic 

1 Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image or the Composer and His Age. Translatcd by 
Dika Newlin. (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 29. 

::? Ibid., as quoted in Margolis and Marx, History of the Jewish People. (philadelphia: ] 927), 
p. 635. 

:. Sebastian Haffner, The Rise and fall of Prussia. Translated by Edwald Osers. (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980), p. 100. 
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situation. the denominational preference of the royalty was involved: the Tsar was Russian Orthodox. the 

Emperor of Austria. Catholic. and the King of Prussia. Protestant Therefore. from its origin. the alliance 

was conceived in an unrealistic fashion. 

The goal of King Friedrich Wilhelm III was to develop an ecumenical system. "a universal 

Christian Church within which the different denominations would represent no more than. in a manner of 

speaking. provinces of faith."4 This official piety was centered around the reaction against the Age of 

Enlightenment and an attempt to return to the ideals of the Middle Ages: Christian Kingship. chivalry and 

the feudal values of loyalty and vassalage. This movement. a direct response to the political upheaval of 

the "Wars of Liberation." eventually led to the blossoming of the Romantic movement in Prussia. 

The process of restoration can be traced to the Swiss philosopher Karl Ludwig von Haller. In his 

treatise. Restauration der Staatswissenschart he stales. 

Governments' function was to govern. and society was to be organized according 
to the aristocratic principle of nature ... as the father was the head of the family, so the 
sovereign was the head of the conglomerate of families comprising the state. The difference 
between sovereign and subject was that the former had no superior power over him other 
than God. Haller argued that "the monarch was neither representative nor servant of an 
abstract concept of the state, but was the owner of the state which was his very own 
property."S 

These same principles would apply to other property owners and heads of families. This officially devout 

philosophy led to the formation of a national church with the King as Supreme Bishop and the 

incorporation of a structure with "General Superintendants corresponding to Chief Presidents, and 

Superintendants corresponding to the Government Presidents.,,6 This action forced the Calvinist and 

Lutheran denominations into a common church organization despite their creed differences. The result of 

this union was a joint church organization with joint ecclesiastical authorities, a common personnel of 

pastors, joint supervising authorities and a common order of divine service. There were numerous 

4 Sebastian Haffner, The Rise and Fall or Prussia. Translated by Edwald Osers. (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson. 1980). p. 97. 

5 Hannsjoachim Koch. A History or Prussia. (London: Longman Group Limited, 1978). p. 213. 
6Sebastian Haffner. The Rise and Fall or Prussia. Translated by Edwald Osers. (London: 

Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980). p. 96. 
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difficulties in implementing the divine service known as the Agende. 

The consolidation of power under an all encompassing sovereign labeled the reign of King 

Friedrich Wilhelm III a police state, resulting in hundreds of rebellious students being sent to prison. The 

confrontation between Catholics and Protestants reached a high point when "Catholic students at the 

University of Bonn were forbidden to attend any lecture presented by any Professors known to be supporters 

of the Prussian State."7 During this same period an edict from the Archdiocese of Cologne demanded the 

immediate ending of mixed marriages belween Protestants and Catholics. The King intervened and 

confirmed his support for the idea of mixed marriages as his universal ideology would suggest. 

Heinrich Heine viewed these and other actions and observed: 

I did not trust Prussia, that tall sham-pious Knight in spats, with his big belly 
and wide-open trap, with that corporal's stick which he rust dips in Holy Water before 
hiuing out with it. I disliked that philosophically-Christian anny spirit, that hoctchpotch 
of small beer,lies and sand. Distasteful, profoundly distasteful, this Prussia was to me -
this stiff, hypocritical and sham-holy Prussia, that Tartuffe among states.S 

Even with the numerous religious and political conflicts, the cultural life of Prussia was 

developing at an impressive rate, as was the academic life. The University of Berlin had never before listed 

among its faculty more brilliant names: Hegel, Schelling, Sauvigny and Ranke. 

The cultuml/economic development of Prussia during the first forty years of the nineteenth century 

was staggering. The numerous changes that occurred included: a rising middle class which no longer lived 

off the state or court, abounding ideas of civil liberty and national unity, developing railways and the 

initiating of free trade of goods between regions. The most important development was a society which 

was "eager for reforms, but now it was the state that did not wish to implement reforms and indeed quite 

stubbornly opposed any innovation."9 

7Hannsjoachim Koch, A History of Prussia. (London: Longman Group Limited, 1978), p. 214. 
8Sebastian Haffner, The Rise and Fall of Prussia. Translated by Edwald Osers. (London: 

Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980), p. 97. 
9Ibid .• p. 103. 



During his final years, King Friedrich Wilhelm III became a very cautious and stoic person. His 

generally peace-loving personality became one of hostility. His death in 1840 was completely 

overshadowed by the optimism and hope generated by the ascension of a new sovereign. 
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King Friedrich Wilhelm IV 

Immediately following the death of King Friedrich Wilhelm III, on January 7, 1840, his son, 

Friedrich Wilhelm IV, ascended to the throne. King Friedrich Wilhelm IV's "reign began with a general 

amnesty for the sentenced 'demagogues' and the rehabilitation of persecuted professors and journalists." 1 0 

His liberal approach to laws which affected all the Prussian general assemblies pacified his numerous 

skeptics. He relaxed Prussian censorship and lifted the spirits of the free thinkers that had earlier been 

fugitives from the Prussian army. His initial actions demonstrated his desire to be a monarch close to the 

people. King Friedrich Wilhelm IV "was intelligent, full of good intentions, educated, longed for affection 

and was appreciative of beauty. "11 However, he also possessed a "mystically romantic concept of Divine 

Right and a downright revulsion against modem constitutionalism."12 A constitution, however was the 

very thing for which the rising middle class had hoped and something his father had successfully avoided. 

King Friedrich Wilhelm IV's greatest strengths lay in the area of the arts and humanities. He was 

determined to encourage artists, scientists and scholars. King Friedrich Wilhelm IV has been called by 

numerous writers (e.g., Werner, Marek, etc.) as the "Romanticist on the Royal Throne." Gustav Droysen, 

who became famous as an historian and a friend of Mendelssohn's youth, described numerous actions of the 

King that underscore the title, " ... we hear that he ... founded orders such as the very romantic Order of 

the Swan and the poetic-religious Order of Mary, that he neglected foreign policy in a most dangerous 

manner, that he simply ignored developments in Austria and France, etc."13 His problems were 

compounded by indecision and his approach to ruling which was a combination of softness and stubbomess. 

lOSebastian Haffner, The Rise and Fall of Prussia. Translated by Edwald Osers. (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980), p. 104. 

I1George R. Marek, Gentle Genius: The Story of Felix Mendelssohn, p. 266, as quoted in 
Golo Mann, The History of Germany Since 1789. (London: 1968). 

12ibid., p. 104. 
13Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image of the Composer and His Age. Translated by 

Dika Newlin. (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 369, as quoted by Hensel, Felix 
Mendelssohn, III, p. 110. 
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The Austrian Prince Metlerninck wrote of him, "I do not think I am wrong when I make a distinction 

between what the King still wants today and what he will do tomOlTOw."I4 

There is little doubt that this King had very good intentions. However, his idealistic view of life 

and the responsibilities of the throne were in direct conflicL 

His ideas were those of the romantic at odds with his age. He wanted to rule with 
the consent of the people, but this consent must find midiaeval (sic) expression, and society 
must be a hierarchy consisting of happy peasants, honest townsmen, pious clergy, faithful 
nobles, the prince among his nobles. In 1845 there could be no such society. IS 

King Friedrich Wilhelm IV's preoccupation with his unrealistic dreams of life caused him to ignore 

the events leading up to the revolution of 1848. His trust in the power of "Divine Will" was responsible 

for his inactivity at decisive moments; the Lord would make the decision for him. Following a series of 

debilitating strokes and growing mental incapacity he eventually became insane and was forced to abdicate 

the throne in favor of his brother. Heine sums up King Friedrich Wilhelm IV with following lines of 

friendly mockery: 

I have a weak spot for that King 
I think we two are a liule alike 
A noble spirit, a lot of talent. 

I, too, would make a rotten ruler16 

14Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image of the Composer and His Age. Translated by 
Dika Newlin. (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 371, as quoted in Prince Clemens 
Metternick, Denkwilrdlgkelten. (Munich, 1921, II), p. 385. 

150eorge R. Marek, Gentle Genius: The Story of Felix Mendelssohn. (New York: Funk and 
Wagnalls, 1972), p. 266, as quoted in Golo Mann, The History of Germany Since 1789 
(London, 1968). 

16Sebastian Haffner, The Rise and Fall of Prussia. Translated by Edwald Osers. (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980), p. 104. 
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Chapter II: SUMMONS TO BERLIN 

Appoinunent 10 the Court of King Friedrich Wilhelm IV 

Upon the ascension of King Friedrich Wilhelm IV, whose penchant for surrounding himself with 

the brightest and frnest intellectuals and artists available is weU documented by such writers as Werner, 

Haffner, etc., it is no wonder that he attempted 10 procure the highly respected Mendelssohn for the Berlin 

Coun. Mendelssohn would add even more prestige to the already assembled cast of Fredrich Rucken, 

Alexander von Humboldt, the Brothers Grimm, and Ludwig Tieck, among others. The acquisition of the 

aforementioned names fit perfectly into the King's plan to make Berlin the Capital of Prussia's culture. 

However, Mendelssohn, already well established in Leipzig, was also the director of the Gewandhaus 

Orchestra. King Friedrich Wilhelm IV must have been aware of Mendelssohn's negative feelings towards 

Berlin. Mendelssohn was rejected for the post of Singakademie director in 1833. Mendelssohn's feelings 

are expressed quite clearly in a letter 10 Ferdinand Hiller dated July 15, 1838, during a family visit: 

I have now been in my home since May. It gives me a peculiar sensation, so 
much of it has changed, so much in my own self has changed, and yet there is a sort of 
comfortable homelike feeling in it as if I had never left it. ... Looking around me now as 
a sttanger and free from my prejudices, I certainly feel glad that I did not stay, however 
much I may regret it on the account of my family; but the climate and the air here are 
unprofitable and good for nothing. For study and work and isolation Berlin is just the 
place. Everything in my fonner life has now for the f1l'st time become quite clear 10 m~, 
and I see plainly how all myoid hostilities with the people and my bad position were 
brought about by necessity, and this has made these months especially interesting 10 me. 
We are quite pleased with each other now, and on the whole I like Berlin very much, 
because, having gonen rid of the wretched blL';iness altogether, I can enjoy what is good in 
the place without bitler feelings. I7 

The "wretched business" certainly refers to the Singakademie rejection and also the anti-semitism 

which was reportedly a factor in his rejection. Although there is no written evidence to suppon the 

possibility of an anti-semitic view held by some members of the Singakademie, Marc-Andre Souchay, a 

close personal friend of Mendelssohn propogated this possibility. However, it is obvious from numerous 

17Ferdinand Hiller, Mendelssohn Letters and Recollections. Translated by M. E. von Glehn 
(London: MacMillan and Company, 1874), p. 122. 
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writings on the Mendelssohn's family's conversion to the Christian faith and Mendelssohn's deep Protestant 

faith, that the situation was indeed unpleasant. 

Mendelssohn himself describes his feeling in a letter to Klingemann dated September 5,1832 

while the controversy was just beginning: 

... for several weeks I have been so Wlspeakable depressed and in such a bad mood 
that I cannot describe to you •.• then the whole stagnating Berlin dump, then the dealings 
with the academy - with which they treat me more than is decent, in order fmally to choose 
their Rugenhagen or God knows whom. And my poor head, which nothing pleasant can 
enter - Oh, the devil with the whole time. I never had it so rough,18 

Considering the extremely negative feelings Mendelssohn held towards Berlin because of past experiences it 

is surprising that he would consider accepting an appointment which would require his return to Berlin. 

The overhaul of the Berlin Academy of Fine Arts was one of the first projects the new King 

undertook. "The Academy ... had stagnated into a languid, moss-covered existence. Its directors, resting 

on their fat haunches, could not be expected to stir the populace to a frenzy of excitement over His 

Majesty's beneficence. Therefore it followed, the directors must go."]9 King Friedrich Wilhelm IV knew 

Mendelssohn from an earlier meeting in Dusseldorf. However, "the idea of summoning him [Mendelssohn] 

to Berlin did not originate with him. In reality, the invitation [to summon Mendelssohn to help restore the 

status of the Academie] carne from Freiherrn von Busen and Wilhelm von Humboldt. These facts are not 

yet generally known.',20 In a letter dated October 30, 1840, Busen wrote the following letter to the King: 

Your Majesty's personality will easily resolve the difficulty - of which I am fully 
aware - concerning Felix Mendelssohn's positions. Even if the two principal music positions 
were nnt now occupied by Spontini and Rugenhagen, Felix would now want either of them 
and would probably reject both, the former most definitely. But fortunately, neither man is 
doing exactly what Your Majesty ... has in mind. It is a matter of reintroducing the most 
beautiful and noble music into life - not only into the general life of the people, but also into 
the social life of the higher and highest classes of the most musical people in the world. It 
seems to me that this can come about if three aims that are now entirely unfulfilled can be 
realized: 

18Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image or tbe Composer and His Age. Translated by 
Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 228. 

19Schima Kaufman, Mendelssohn: A Second Elijah. (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1934), 
p. 270. 

20Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image or tbe Composer and His Age. Translated by 
Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963). p. 371. 
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1. An outstanding educational institution, especially on the higher level. 
2. Perfonnance of really appro}Xiate music for the Divine Service, according to 

Your Majesty's directions. 
3. Performance of great old and new OOltOrios, as a future lxanch of the 

theatrical productions - for the present, as royal festivities and 
celebrations. 

Is that not enough for one man and master? I mther think it would be too much 
for anyone but Felix Mendelssohn.21 

It is obvious from numerous correspondences that the decision to return to Berlin was an extremely 

difficult one. The sentimental side of Mendelssohn was excited about being close to his family . However, 

he kept the summons from them as they would attempt to influence his decision. He did request an opinion 

from his dear friend, Klingemann, in a letter dated March 10, 1841: "Advise me soon and with complete 

honesty. Remember that among aU the musicians in Berlin there isn't really one accomplished, one whom 

I could use, I would have to change the personnel completely, etc., etc., and all just to make the Prussian 

musical life flourish?"22 

Following numerous letters and negotiations Mendelssohn accepted the position for a one year trial 

period. His title would be Royal Kapellmeister. He was also promised the position of Director of the 

Academy of the Arts. The acceptance and need for a title was q!J.!te !!!lusu~l for M'!n~!~-O!m, who avoifted 

pomp and circumstance. However, Berliners in his estimation, "were adept at wire-pulling, vicious, 

intriguing. They would bow only to officialdom. As much as he despised showy titles, it would be 

necessary to have a powerful one to wield as a cudgel over these sour, recalcitrant artists. ,,23 His salary was 

3,000 thalers, and in addition, he would be allowed ample leave for travel. Mendelssohn accepted the 

appointment in May of 1841 and eventually moved to Berlin in July of 1841, although it wasn't until 1843 

that his family officially took up residence in Berlin. 

21Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image of tbe Composer and His Age. (London: The 
MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 371, as quoted in Josias Frelletr von Bunsen aus selnen 
Brie/en, geschilderl von seiner Wilwe (Leipzig, 1869, II), p. 142. 

221bid. 
23Schima Kaufman, Mendelssohn: A Second Elijah. (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 

1934), p. 273. 
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Frustrations with Berlin and the Court 

During his flrst year, Mendelssohn spent time traveling between Berlin and Leipzig in an attempt 

to fulml his duties to both the King and the Gewandhaus Orchestra. Mendelssohn expended tremendous 

amounts of energy on the reorganization of the Music Academy. However, his efforts were dismissed by 

the inaction of others. Mendelssohn's chief obstacle was Minister von Eichorn, "a dull unimaginative and 

reactionary bureaucrat. The man with whom Mendelssohn dealt directly, and who was responsible for him, 

His Excellency von Massow, was an official whose attitude was noble but who was greatly handicapped by 

his position between the King and Minister."24 However, he did auempt to support Mendelssohn's 

proposals, but with little success. In a letter to Ferdinand David, an old friend and concertmaster of the 

Gewandhaus Orchestra, Mendelssohn vents much of his frustration: 

You wish to hear some news about the Berlin Conservatorie? So do I, but there 
is none. TIle affair is on the most extensive scale - if it is on any scale at all, and not 

. merely in the air. The King seems to have a plan for reorganizing the Academy of the 
Arts; but it is hardly possible to do this without reconstructing it, and this they can't 
make up their minds to do. And I am hardly able to advocate it, because I don't see that 
music is likely to benefit much from the Academy in any shape or form. 

The musical part of the new Academy is, I believe to become a Conservatorie; 
but it is absolutely useless, to reorganize one part alone, so now it depends on the other 
three ... the existing heads of the four departments can't (or won't) be superseded or have 
their powers curtailed - so we shall just have to wait until they die off ... 

So you ask, what on earth do they want of me in Berlin at the moment? My 
answer is that I don't really know, but that I believe they intend to give during the winter a 
number of important concerts using all the resources at their disposal, and that I am to 
direct them. Some will be in a church, some in a concert hall; but whether they will ever 
take place seems to me very doubtful. In any case, these are in my opinion the only 
projects which can or will be carried out at the moment.25 

Mendelssohn, having been extremely ineffr.ctive in his dealings with the Court, asked for a 

farewell audience with the King and attempted to resign. During this audience, the King drew upon his well 

documented "amiable character," with which he "invariably ... disarmed his enemies by humanity and 

24Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image of the Composer and His Age. (London: The 
MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 372. 

25Wilfrid Blunt, On Wings of Song: A Biography of Felix Mendelssohn. (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1974), p. 218. 
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obligingness.,,26 The King managed to persuade Mendelssohn to stay for one more trial year, and during 

this time Mendelssohn's duties would be clarified. The King also promised to form a choir of 

approximately thirty excellent singers, and a small insttumental ensemble would be available for church 

music on Sundays and Festivals. In a letter to Karl K1ingemann, dated November 23, 1842, Mendelssohn 

describes the essence of his audience with the King: 

... the King must have been in especially good humour, for, instead of fmding 
him angry with me, I never saw him so amiable and so genuinely confidential. To my 
farewell speech he replied: he could not compel me to remain, but he did not hesitate to 
say that it would cause him heartfelt regret if I left him; that by doing so, all the plans 
which he had built around my presence in Berlin would be frustrated, and that I should 
leave a void which he could never flU. As I would not concur in this, he said that if I 
would name anyone capable of carrying such and such plans into execution as well as he 
believed I could, then he would enttust them to the person I selected, but he felt sure I 
should be unable to name one of whom he could approve. The following are the plans 
which he disclosed at length and in detail. First of all to form a kind of real theatre 
organization, that is, a small chorus of about thirty first-rate singers, and a small 
orchestra; their duties would be to perfonn church music on Sundays and at festivals, 
and also to give ora~rios and S.J forth; that I was to direct these and compose music for 
them ... 27 

Mendelssohn may have known that these promises and plans were only a ploy to keep his 

services. He responded officiaUy to the King's proposal in a letter dated October 28, 1842: 

Your Majesty: 
In the memorable words Your Majesty was pleased to address to me you mentioned 

that the attention is to add a certain number of able singers to the existing royal church 
choirs, in order to form a nucleus for these choirs, as weU as for any amateurs of singing who 
might subsequently wish to join them, serving as a rallying point and example, and in the 
manner gradually to elevate and to enable church-music and to insure its greater 
development. 

And further, in order to support the singing of the congregation with insttuments 
which produce the most solemn and noble effects - as your Majesty may remember during 
the celebration of the Jubilee in the Nicolai Church - it is proposed that a small number of 
instrumentalists (probably selected from the members of the Royal Orchestra) should be 
engaged, who are also intended to fonn the basis for subsequent grand performances of 
oratorios, etc. 

The direction of a musical body, which would be built up in this manner - a 
genuine Royal Orchestra - Your Majesty expressed the intention of enttusting to me, but, 
until its' fonnation, to grant me entire freedom of choice with regard to my place of 

26Sebastian Haffner, The Rise and Fall or Prussia. Translated by Edwald Osers (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980), p. 104. 

27G. Seldon-Goth, ed., Letters· Felix Mendelssohn. (New York: Pantheon Books Inc., 1945). 
p. 318. 
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residence. 
The execution of this plan will fulfill to the utmost all my wishes as to public 

musical activity; I can never cease to be grateful to Your Majesty for it, and I do not doubt 
that the organization of such an institution could be effected here without any serious 
difficultie.'). 

But I would request Your Majesty not to assign the organizing to me 
personally, but permit me to co-operate merely with my opinion and advice, which I shall 
always most gladly be prepared to give. Until, however, to use Your Majesty's own 
expression, the instrument is ready, on which I am hereaf&er to play, I wish to make use of 
my freedom of action so graciously awarded to me by Your Majesty and for the present return 
to Leipzig for the direction of the Gewandhaus Orchestra. The <rders which YOID' Majesty 
was pleased to give me, I shall carry into execution there with the utmost zeal and to the best 
of my abilities. At the same time, I entreat Y OlD' Majesty - as I am not to be engaged in any 
public sphere of action here till the organization of the InstilU&e and am, till then, to enjoy 
exclusive liberty - to be allowed to give up one-half of the salary previously granted me; for 
as long as I take advantage of this freedom of work. 

In repeating my heartfelt thanks for all the favors which Your Majesty has so 
liberally bestowed on me, I am, till death, 

Your Majesty's devoted scrvan1.28 

Through this response Mendelssohn secured his return to Leipzig and, virtual freedom for 

his own musical endeavors. However, his return to Berlin would require positive action by the King. As a 

reward for accepting his offer, the King conferred upon Mendelssohn the title of General Music Director, the 

highest musical title he was able to bestow. 

28G. Seldon-Goth, ed., Letters - Felix Mendelssohn. (New York: Pantheon Books Inc., 1945), 
p. 315. 
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Berlin vs. Leipzig 

Mendelssohn's dissatisfaction with the Berlin appointment as well as his desire to return to 

Leipzig was prompted by the unsatisfying Berlin musical life. The vagueness of his responsibilities also 

contributed to his dissatisfaction. Mendelssohn found the musicians of Berlin "unresponsive and difficult, 

and he had none of the spontaneous support, and affection to which he had been accustomed at Leipzig.,,29 

His letters continually describe the poor quality of the music-making that went on in Berlin. However, the 

numerous critics residing in Betlin at this time, Ludwig Rellstab (an author of numerous articles and a 

supporter of Mendelssohn's music), Adolf Bernhard Marx (author, composer and Director of Music at the 

University of Berlin [1830-56]), and musicologist, Adolf Weissman gave Berlin an exciting musical 

atmosphere. Although, perhaps "Berlin was fickle; and the music is an affair of the upper ten thousand ... 

the common people of Berlin ... were not merely unmusical, but anti-musical.,,30 

Mendelssohn was extremely sarcastic in his criticism of Berlin in a letter to Klingemann written in 

the summer of 1841, in which he describes Berlin as: "Big plans and tiny realization, big demands and tiny 

achievements, perfect criticisms and miserable musicians; liberal ideas and the Court's servants out in the 

streets.,,31 

Despite these dismal descriptions of Berlin's socio-musical atmosphere, Mendelssohn did attain 

satisfactory success with the Royal Orchestra, and the Cathedral Choir, especially on high holidays. His 

oratorio St. Paul and his stage music were well received. However, Mendelssohn continually compared 

these successes and the performance levels with his experiences in Leipzig. 

29Philip Radcliffe, Mendelssohn. (London: J. M. Dent & Sons Lt<l., First Edition, 1954, Last revised, 
1976), p. 45. 

30Heinrich Eduard Jacob, Mendelssohn and His Times. Translated by Richard and Clara Winston 
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall Inc., 1963), p. 288. 

31 Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image or the Composer and His Age, (London: The 
MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 373. 

23 



Leipzig was smaller than Berlin. Its population in the 1840's was nearly the same as in J. S. 

Bach's day - approximately thirty thousand. Despite its size, Leipzig supported numerous outstandi.ng 

musical organizations: the Gewandhaus Orchestra, which under Mendelssohn achieved a very high standard; 

the Stadttheater, which was a very successful operatic center; and the Si1Jgakademie, which was best known 

for numerous choral societies. The most apparent difference between Berlin and Leipzig was the socio-

musical make-up. Berlin was large, and only the upper class had an interest in the developing cultural life. 

Conversely, Leipzig, a "self-governed city ... created learning and the arts to a figure out of proportion to 

its population. It had a long and notable history in music, literature, and philosophical thought.,,32 

Leipzig's smaller size, cultured history, coupled with Mendelssohn's immediate acceptance, were attractive 

attributes when compared to his limited accomplishments in Berlin. Musical conservatism flourished in 

both Berlin and Leipzig, although Berlin "to some extent was more famous for it's preoccupation with 

words about music ... than the music itself. ,,33 However, Leipzig, with its ·great interest in music that 

matched Mendelssohn's intents, further explains his attraction to the city.. In addition, the religious 

aunosphere of Berlin was not very compatible with Mendelssohn's deeply religious views. "The Berlin 

populace was anti-religious. More than that, it made mock of Religion. ,,34 J. J. Engel, author of the 

. Enlightenment novel, Herr Lorenz Stark noted: 

that most Christians went to church only four times in their lives. The first 
time they were carried there to be baptized; the second time they walked on their two legs 
to be confinned; the third time to be united in marriage; and the fourth time they were 
carried again, in a coffin.35 -. 

32J. W. Finson and R. L. Todd, Mendelssobn and Scbumann: Essays on Tbeir Music and Its 
Content. (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1984), p. 89. 

33R. Larry Todd, Mendelssohn's Musical Education: A Study and Edition or His 
Exercises in Composition. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 6, as 
quoted from Eugene Helm, Music at tbe Court or Frederick tbe Great. (Norman, 
Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma, 1960), p. 223. 

34Heinrich Eduard Jacob, Felix Mendelssohn and His Times. Translated by Richard and Clara 
Winston (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall Inc., 1963), p. 298 as quoted in 
Diisseldorjer Kunstlerbrie/e, (Dilsseldorf, 1858). 

35Ibid., p. 299 as quoted in J. J. Engel, Herr Lorenz Stark. (Berlin, 1801). 
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This hostility to religion was not only confined to the common people. .. the poet, Fredrich RUckert, 

who was anything but a revolutionary wrote: 

I used to be a Christian soul 
And might have grown still more so 

But nowadays I fin~ lhe whole 
Flock are inclined to bore so. 

I cannot stand your Christian glooms 
YOlO' sighs and painful breathing 

My heM still springs to gayer tunes 
So I've become a heathen 

You may still catch me in that hour 
When I'm at death's door lying, 

But here on earth your doctrines sour 
Are only good for dying. 

This was written by a quiet men and anything but a mocker. No, this 
anti-religious attitude was not a purely intellectual fad. Rather, it was deeply rooted in the 
people, and expressed the general point of view. Any pro-church activity was regarded with 
suspicion. Religious themes in painting, poetry or music simjIY antagonized people, who 
were steadily moving toward the revolutionary year of 1848.3 

It is apparent Mendelssohn struggled with his allegiance to the King of Prussia and the 

comforts and exemplary attributes of Leipzig. "He was drawn to Berlin by his [King Friedrich Wilhelm IV] 

promise, and to Leipzig by his inclinations ... 37 

Mendelssohn's hectic schedule, and many trips throughout Europe steadily took its toll on his 

health. The frustrations of the Berlin appointment, and his overwhelming desire to return to Leipzig, 

despite his families pleadings, finally forced him to resign from the post of General Music Director. On 

November 30,1844, Mendelssohn left Berlin for the final time. However, he did agree to undertake 

occasional commissions and special performances required by the King. Mendelssohn's experiences in 

Berlin were perplexing to such a competent and dedicated servant of his craft and to his King. There were 

numerous successes for Mendelssohn in Berlin. However, these were few in comparison to the many 

36Heinrich Eduard Jacob, Felix Mendelssohn and His Times. Translated by Richard and Clara 
Winston (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall Inc., 1963), p. 299. 

37Ferdinand Hiller, Mendelssohn Letters and Recollections. Translated by M. E. von Glehn 
(London: MacMillan and Co., 1874), p. 210. 
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disappoinunents. His situation could be summed up as: "A man is called to a position which is just right 

for him; he can execute all its duties perfectly. Files are established and the bmeaucracy begins to opemte. 

But he is given no real work, and he cannot locate his employer. Finally t the job and he himself are 

shattered ... 38 

'" 

38Heinrich Eduard Jacob, Felix Mendelssohn and His Times. Translated by Richard and Clara 
Winston (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall Inc., 1963), p. 300, as quoted in M. 
Brod, Franz Kafka (New York, 1960). 
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-------- -----------

Chapterlll: 

SACRED UNACCOMPANIED CHORAL COMPOSITIONS WRITTEN FOR THE 

BERLIN DOMCHOR 

Berlin's choral ttaditions and the Berlin Domchor 

Facts concerning the development of sacred choral singing in Berlin appear to be quite incomplete. 

However, "the earliest evidence of sacred music in Berlin dates from 1465, when five choirsters were 

registered in the Cathedral seminary. ,,39 Increased activity occurred in sacred choral singing with the 

introduction of Protestantism in 1539. During the sixteenth century the three principal churches of musical 

activity in Berlin were St. Nicholas, SL Mary and St. Peter. 

The seventeenth century saw an enormous increase in sacred music activity under the direction of 

Johannes Cruger and his successor J. G. Ebeling at ~L Nicholas's. It was also during this century that 

Berlin had its first collection of Protestant hymns, Cruger's Neues volk6mmliches Gesangbuch 

(1640). The Berlin Court, up until the early seventeenth century, was Catholic. However, after the Court's 

conversion to Protestantism the interest in music declined. It wasn't until 1652, when the Elector ordered 

"Christoph Hasselberg with reviving the music of its (Cathedral) did sacred music begin to flourish."40 

This development was short lived, however, because of the increase in popularity of secular music. 

Consequently, many of the choristers were drawn to the performance of opera. 

In the eighteenth century sacred music was still being performed by the combined choirs of the 

churches of St. Nicholas and St. Mary. "The repertory of the three major churches during the later 

eighteenth century consisted mainly of north German works.,,41 Also during this century, amateur choral 

organizations developed. As a result, sacred music began to be performed outside the Court and Churches. 

39Stanley Sadie, cd., The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians. Vol. 2: "Berlin", 
by Heinz Becker and Richard D. Green (London: MacMillan Publishers Ltd., 1980), p. 565. 

40Ibid. 
4JIbid. 
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These amateur choruses included among others the MusikUbende Gesellschaft, founded by ]. P. Sach in the 

1720's. This choral organization perfonned Graun's Dtr Tod Jesu and some years later, when Handel 

oratorios were added to the repertoire, participated in the first Berlin performance of Handel's Messiah. 

The Berliner Singakademie was established in 1791 by C. F. Fasch and consisted of approximately 

27 singers. Fasch was extremely interested in sacred music of the seventeenth century and "was very 

attracted to its style and tried his hand at a MisSil Brevis for a sixteen-part chorus,'t42 In 1791, under 

Fasch's direction, the Singakademie gave the first perfonnancc of sacred music in a Berlin church by a 

mixed choir. Throughout the latter part of the eighteenth century, the Singakademie remained a very fine 

choir and was responsible for introducing significant works to the Berlin public. 

Following Fasch's death in 1800, the position of Director of the Berlin Singakademie was 

assumed by Karl Frederich ZeIter, Mendelssohn's teacher through his fonnative years. With ZeIter's 

appointment, new impetus was given to the rehearsal and perfonnance of older music, especially that of 

J. S.Bach. "Due to the zealous efforts of these men (pasch and ZeIter), a veritable storehouse of Bach's 

manuscript sources quickly accumulated in Berlin."43 It was this choir which was important in the Bach 

revival, giving the first performances after his death of the St. Matthew's Passion, 1829, (conducted 

by Mendelssohn), the St. John Passion, 1833, and the Mass in B minor, 1834. 

42Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image of tbe Composer and His Age (London: The 
MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 126, as quoted in Musllcallsches Wochenblatt (Berlin, 1791) 
Eighth fascicle. 

43R. Larry Todd, Mendelssohn's Musical Education: A Study and Edition 01 His 
Exercises in Composition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 6. 
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The Berlin Domchor in the early nineteenth century was not a major contributor to the 

development or proliferation of sacred choral music in Berlin. It was not until 1839, when Heinrich August 

Neihardt was appointed Royal Music Director, in the last year of King Friedrich Wilhelm Ill's reign, that 

the Domchor is mentioned. However, there was a Domchor at one time and also a small Court Chapel 

Choir. Neihardt" ... in 1843 founded a regular choir of about 80 singers for Berlin Cathedral by uniting 

the scholars and seminarians who sang the ordinary cathedral service with the smaller court chapel choir. ,044 

Following this action "it (Domchor) assumed a more important role in the city's concert life.'045 

Mendelssohn directed the Domchor as part of his responsibilities to King Friedrich Wilhelm IV in 1843-44. 

Based on available research it is unclear whether the compositions written by Mendelssohn for the Berlin 

Domchor were for a choir of 30 select singers, as described in the letter dated October 28, 1842 (cited earlier 

in this paper) or the much larger 80 voice choir reorganized by Neihardt. It is possible the smaller choir, as 

described in Mendelssohn's correspondence, served as a nucleus for the larger Cathedral choir reorganized by 

Neihardl. 

44Stanley Sadie, ed., The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians. Vol 13: "Heinrich 
August Neihardt", by George Grove (London: MacMillan Publishers Ltd., 1980), p. 99. 

45Ibid., Vol. 2: "Berlin", by Heinz Becker and Richard D. Green. p. 565. 
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Influences (objective vs. subjective): The Prussian Agende (1816-21) 

Mendelssohn and many of his contemporaries looked to the past for inspiration when composing 

for the church. Mendelssohn "looked upon the Masses, Psalms and motets of the sixteenth century as the 

only true church music.'>46 As early as 1833, while Mendelssohn was serving as Director of Music in 

DUsseldorf, "Mendelssohn baveled by coach to Bonn, Cologne, and other cities to purchase copies of scores 

by Di Lassus, Palestrina, and Pergolesi. These compositions collected were to serve as study scores in his 

attempt to give DUsseldorf the kind of church music he thought it should have.'>47 Mendelssohn was also 

greatly influenced by the past through the music of Handel and J. S. Bach. The attitude Mendelssohn 

assumed through his study of older music was the desire to promote rather than neglect its musical 

treasures. Mendelssohn's teacher Zeiter, also a contributor to the revitalization of the study of older music, 

was quite concerned with Mendelssohn's imitation of older styles. In response to these concerns, 

Mendelssohn sought to clarify his attitude: 

In regard to your last letter you seemed anxious lest., following my predilection 
for one of the great masters, I might devote myself too much to church music and be 
led into imitation. Such, however, is certainly not the case ... Natura1ly, nobody can 
forbid me to enjoy the inheritance left by the great masters nor to continue to work at it, 
because nol everybody had to begin at the beginning. But then it must be a continued 
creation according to one's ability and not a lifeless repetition of what is already there.48 

The conflict between objective vs. subjective or liturgical vs. artistic, which all Romantic church 

composers were struggling with was also a major influence on Mendelssohn's choral compositions for the 

Berlin Domchor. In looking back to older styles, "They found a link between themselves and the floating 

46Alfred Einstein, Music in the Romantic Era. (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1947), p. 78. 

47Herbert Kupfberg, The Mendelssohns: Three Generations of Genius. (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1972), p. 169. 

4HR. Larry Todd, Mendelssohn's Musical Education: A Study and Edition of His 
Exercises in Compositi(rn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 86. 
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fonnlessness of this pure and - as they thought - a cappella art. They loved the conttast between these 

passionless, objective sounds and their own passion.lheir own subjectivity.'049 

Mendelssohn was a true believer in the expressive or subjective power of music. His feelings are 

quite clear in a letter to Marc-Andre Souchay, a close family friend, dated October 15, 1842: 

People often complain that music is ambiguous ..• whereas everyone 
understands words, with me it is exactly the reverse - not mezely with regard to entire 
sentences, but also as to individual words; these too seem to me so ambiguous, so vague, 
so unintelligible when compared with genuine music, which fills the soul with a 
thousand things better then words. What the music I love expresses to me, is not thought 
too indefinite to be put into words, but, on the contrary, too defmite.50 

The atmosphere in the early nineteenth century towards church music and the dichotomy between 

artistic or subjective sacred music and functional church music is analyzed by Fridhelm Krummarcher: 

Church music received a dissemination that seems unjustified in proportion to its 
aesthetical value. Being bound to texts and function, church music lost individuality and 
originality. To the extent that it perfonned its function a work was considered worthwhile. 
Without question, orthodox pieces had usefulness as their object. Any idea in the music 
that was not consistent with its function was suspect. 

Musical autonomy was placed opposite functionality and church music became 
opposed to artistic statement The congruence of art and religion promised by the tenn 
art-religion proved to be questionable. 

Where on one hand all art implies religion and, on the other hand, religious music 
is scarcely autonomous rut, the question of the practicality of 'church music' or merely 
'religious music' could be lost in the contradiction. It could either be churchly music 
which emigrates to the concert hall in resemblance to another art whereby its text and idiom 
become suspect, or remain in the churchly realm without making primary claim to art. 
Out of church music arose those works which were merely religious whose churchly 
appearance was accidental. To the extent that music was defined as religious it threatened to 
damage its artistic character; to the extent, however, that it became art, it tended to forfeit its 
churchly function. The more a work fulfiUed religious need, the more questionable its art 
status, and the more it intended art-character, the more unnecessary became its religious tie, 
and the more the condition of artistic quality appears as a hindrance.51 

49 Alfred Einstein, Music in the Romantic Era. (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1947), p. 78. 
50Paul Mendelssohn-Bartholdy and Dr. Carl Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, eds., Letters of Felix 

Mendelssohn-Bartholdy From 1833 to 1847. Translated by Lady Wallace. (Leipzig, 
1863), p. 269-70. 

51Robert Ben Chambers, "The Shorter Choral Works With Sacred Text of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy. 
D. M. A. Dissertation, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1984, p. 20-21, as quoted in 
Kunslreiegran und religioese Musk; zur aeslhelicschen problemalik geisllichen Musik in 19 
Jahrhunderl Die Musikrorschung 32 (1979). pp. 384-385. 
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The Prussian Agende, order of liturgy, which was first inttoduced under King Friedrich Wilhelm III 

as part of his "Universal Church" (discussed in Chapter IT) also influenced Mendelssohn's choral 

compositions for the Domchor. This order of service was to remain virtually unchanged until 1894. 

The parts of the service in which music was allowed were: 

1. Congregational singing 

2. A Bible passage, with proclamation of grace 

3. chorus (Glory be to the Father) 

4. chorus (Kyrie eleison) 

5. Hallelujah 

6. Closing song (sermon chorale) 

7. chorus (Christ, the Lamb of God) 

8. Congregational singing (chorale) 

There is in this order of service a marked separation between the participation of the choir and 

congregation. This delineation was encouraged by "the Pietism of the seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries and the Rationalism of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (which) were hostile, or at 

best indifferent, to organized professional choral singing ... 52 As well, the use of instrumental 

accompaniment was banned within the liturgical portions of the service. Court clergyman Strauss pressed 

this issue further insisting that all instrumentally accompanied music must precede or follow the service. 

This attitude towards professional choral singing was attacked by the famous Protestant theologian 

Friedrich Schleiermacher: 

The choir is the artistic representation of the congregation. When music appears 
in a higher artistic form, this happens in the choir. We cannot assume a high degree of 
artistic training for the whole congregation. However, if the congregation is made up of 
a number of cultural levels, artistically trained individuals will not be lacking. From the 
gathering together of these, the choir is formed. Here, the musical elements may be stressed 

52Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image of the Composer and His Age. Translated by 
Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 450-451. 
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in a more varied fashion.53 

Mendelssohn was more than influenced by this very rigid Agende, he was actually forced to fmd 

fonns "which even without association with the chorale, would lend exp-ession 10 the free religious feelings 

of the devout listener. "54 

Mendelssohn's frustration with the tenns of the Agende are clearly expressed in a letter 10 Pastor 

Bauer, his spiritual advisor and friend: 

Real church music, that is music for the Evangelical Church Service, which 
could be inttoduced in the celebration of the service proper, seems 10 me impossible, and 
this not merely because I cannot see into which pan of the public worship music could be 
introduced, but because on the whole I cannot imagine that such a pan even exists •.. 
even setting aside the Prussian Liturgy which excludes everything of the sort, and which 
probably will neither remain as it is, nor go further - how one could arrange 10 make music 
form an integral part of our service instead of becoming a mere concen which more or less 
evokes a devotional mood.55 

Mendelssohn obvionsly was aware of the difficulties facing the Protestant composer. The conflict 

within Mendelssohn stemmed from his position "as a disciple of Hegel, but also a champion of Bach and 

Handel."56 Consequently, he faced the question of objective vs. subjective throughout his tenure as 

General Music Director in Berlin. In attempting "to build a bridge between the two concepts, he could 

neither fonow autonomous musical inspiration alone nor retreat, to the line of the merely psalmodizing 

'official' church music director."57 Hegel, who was responsible for revolutionizing the sttucture of German 

philosophy, died in 1831. Following Hegel's death, the Hegelian school split into right and left wings. 

The left wing became known as the Young Hegelians. Incl uded in this sector of the movement were the 

prominent members: David Friedrich Strauss, Bruno Bauer, Moses Hess, and Arnold Ruge. In his 

53lbid., p. 451, as quoted in Schleiermacber Praktische Tbeologie. p. 169. 
54Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image or the Composer and His Age. Translated by 

Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), pp. 450-451. 
55G. Selden-Goth, ed., Letters - Felix Mendelssohn. (New York: Pantheon Books Inc., 1945), 

p. 235. 
56Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image or the Composer and His Age. Translated by 

Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963). p. 412. 
57Ibid. 
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Das Leben Jesu, published in 1835, Strauss discusses the contradictions in the Gospels and that these 

contradictions made it impossible to believe in a historic Jesus. 

He then advanced an explanation of the Gospel narrative, showing it to be a myth created 
by the Hebrew society of that day and the outcome of its way of life and moral values. 
Using Hegel's God as the mind of the world ... (and) it was not the nature of the divine 
to embody itself in single exemplars but in all men continuously.58 . 

Mendelssohn's feelings towards the Hegelian doctrines certainly were not advanced by the attitudes of 

Strauss on an Historic Jesus, but rather the importance of the individual and their philosophy towards 

society. Mendelssohn's respect for Handel and Bach, which has already been addressed, only continues to 

express that: "Mendelssohn viewed his music as an art of continuing creation, not simply one of deference 

to the past. Nevertheless, his reSlX'..ct for the authority of musical tradition ... his continuing 

championship of earlier music ... always influenced pro~oundly the nature of his own work."S9 

58Agatha Ramm, Germany 1789·1919: A Political History. (London: Methuen and Co. Ltd., 
1967), p. 126. 

59R. Larry Todd, Mendelssohn's Musical Education: A Study and Edition of His 
Exercises in Composition. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 86. 
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Mendelssohn As A Sacred Choral Composer 

The following general observations are valid for all of his church music; for 
while his technic and artistic conception of sacred music did change, his power of 
expression never changed ... Mendelssohn was never untrue to the rationalistic 
theology of Protestantism .. . 

His greatest strength lies in the choruses which serve to express hymnic praise, 
love of God, and religious indignation ... 

He has great respect for the Biblical word ... 

In spite of all his critical gifts, Mendelssohn never understood or even recognized 
the difference between liturgical and sacred music. He generally lumps together all works 
of a sacred nature as 'church music' or Geistliche Musik, no matter whether they are to 
serve the real church or an ideal one.60 

The unaccompanied sacred choral works of Mendelssohn were all composed either before 1830 or 

after 1843. "There appears to be a thirteen-year period of time when his sacred compositions were all 

written with instrumental accompaniment."61 

It is not surprising that 1843 was the year Mendelssohn returned to a cappella compositions 

considering his appointment as General Director of Music at the Berlin Cathedral. The limiting affects of 

the Prussian Agende discussed earlier in the study certainly were the impetus for this change of 

compositional technique. However, we do know Mendelssohn was also attempting to please the King with 

so-called "grand" church music during this same year. In a letter dated December, 1843, to Ferdinand David, 

Mendelssohn describes his first attempts at planning a service for the Berlin Cathedral: 

Next Sunday for the first time we shall have grand church music, consisting, 
however, only of smaller pieces, namely a Psalm in eight parts without orchestra 
(possibly one of op. 78) composed by myself expressly for this occasion - one chorus 
from the Messiah and three choruses with 'trombones, etc.'. Such is the King's will and 
it caused us considerable distress; but now we lnay have wind insttuments of every kind, 
so I have made the instrumentation after my own taste, and we will keep to the oboes, 
etc .. We have managed to get this far with great difficulties - which elsewhere they do 
without - and at last that much heralded 'grand' church music will have shrunk to a 
single piece before the beginning of the service ... and the clergy on greater crowds in 

60Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image or tbe Composer and His Age. Translated by 
Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 208. 

61Craig Don Jessop, "An Analytical Survey of the Unaccompanied Choral Works for Mixed Voices by 
Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy". D. M. A. Dissertation, Stanford University, 1981, p. 48. 
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the churches, and what extensive pottering goes on all the while over all this business.62 

Considering the severe limitation of the Agende and the jealousy of the Court clergy it is little 

wonder that Mendelssohn's music for the Berlin Domchor remained mther staid in the a cappella style. 

Compounding the problem, Mendelssohn had no models to follow in composing music for the Berlin 

Dornchor. In a letter dated January, 1850, Moritz Hauptmann, composer, friend, and Cantor of the 

S1. Thomas School in Leipzig describes Mendelssohn's dilemma: "His church music has no purely artistic 

and esthetic pretensions. Only the composers' deep religiosity and his trained artistic insight kept him on 

the right road." In regards to Mendelssohn's style, Hauptmann continues, "Mendelssohn remained true to 

the polyphonic style of the Lutheran church music, but enriched it with responsorial and antiphonal forms 

borrowed from the repertoire of classic Italian church music."63 

The unaccompanied choral compositions written for the Berlin Domchor include: 

Drei Psalmen, op. 78 

no. 1 Psalm 2 • Warurn toben die Heiden (December IS, 1843) 
no. 2 Psalm 43 - Richte mich Gott (January 3, 1844) 

no. 3 Psalm 22 - Mein Gott, mein Gott. warum hast du rnich verlassen? (1844) 

Sechs SprUche, op. 79 

no. 1 Weihnachten· Froh locket. ihr Volker (December 25, 1843) 
no. 2 Am Neujahrstage • Herr Gott, du bist unsre (December 25, 1843) 

no. 3 Am Himmeljahrtstage • Erhaben, 0 Herr, aber alles (October 9, 1846) 
no. 4 In der Passionszeit • Herr, gedanke nichl unsre (February 14, 1844) 

no. 5 1m Ad~ent • Lassel uns frohlocken (October 5, 1846) 
no. 6 Am Char/reitage • Urn unsrer Sanden willen (February 18, 1844) 

Die deutsche Liturgie (October 28, 1846) 

Kyrie 
Heilig 

Ehre sei Gott in der Hohe 
Und Friede auf Erden 

Wir loben dich 
Denn du allein bist heilig, Amen 

b2G. Selden-Goth, ed., Letters· Felix Mendelssohn (New York: Pantheon Books Inc., 1945), 
p. 329. 

63Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image of the Composer and His Age. Translated by 
Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 413, as quoted in a letter from Moritz 
Hauptmann to Hauser, January 18, 1850. 
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Chapter IV: Drei Psalmen op. 78 

Op. 78, no. 1, Psalm 2: Warum toben die Heiden, was composed on December 15, 1843. 

Mendelssohn sets this psalm for two SA TB a cappe/la choirs and two solo quartets. The predominant style 

is homophonic with the choirs responding antiphonally to one another, a Venetian School influence. 

Section 1, mm. 1-40 is in G minor. In psalmodizing fashion the choirs respond to one another 

with Choir I singing the first half of the verse, "Warum toben die Heiden" (Why do the nations rage), and 

Choir II continuing with the second half of the verse, "und die Leute reden so vergeblich" (and the people 

imagine a vain thing), ex. 1. 

ex. 1 : Psalm 2 - "W arum toben die Heiden", mm. 1-4. 
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The TI and BI then respond antiphonally with TII and BIi on the text, "Lasst uns zerreisen ihre 

Bande, und von uns Werfen ihre Seile" (Let us break their bond asunder and cast away their cords from us) 

in mm. 13-16. In m. 17, the choirs join in a homophonic tutti on the text, "Aber dir im Himmel wohnet" 

(But he that dwelleth in Heaven), ex. 2. 
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ex. 2: Psalm 2 - "Aber dir im Himmel wohnet", mm. 10-24. 
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The first section cadences in the key of G minor, the key which the first section began in m. 40. 

The second section, mm. 41-64, is in the key of Eb major and marked Andante. The text is set 

antiphonally between two solo ATB trios. The choirs then join in a tutti on the text, "Du bist mein Sohn" 

(Thou art my Son), ex. 3. 
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ex. 3: Psalm 2 - "Du hist mein Sohn", mm. 47-55. 
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40 

This section concludes in m. 63, modulating to C minor and marked con moto where the third section 

begins. 

The text in section three, mm. 63-103, "Du sollst sie mit eisemem Scepter zerschlagen, wie Topfe 

sollst die sei zerbrechen" (Thou shall break them with a rod of iron, and dash them to pieces like a potters 

vessel), ex. 4., is repeated, the first time sung antiphonally between choirs. 

ex. 4: Psalm 2 - "Du sollst sie mit eisemem Scepter zerschlagen" 
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As in section one, the treatment changes to primarily a homophonic texture with brief points of imitation 

in mm. 94-100, (ex. 5). 



4 1 

ex. 5: Psalm 2 - mm. 94-100. 
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Section three concludes with a dynamically subdued alternation of womens and mens voices marked 

Andante. 

Section four, mm. 113-144, opens with soli SATB quartets in G major singing the tex t, " Kussel 

den Sohn" (Kiss the Son) homophonically. The Choir I solo quartet is then set against the tulli uni son of 

both Choir I and II for the remainder of section four, (ex. 6). 
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ex. 6: Psalm 2 - "Kiisset den Sohn" - mm. 113-126. 
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The final section, mm. 144-164, is a Gloria Patri. These final twenty measures contain the only 

true polyphonic writing in the entire psalm and are set SATB. The text, ''Ehre sei dem Yater" (Glory be to 

the Father) is treated as a canon between the soprano and tenor, and the alto and bass, (ex. 7). 

ex. 7: Psalm 2 - "Ehre sei dem Vater" 
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The combination of textures. timbres. and the polyphonic Gloria Patri combine to make this 

psalm a personification of Mendelssohn's ideal of sacred choral composition. 
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Op. 78, no. 2, Psalm 43: Richie mich Gott is written for an eight-part choir 

(SSAA/ITBB). It begins in D minor and is marked con moto. The men and women alternate the text, 

"Richte mich Gott, und fiihre meine Sache wider das unheilige Volk, und errette mich von den falschen und 

lx>sen Leuten" (Judge me O God, and plead my cause against an unholy nation, and deliver me from the 

false and bad people) in a psalmodizing fashion. The alternations are highlighted with opposite extremes of 

dynamics, first forte by the men's voices, answered piano by the women's voices. The choirs are 

eventually joined in a homophonic texture in m. 27. 

The second section begins in m. 34 with a change of meter to 3/8, marked Andante, and remains in 

D minor. This section quotes the beginning three notes of the melodic motive that began the composition 

(al, dl ,bl) - treated in rhythmic diminution. The text like in section one is treated antiphonally, but 

changes to a homophonic treaunent on the text, "der Gou, auf der Harfe danke" (To Thee, Lord, thanks with 

the harp), ex. 8. 

ex. 8: Psalm 43 - mm. 28-45 . 
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The final section begins in m. 73, now in D major and marked Allegro moderato. The men's 

voices are sustaining notes of longer duration in contrast to the women's more declamatory style. A final, 

broad tutti in chorale style (the last 16 measures of the piece) brings the psalm to a joyous conclusion. 

This is the shortest piece of this opus and appears to be the most accessible to the average choir. 

Op. 78, no. 3, Psalm 22: Mein Gott, mein Gott warum hast du mich verlassen is 

in direct contrast to the other psalms of this opus due to its greater length, concertante style and punctuation 

by declamatory recitative. This is an expanded composition and due to the length of the text, several verses 

are omitted by Mendelssohn (e.g., vss. 10-14, 18,30-31). Mendelssohn's treatment of this psalm deserves 

special discussion. Mendelssohn sets this psalm for two SATB choirs with numerous soli passages. These 

passages demonstrate Mendelssohn's attempt to fuse two types of older styles: psalmodizing passages in 

contrast to concertante writing. The result is a highly sectionalized composition with exemplarary use of 

text painting, not unlike no. 1, Warum toben die Heiden. 

46 



The opening tenor recitative begins in a highly declamatory fashion in E minor on the text, "Mein 

Gott, mein Gott warum hast du mich verlassen" (My God, my God, why have you forsaken me). Although 

in recitative style, the tenor's opening phrase virtually assumes the shape of psalm-tone recitation. In 

Gregorian chant, recitation melodies consist of the main note of the recitation called the tenor which is 

always the fifth degree of the mode. In this example b 1 serves as the tenor. The tutti chorus responds to 

the question in muted homophonic chords, "Ich heule, aber meine Hiilfe ist nicht fem" (I cry, but my help 

is not found), ex. 9. 

ex. 9: Psalm 22 - beginning 

Soprano I. II . 

Tenore I. II. 

Baaso 1.11. 
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Andantt.>. 
~ PJITL"TTI 

- .. ~ 
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Co111poairt '"" · 

t, 

~ !-0 LO err•,· 

Mendelssohn heightens the drama of the opening two lines by employing two contrasts: one, the scoring 

for solo voice vs. choir; and two, the melodic contour of both melodic lines (the first melodic line, in regard 

to shape, ascends emphasizing the imploring question; the second melodic line descends and reaches a strong 
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cadential figure emphasizing the deplorable and hushed answer). These types of contrasts, both textual and 

melodic pervade the entire composition. In m. 43, the tenor recitative becomes more agitated with an 

extended range and a more declamatory setting, "Aile die mich sehen, spotten meiner, sperren das Maul auf, 

und schUtteln den Kopf' (All they that see me laugh me to scorn: they shoot out their lips and shake their 

heads, saying). Following the aforementioned fusion of styles, the tutti chorus responds, "Er klage es dem 

Herrn, der helfe ihm aus" (He trusted in the Lord that he would deliver him) m. 48-49. This section has the 

tempo marking of Allegro heightening the dramatic impetus of the text. In addition, the Allegro is set in 

the dominant key of the initial tonic - B minor (ex. 10). 

ex. 10: Psalm 22 - "Aile die mich sehen," mm. 43-54 
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Beginning in m. 58, Mendelssohn uses an SA TB quartet to function as the second member of the 

established concertante style. This quartet serves in the same capacity as the preceding tenor solo, in a 

psalm-tone/recitative style (ex. 11). 

ex. 11: Psalm 22 - mm 58-64. 
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This section, marked Andante con moto continues until m. 103. In mm. 103-126, Mendelssohn returns to 

psalmodizing treatment of the text, "Es ehre ihn aller Same Jacob's." (Magnify Him all ye the seed of 

Jacob) between tutti choirs with the tempo marking Assai animato. In m. 127, the motivic material of the 

solo tenor recitative reappears, but rather than being set in E minor, E major is now the key. The 

heretofore dark qualities of the harmonic language evolve abruptly into ones of hope and tranquility - "die 

Elenden so lien essen, das sie satt werden" (The me.ck shall eat and be satisfied). To punctuate this sudden 

change of mood, Mendelssohn scores "und die nach dcm Herm frange, werden ihn preien" (all the ends of the 

world shall remember and turn unto the Lord) for solo soprano in recitative fashion. The tutti chorus 

answers the tenor and soprano solo recitatives, "Eucr Herz soil ewiglich leben" (your hearts shall live 

forever), ex. 12. 

ex. 12: Psalm 22 - mm. 127-141. 
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mm. 145-150, "Dennder Herr hat ein Reich und er herrscht unter den Heiden" (Then the Lord will establish 

His kingdom and aU people will trust in their Savior) set in homophonic style, ends the psalm in quiet 

reassurance of salvation. 

The three compositions that comprise op. 78 share numerous stylistic characteristics: all are 

written for a cappella double choir; all are predominantly homophonic with the choirs responding to one 

another antiphonally. Of the three pieces, only No.2, Psalm 43, does not incorporate the use of solo 

voices. Psalm 43 on the other hand is the only one of the opus to divide antiphonally mens and womens 

voices. In describing these compositions, Werner, a leading authority on Mendelssohn states: 

In the a cappella Psalms, op. 78 Mendelssohn often makes use of psalmodizing 
text-treatment. Therefore, in these works, the word and the word accent dominate more 
than in his psalm-compositions with orchestra ... the choruses of these psalms belong 
to the best church music Mendelssohn ever wrote. 64 

64Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image of the ,Composer and His Age. Translated by 
Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 413. 
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Although these psalms are written for multiple choirs, Mendelssohn developed his style beyond 

that of older masters. However, the solo voices and ensemble alternating with blocks of chordal writing for 

double chorus is unmistakably reminiscent of SchOtz's polychoral style. Gerhanl Schumacher states: "The 

superficial resemblance between these psalm settings and those of SchOtz should not obscure the fact that 

the use of double choir here has as its basis in the scope which it offers for romantic expressiveness, rather 

than imitation of early Baroque music."65 

Craig Jessop, in his dissertation on Mendelssohn's unaccompanied choral works describes op. 78 

in the following maimer: 

The clear understanding and meaning of the Biblical word is stressed in these 
compositions more than ever before. The importance of clear textual declamation is 
raised to a higher level. Anything that could impair or cover the meaning of the text 
is avoided. Though they have a feeling of antiquity, nevertheless, they are ftIled with 
Romantic originality and creativity. 66 

Nearly three decades after these psalms had been written, Moritz Hauptmann wrote the following 

concerning them: 

To imitate them is not difficult now, but no one instructed Mendelssohn as to 
how to do it. He had before him only the psalms, not Bach, not Handel, Palestrina nor 
anyone else, only the psalm. As a result it became neither new-fashioned nor 
old-fashioned, but just the psalms with a very beautiful musical effect.67 

65Gerhard Schuhmacker - CD notes Carns Verlag 83.105 Translated by John Combs. 
66Craig Don Jessop, "An Analytical Survey of the Unaccompanied Choral Works for Mixed Voices by 

Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy". D. M. A. Dissertation, Stanford Univeristy, 1981. p. 81. 
67Rudolph Werner, "Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy als Kirchenmusiker". Translated by Helmuth Schneider. 

Ph. D. Dissertation, University of Frankfurt am Main, 1930, p. 62, as quoted in a letter from 
Moritz Hauptmann to Franz Haufner, 1871. 
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Chapter V: Stchs Sprilche, op. 79 

Stchs Sprilche, op. 79, was composed between 1843 and 1846. All six of these compositions 

are set for eight-part mixed chorus and are extremely short pieces of twenty to forty measures. Beginning 

with Christmas, they are organized according to the church year, and are based on King Friedrich Wilhelm 

IV's favorite passages from the Psalms and Gospels. "They are like miniature motets"68 and are composed 

"on an equally high level with the psalms, op. 78.,,69 Because of their length, style, and text they were 

sung on Feast days or the day of the Church year for which their texts were appropriate. Considering 

Mendelssohn's propensity for J. S. Bach's neglected choral works, one wonders if he used as a model Bach's 

Cantata H, Christ lag in Todesbanden. Both works ~ntain concluding "Hallelujah" sections for each 

movement However, considering that the Sp,\'ilche were composed over a three year period of time, it is 

possible to assume they may not have been conceived as a group. In fact, they were grouped together after 

Mendelssohn's death by the publisher. 

68Craig Don Jessop, "An Analytical Survey of the Unar.companied Choral Works for Mixed Voices by 
Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy". D. M. A. Dissertation, Stanford University, 1981, p. 69. 

69Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image or the Composer and His Age. Translated by 
Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963). p. 414. 
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No. 1, Weihnachten (Christmas) - "Froh locket ihr V6lker" (Rejoice, 0 ye People) was composed 

on December 25, 1843. It is set in a total of thirty-three measures and ends with the same phrase with 

which it begins, with the addition of the word "Hallelujah" on the final phrase. It is primarily homophonic 

in a very joyous vein in celebrating the birth of Jesus. 

ex. 13 - "Weihnachten" - mm. 1-15. 
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No. 2, Am Neujahrstage (At New Years) - "Herr Gott, du bist unser Zufliicket" (Lord, our refuge 

hast been) was composed on the same date as Weihnachten - Christmas Day, 1843. In contrast to the very 

bright key of G major of No. 1, this piece is written in the dark key of D minor. The setting of the text 

alternates between a homophonic declamatory style with sections that are more imitative. The piece 

cadences in D major on the word "Hallelujah" which is repeated three times with the final statement at the 

piano dynamic level. 

ex. 14 - "Am Neujahrstage" - mm. 30-40. 
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No. 3, Am Himmelfahrtstage (On Ascension Day) - "Erhaben, 0 Herr, iiber alles lob" (Above all 

praises) was composed on October 9, 1846. This piece is in Bb major and begins with the first tenors 

singing a magnificent ascending phrase joined immediately by tutti choir. The tteannent is primarily 

homophonic with an occasional use of imitation. This imitation is the most polyphonic writing seen in 

the first three pieces of this opus. This composition ends with the traditional "Hallelujah." 

ex. 15 - "Am Himmelfahrtstage" - mm. 1-6 
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No. 4, In der Passionzeit (At Easter) - "Herr, gedanke nicht unsre Obelthaten" (Lord, on our 

offenses) was written on February 14, 1844 and is set in D minor. The opening phrase is a trio for solo 

voices (SI, AI, Tl) on the text, "Lord, on our offenses." The tempo marking is adagio to fit the text which 

"is not centered upon the passion of the Savior but rather pleads for individual mercy, forgiveness, and 

deliverance from sin."70 The second section also begins with the same trio of solo voices, but with 

addition of BI. The piece ends with a subdued "Hallelujah." 

ex. 16 - "In der Passionszeit" - mm. 1-8. 
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No. 5, Im Advent (At Advent) - "Lasset uns frohlockcn" (Let our hearts be joyful) was composed 

on October 5, 1846. Im Advent alternates two fugal sections with two homophonic sections and is in 

70craig Don Jessop, "An Analytical Survey of the Unaccompanied Choral Works for Mixed Voices by 
Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy." D. M.A. Dissertation, Stanford University, 1981. p. 70. 
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G major. The piece ends with a broad "Hallelujah." The mood evoked is one of joyous expectation. 

ex. 17 - "Im Advent" - mm. 1-15. 

5. Im Advent. 
r ... ,-1r1 , .. , •. 
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No. 6, Am Charfreitage (On Good Friday) - "Uns unsrer Siinden willin .. (For our offenses) would 

be performed on Good Friday. Written on February 18, 1844, the text deals with the suffering of Christ on 

the cross. The tempo marking sostenuto e grave. the key of E minor and the totally homophonic treatment 

of the text depicts these sentiments very clearly. The final five measures state the word "Hallelujah .. twice; 

the first forte and joyous, the second, piano and subdued. Mendelssohn also uses rests to increase the 

dramatic elements of the text. 

ex. 18 - "Am Charfreitage .. - mm. 1-5. 

6. Arn Charfreftage. 
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Unlike Drel Psalmen, op. 78, Seehs SprUehe is written for specific days of the Church year 

and are all extremely short compositions. Other than these obvious differences, Stelts SprlJelte contains 

the same stylistic and compositional characteristics as Drei Psa,,,,tll, op. 78. The Stehs SprUeltt 

have been called by numerous writers (i.e. Jessop, Chambers, etc.) as "easily accessible"to the average 

church choir. However, several of the more polyphonic sections could be troublesome. Generally though, 

they are exceptionally singable pieces. "Each little SprlJehe is a work of art by itself."71 

71Rudolph Werner, "Felix Mendelssohn Barlholdy als Kirchenmusiker". Translated by Helmuth Schneider. 
Ph. D. Dissertation, University of Frankfurt am Main, 1930, p. 51. 
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Ole delltsche Liturgle 

Ole delltsche Lilllrgie was commissioned by King Friedrich Wilhelm IV in 1846. 

Mendelssohn was only one of the composers asked to compose a liturgy for the Berlin Cathedral. Others 

included Otto Nicolai and Carl Wwe. Mendelssohn requested several years earlier for these and several of 

his contemporaries including Spohr, Hauptmann, Neihardt and Grailzin to create Protestant church music. 

In a memorandum to Minister von Redern, the Royal General Intendant, " ... suggests a series of 

contemporary composers who might write for the Cathedral chorus. ,,12 In this same memorandum, 

Mendelssohn prescribes that the music should avoid instrumental accompaniment, word repetition, and 

coloratura singing. 

Eric Werner says of the German Liturgy: "Mendelssohn saw the function of his Gennan Liturgy 

as that of seuing an example in the controversial realm of Protestant Church music ... 73 Mendelssohn had 

hoped that parts of his liturgy would eventually be accessible to the congregation. ''There is, however, no 

record of the liturgy having been performed in its entirety by the Domchor or any other choir."74 

Die delltsche Lilurgie was delivered to King Friedrich Wilhelm IV on November 6, 1846. 

Included with the Llturgie was this message from Mendelssohn: "The commission was not an easy one 

for me, as I wanted to solve it not superficially but as well as I possibly could.,,75 

Die deulsche Liturgie consists of six individual movements. Each movement is scored for an 

eight-voice double choir. This scoring "was not in order to enhance euphony of the pieces, but rather, to 

symbolize musically the old theological concept of the angelic choirs which praise the Lord 'incessable 

72Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image or the Composer and His Age. Translated by 
Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 452. 

731bid. 
74craig Don Jessop, "An Analytical Survey of the Unaccompanied Choral Works for Mixed Voices by 

Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy". D. M. A. Dissertation, Stanford University, 1981, p. 75. 
75Rudolph Werner, "Felix Mendelssohn BarthoJdy a1s Kirchenmusiker". Translated by Helmuth Schneider. 

Ph. D. Dissertation, University of Frankfurt am Main, 1930, p. 109. 
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voce' ,',76 The choirs are often used antiphonally and are very similar to Sechs Sprliche, op. 79 in style. 

The six sections of Die deutsche Mturgle are: 

Kyrie 
Heilig (Sanelus) 

Ehre sei GOII in der HOhe (Gloria) 
Und Friede auf Erden 

Wir loben dieh 
Denn du allein hisl heilig, Amen 

Of the six movements only the fll'St three have been published. The remaining movements exist 

in manuscript form and the formal organization is very reminiscent of a German Missa Brevis. The 

similarities in compositional style between Die deUlsche LiJurgie and Sechs Sprliche, op. 79 are 

very apparent in the following musical examples: 

76Eric Werner, Mendelssobn: A New Image of the Composer and His Age. Translated by 
Dika Newlin (London: The MacMillan Co., 1963), p. 452. 
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ex. 19 - "Heilig" - mm. 1-18. 
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ex. 20 - "Kyrie" - mm. 1-9. 
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ex. 21 - "Ehre sei Gott in der Hohe" - mm. 1-17. 
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All of these particular compositions composed for the Berlin Domchor, op. 78, op. 79 and three of 

the six movements of Die deutsche Liturgie were published after Mendelssohn's death. Any markings 

appearing in the published editions are editorial and should not be taken literally, although, some markings 

may be similiar to the composer's intentions. Mendelssohn did not employ the use of metronome 

markings, even though the metronome had been in use since 1816. "He preferred the traditional written 

terms of tempo indications, as did the majority of his contemporaries.'t77 

The Romantic tendency to utilize rubato and other expressive techniques must be considered when 

performing these works. Considering that these pieces were intended to be performed during a worship 

service, it may be justifed "to use a more conservative approach with regard to tempo rubato ... 78 

As previously explained earlier in this chapter, the number of singers performing these 

compositions in the Berlin Cathedral is unclear, as is the possible placement of the choir. However, in this 

writer's opinion, these compositions lend themselves extremely well to an ensemble larger than the average 

church choir of 20-35 singers. On the other hand, they could be performed very effectively with a smaller 

choir which possesses the ability to produce both a large sustained, unforced sound, and an intense 

pianissimo. 

77Craig Don Jessop, "An Analytical Survey of the Unaccompanied Choral Works for Mixed Voices by 
Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy". D. M. A. Dissertation, Stanford University, 1981, p. 91. 

78Ibid., p. 100. 

66 



Conclusions 

Op. 78, Drei Psa/men,op. 79, Sechs SpriJche, and Die delltsche Litllrgie were 

profoundly influenced by: 

1. The negative response from the Court clergy in regards to the use of 
instrumental accompaniment in the Protestant service. 

2. The limiting dictates of the Prussian Agende, and the attitude towards 
"choral perfonnance" vs. "congregational participation." 

3. Mendelssohn's desire to be true to older models and their masters, such as 
J. S. Bach and Handel. 

4. Mendelssohn's desire to compose music to fill a need in the realm of 
Protestant church music. 

The parameters within which Mendelssohn attempted to remain when composing for the Domchor 

were often in direct conflict with his very cosmopolitan education. The narrow strictures of this 

compositional task compromised his ecumenical spirit, despite his diversity and flexibility in composing 

for both the Anglican and Protestant worship services. Felix Mendelssohn's commitment and dedication t<? 

his craft withstood the numerous conflicts and frustrations encountered in his service to King Friedrich 

Wilhelm IV. Consequently, no musician more thoroughly appreciated the maxim that "what is worth 

doing, is worth doing well," or more consistently put it into practice. 

Mendelssohn's op. 78 and op. 79 exemplify a variety of musical characters. The musical textures 

of Drei Psa/men, op. 78, are both dense and colorful. They also contain a wide vocal spectrum, from 

a cappella unison sentences to the most complex combination of soloists and divided choirs. On the other 

hand, Sechs SpriJche, op. 79, contains a much more vertical, harmonic and syllabic character. 

Finally, these compositions composed during Mendelssohn's tenure in the service of King 

Friedrich Wilhelm IV for the Berlin Domchor clearly establish him as a great composer of religious choral 

music. Felix Mendelssohn certainly carries on the choral tr.,tdition of his great predecessors such as 
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]. S. Bach, Handel and Schiltz, whom he admired and studied so much. Because of his deep religious 

convictions and dedication to his craft, Mendelssohn was able to efface himself before the divine word and 

set it to music with clarity, grace and profound humility. 
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Appendix 

Op. 78, no. 1 - "Warum toben die Heiden" 

Why do the heathen rage, and the people imagine a vain thing? 
"Let us break their bonds asunder, and cast away their cords from us." 
He that sitteth in the heavens shall laugh; the Lord shall have them in derision. 
Then shall he speak unto them in his wrath, and vex them in his sore displeasure. 
"Yet have I set my king upon my holy hill of Zion." 
I will declare the decree: the Lord hath said unto me, ''Thou art my Son; this day have I 

begotten thee." 

Thou shalt break them with a rod of iron; thou shalt dash them in pieces like a potter's 
vessel. 

Be wise now therefore, 0 ye kings; be instructed, ye judges of the earth. 
Serve the Lord with fear, and rejoice with trembling. 

Kiss the Son, lest he be angry, and ye perish from the way. 
When his wrath is kindled but a little. 
Blessed are all they that put their trust in him. 

Op. 78, no. 2 - "Richte mich Gott" 

Judge me, 0 God, and plead my cause against an ungodly nation: 0 deliver me from the 
deceitful and unjust man. 

For thou art the God of my strength: why dost thou cast me off? why go I mourning 
because of the oppression of my enemy? 

o send out thy light and thy truth: let them lead me; let them bring me unto thy holy 
hill, and to the tabernacles. 

Then will I go unto the altar of God, unto God my exceeding joy: yea, upon the harp 
will I praise thee, 0 God my God. 

Op. 78, no. 3 - "Mein Gott, mein GOlt warum hallt du mich verlassen" 

My God, why hast thou forsaken me? I cry, but my help is far off. 
My God, I cry in the day-time, but thou hearest not; and in the night-season also I take 

no rest. 

But thou continues holy, 0 thou worship of Israel. 
Our Fathers hoped in thee; they trusted in thee, and thou didst deliver them. 
They called upon thee, and were saved; they put their trust in thee and were not 

confounded. . 

I am but a wonn and no man, a very scorn of men and the outcast of people. 
All they that see me laugh me to scorn; they shoot out their lips and shake their heads, 
saying: He trusted in God, that he would deliver him; let him deliver him, if he delight 
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in him. 

I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint. My heart in the midst of my 
body is like melting wax. My sttength is dried up like a potsherd and tongue cleaveth 
to my gums; and thou shalt bring me into the dust of death. 

For many dogs are come about me; and the council of the wicked layeth siege against me; 
they pierced my hands and my feet. They part my garments among them, and cast lots 
upon my vesture. 

Save me from the lions' mouths and deliver me from the unicorns. I declare thy name 
unto my brethren, in the midst of the congregation will I praise thee. 

o praise the Lord, ye that fear him! Magnify him, all ye of the seed of Jacob. 

Fear him, all ye seed of Israel, for he hath not despised nor abhorred the low estate of the 
poor; he hath not hid his face from the face of him, !lut when he called unto him, he 
heard him. 

The poor shall hear and be satisfied; they that seek after the Lord shall praise him; your 
heart shall live for ever. 

All the ends of the world shall remember themselves and be turned unto the Lord; and 
all the kindreds of the nations shall worship before him. 
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-------------------

Op. 79 - Sechs Sprache 

No.1 - "Weihnachten" (Christmas) 

Rejoice you people of the Earth, and praise God. The Savior is appearing who the Lord 
calls. He will judge the world with righteousness. 

Hallelujah. 

No.2 - "Am Neujahrstage" (New Year's) 

Lord God you are our refuge forever and ever. Bef<Xe the mountains and the earth and the 
world were created. You are our God forever and ever. 

Hallelujah. 

No.3 - "Am Himmelfahrtstage" (Ascension Day) 

Behold, 0 Lord, we give you all praise. You are Lord and ruler forever and ever. 
Hallelujah .. 

No.4 - "In der Passionszeit" (In Passiontide) 

Lord, think not on our offenses and have mercy on our misery. Lord, you are our Savior, 
stand by us. Deliver us and forgive us our sins for the sake of your lordly name. 

Hallelujah. 

No.5 - "1m Advent" (In Advent) 

Let us rejoice, for the Savior is near. Call upon God, the name of the Lord is praised forever. 
Hallelujah. 

No.6 - "Am Charfreitage" (Good Friday) 

For the sake of our sins, Christ humiliated himself and is obedient to death on the cross. 
God has exalted His name above aU names. 

Hallelujah. 
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