




Stepping out of the Endler Hall in Stellenbosch – the 

recording venue for this compact disc – one has only 

one hundred and fifty meters and two staircases 

to traverse before, in the climate-controlled 

archive of the Documentation Centre for Music, 

a wonderful piece of Mendelssohn memorabilia 

can be found. In a collection brimming with first 

editions of European masters and all manner 

of music-related antiquarian books assembled 

by an eccentric former British naval officer, 

Lt. Commander Michael Scott, is a letter in 

Mendelssohn’s own hand, addressed to a certain 

Mrs. Stisted. In Mendelssohn’s flamboyantly 

charming manner and florid handwriting, he 

politely responds to an invitation: “Mr. Felix 

Mendelssohn Bartholdy presents his respectful 

compliments to Mrs. Stisted and begs to express 

his sincere thanks for the kind attention, 

Mrs. Stisted has been pleased to do to him, in 

procuring him the amiable invitation for Mrs. 

Starke’s party. He hopes to find at home Mrs. 

Stisted in the course of this morning, when he will 

call in order to express himself to her how very 

much obliged he feels for her kindness.”

Tuesday Dec. 7th 1830. Piazza di Spagna no. 5.

Clotilda Elizabeth Stisted and Mariana Starke were 

both English authors of popular European travel 

guides, which made immensely popular travel 

companions. Scrawled below, in what may be 

Clotilda Stisted’s handwriting, are the words  

“Mr. Mendelsohn [sic] the great piano forte 

Player”. Mendelssohn was at the time visiting 

Rome on the recommendation of his friend, the aging 

playwright Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832). 

This visit (1829-1831) served as the inspiration for the 

symphony that would become known as the ‘Italian’: 

No. 4 in A major, Op. 90 (1833).

Upon reading this letter and the others dating 

from this period, one would be forgiven for 

imagining the 21 year old Mendelssohn as a 

popular, educated socialite, touring Italy and 

generally having a good time sampling the 

finer aspects of its culture.  This image would 

not be far off the mark. Mendelssohn’s lot was, 

in many respects, the antithesis of what the 

public popularly holds to be that of the suffering 

Romantic artist. Misunderstood, socially shunned, 

poor and unappreciated; these are not words 

one would associate with Mendelssohn’s career. 

Where Mendelssohn fits the Romantic stereotype, 

however, is in terms of his youthful musical talent. 

In that regard, few can equal him.

Felix Mendelssohn was born in 1809 in Hamburg, 

the second of four children to Abraham and 

Lea Mendelssohn. Abraham’s father was the 

philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786), 

whose Enlightenment philosophy preached 

religious tolerance in an increasingly anti-Semitic 



Europe. His impact was so great that Prussian 

monarch Friedrich Wilhelm II granted his widow 

and her children special protection from the state 

in light of family being Jewish. Abraham and his 

brother, Joseph, were bankers. Together, they 

set up the banking firm J. & A. Mendelssohn, 

which survived until it was closed by the Nazis 

in 1938. Business was good, and Abraham 

became a wealthy man. The Mendelssohn family 

wealth was further augmented by his wife, Lea 

Salomon, whose grandfather was also a banker, 

Daniel Itzig (1723-1799). Itzig too was a recipient 

of rights of protection from the monarchy of 

Prussia, guaranteeing his immediate family 

and grandchildren “all the rights of Christian 

citizens”. The Mendelssohn family lived in 

Hamburg until 1811, when Abraham, Lea, 

and the children moved to Berlin after the 

French occupation of Hamburg, subjected to 

circumstances that are not entirely clear.

Despite success, wealth, and the promises of 

the monarchy, Abraham and Lea were concerned 

for the future well-being of their children. On 

21 March 1816, the Mendelssohn children were 

secretly baptised as Protestants, and Felix 

suddenly acquired the names Jakob Ludwig. 

It was only in 1822 that Abraham and Lea 

themselves converted to Christianity, and the 

name ‘Bartholdy’ was adopted as an apt addition 

to their surname. (‘Bartholdy’ was the name of a 

dairy farm featuring in the Itzig family history. The 

same name had been adopted by Lea’s brother 

Jakob.) Despite what appears to be a convenient 

conversion, Felix was to remain faithful to 

Protestantism until his death. His sacred works, 

and in particular the oratorios, have often been 

considered not just masterworks, but also 

statements of faith. These did not, however, 

prevent the Nazis from banning his music.

Felix and Fanny, the two eldest children, showed 

remarkable musical talents from a young age. 

Fanny’s musical career was cut short by her 

parents, who felt that a life spent earning money 

did not befit a young and potentially marriage-

worthy member of the upper classes. But musical 

attention was paid to the young Felix, who 

proved to be none other than a first-rate prodigy 

on the piano. When he heard the 12 year old 

Mendelssohn play, Goethe remarked that he was 

more than a match for a child prodigy that played 

for him decades before: Wolfgang Amadeus 

Mozart. Felix’s first real public performance was 

in a chamber concert at the age of 9. After having 

made acquaintance through a local choir, Carl 

Friedrich Zelter (1758-1832) was hired as Felix and 

Fanny’s teacher some time around 1819. Zelter was 

particularly important to Mendelssohn’s musical 

career in two ways: he instilled in Mendelssohn 



a love for the music of the eighteenth century 

and particularly for Bach; and he gave him a 

thorough grounding in harmony, counterpoint, and 

the finer details of musical composition. Soon, 

Mendelssohn’s reputation as a piano prodigy 

was overtaken by his genius as a composer. By 

1821, the year Zelter showed him off to Goethe 

in Weimar, the twelve year old Mendelssohn had 

written his first six sinfonias, three Singspiel-style 

one act operas, several pieces for string quartet, 

a piano sonata, and sacred music. Mendelssohn’s 

passion for the music of the 18th century led to 

him becoming (along with Zelter) a leading figure 

in the Bach revival. His 1829 performance of the 

St. Matthew Passion is considered a landmark 

not only in the history of Bach performance, but 

also as a significant moment in the creation of 

the modern corpus of musical works that we now 

know as ‘the repertoire’.

Ever the intellectual, Mendelssohn developed in 

these early years an appreciation for the classics; 

at 17 he even completed a translation from Greek 

of Horace’s Ars poetica. His personal tutor also 

had him studying mathematics, geography, 

history, and French around the time he composed 

the works recorded on this compact disk. 

Certainly a most industrious teenager!

Mendelssohn’s fortunate financial position 

allowed him the luxury of being able to travel 

extensively. In addition to touring Italy on 

Goethe’s recommendation, Mendelssohn travelled 

across much of Europe, taking in all the sights 

and cultural offerings he could. His visits to 

Britain led to a fascination with the landscapes 

and rugged beauty of the Scottish countryside 

and coastline. He was personally acquainted 

with Queen Victoria, to whom he dedicated his 

‘Scottish’ symphony (which undoubtedly raised 

a few Scottish eyebrows!). Richard Wagner, 

temporarily overcoming his vehement anti-

Semitism, remarked that Mendelssohn’s Hebrides 

Overture – inspired by a visit to Uamh-Binn, 

often called ‘Fingal’s Cave’ – was one of the most 

beautiful pieces of music ever written. To this 

day, Mendelssohn’s oratorios find their most 

frequent performance in England, where Elijah, 

St. Paul, and Judas Maccabaeus are particularly 

popular. (Incidentally, first editions of all three of 

these works, as well as several other compositions 

by Mendelssohn, can be found in the same archive 

from which the letter from Mrs. Stisted hails.)

Apart from the Overture to Shakespeare’s A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream, which was composed 

when Mendelssohn was 17, the majority of his 

most popular output dates from the post-1830 

period. The works of his youth, as astounding 

as they are, have generally been ignored. This is 

difficult to justify. Could it be that, as wonderful as 



the early works are, they are simply outshone by 

the brilliance of the later symphonies, the intimate 

chamber works, and the famous concertos? Or 

are we perhaps more sceptical of the intellectual 

integrity of music that was written by a child? 

Undoubtedly, there are stylistic differences 

between the early works (such as those featured 

on this recording) and his later compositions. 

But compositions such as the later Sinfonias are 

beautifully crafted and original pieces, showing 

a striking sense of balance and form. They hardly 

strike the listener as ‘immature’ works, a charge 

often insinuated when they are compared to the 

musical style of the post-1830 period.

The three works featured on this compact disc 

were written between 1822 and 1823, when the 

young Felix was in his early teens and still under 

the compositional tutelage of Zelter. They were all 

written in a matter of several months. The Sinfonia 

(or ‘String Symphony’) in B minor (1823) was the 

last of the three to be composed, less than two 

weeks after the Concerto for Piano, Violin and 

String Orchestra in D minor, also recorded here. 

The Violin Concerto in D minor was completed the 

year before (1822). Mendelssohn was an incredibly 

fast writer, composing with a speed that stands 

in stark contrast to the stereotypical view of 

Romantic composers toiling for months and years 

on works, keeping sketchbooks, and continually 

tinkering with orchestration. Mendelssohn was 

no Beethoven, Brahms, or Mahler in this regard. 

Although the later Violin Concerto in E minor 

(op. 64, 1844) took six months to complete, notes 

generally flowed from beneath Mendelssohn’s pen 

with an breathtaking consistency of quality. 

The Sinfonia No. 10, in B minor, was completed on 

18 May 1823. Noteworthy is the fact that this piece 

was written only three years before the frequently 

performed Overture to A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream. The work comprises a single concise 

sonata form movement, with an introduction and 

a sparkling coda. Mendelssohn’s thirteen Sinfonias 

for string orchestra were probably prescribed by 

Zelter as compositional exercises. The influences 

of Mozart are most evident in the scoring. There 

is a lightness about the voicing and the manner in 

which the work is dealt between the instruments 

that is certainly reminiscent of Mozart’s chamber 

music. The British music writer Hugh Ottaway 

speculated that Mendelssohn may have been 

directly influenced by Mozart’s string quintets: 

both the Sinfonia No. 10 and the Mozart quintets 

have two separate viola parts. He also points out 

that the fugal writing of the twelfth Sinfonia is 

markedly similar in style to that of Mozart’s Adagio 

and Fugue, K. 546. Nonetheless, the contrapuntal 

evidence of an acquaintance with the music of 

Bach is stamped all over the thirteen Sinfonias, 



even if the timbral clothing is that of Mozart.

The Violin Concerto in D minor was composed in 

1822, when Mendelssohn was 14 years of age. 

It is the earliest work on this recording. Unlike 

its famous elder brother, the Violin Concerto 

in E minor, this concerto has spent its life in 

relative obscurity. Having never seen publication 

in Mendelssohn’s life, the manuscript was the 

property of his widow, Cécile, after his death. She 

passed it on to the famous violinist Ferdinand 

David in 1853.  The manuscript bears testament 

to this with the following inscription: “Von Frau 

Cécile Mendelssohn-Bartholdy am 24 Mai 1853 

zum Geschenk erhalten. F. David.” At some later 

point, the manuscript found its way back into 

the hands of the Mendelssohn family, possibly 

via a rare books dealer. Some 98 years after it 

was bestowed upon Ferdinand David, it was for a 

second time handed over to a famous violinist by 

the Mendelssohn family. The recipient this time 

round was Yehudi Menuhin, who received and 

accepted the manuscript in 1951. He created an 

edited version which was published by Edition 

Peters in 1952. Considering himself as having 

effectively revived the work, Menuhin declared it 

an important addition to the violin repertoire. That 

a concerto by a composer of 13 years of age could 

so seriously arrest the attention of a musician of 

the calibre of Menuhin surely speaks volumes for 

the concerto’s quality. It is, essentially, a chamber 

concerto. The first and second movements both 

open with tutti sections, with the soloist playing 

along with the string orchestra. It is only after 

the tutti sections that the soloist is given centre 

stage. Sincere simplicity and conservatism with 

regard to extravagance marks the concerto as a 

whole, resulting in a sense of control and thematic 

restraint that is usually expected from seasoned 

composers.  Mendelssohn was, at the time, a fairly 

proficient violin player; and like the later Op. 64 

concerto, the ‘Little’ D minor concerto features 

cadenzas written by the composer himself. These 

can be heard in the second and third movements. 

It has also not escaped notice that both violin 

concertos are cast in minor keys, and feature fairly 

brooding first movements.  

The Concerto for Piano and Violin in D minor, 

accompanied by string orchestra, was written 

in short score by the 6th of May 1823, but was 

probably only orchestrated between then and 

its premiere on the 3rd of July. The concerto was 

composed for and dedicated to Mendelssohn’s 

violin teacher, Eduard Reitz. It is likely that it 

was performed with Reitz on the violin and 

Mendelssohn playing the piano at one of the many 

private concerts held in the Mendelssohn home. 

This is a remarkable work simply by virtue of the 

fact that it is what it is: a concerto for violin and 



piano. There are few similar works to be heard 

in the entire repertoire. It is indeed a pity that 

this work has not found its way onto recordings 

and concert stages more often. Like its 

close contemporary the tenth Sinfonia, this 

concerto is a work of excellent quality. It is 

brightly original in melodic content, cleverly 

crafted in terms of thematic development, 

and features Mendelssohn’s characteristic 

sense of balance and form.

When Zelter first encountered the young Felix 

Mendelssohn around 1819, he is reported 

to have said that he would be ‘usable’ as a 

choirboy. In early 1824, on Mendelssohn’s 

fifteenth birthday and little over a year 

after the composition of the Sinfonia 

No. 10 featured on this recording, Zelter 

declared that Mendelssohn’s compositional 

apprenticeship was over, and that he was now 

eligible to claim a place beside the Mozart, 

Beethoven, and Hummel as an established 

composer of the European musical tradition. 

Posterity has proved Zelter correct in this 

regard: Mendelssohn’s legacy is with us 

today. True, the works recorded here are 

not those of the post-1830 Mendelssohn. 

They were not even assigned opus numbers 

(although the honour of Op. 1 did go to a work 

from 1822, the first Piano Quintet in C minor). 

But these early, neglected works are 

surprisingly original, surprisingly well crafted, 

and surprisingly mature for a fourteen year 

old apprentice composer. Perhaps the popular 

belief that Mendelssohn ‘had it all’ – good 

health, good wealth, opportunity to travel, 

easily achieved musical success in his own 

lifetime – has contributed to the view that 

the earlier compositions can be ignored as 

the simply a series of steps toward later 

compositional maturity. But even this popular 

artistic snobbery is thwarted by the quality of 

the works recorded here. 

In the end, tragedy did indeed prevail. When his 

sister Fanny died in 1847, an already overworked 

Mendelssohn sunk into a deep depression. His 

health deteriorated as he attempted to keep up 

with his regular work output. Before the year 

was over, Mendelssohn died at the premature 

age of 38 after a series of debilitating  strokes. 

To what further musical heights could he have 

risen had he lived a full life? Such a question 

is unanswerable. But it can be taken as a 

challenge to achieve a fuller appreciation of the 

entire span of Mendelssohn’s creative career. 

This would include an appreciation of many of his 

earlier works not because they are the product of 

an astounding prodigy, but rather because they 

are what they are – magnificent music.  



Zoë Beyers was born in South Africa in 1982.  

SInce her debut aged eleven with the Swedish 

Chamber Orchestra under Paavo Järvi, she 

has been in demand as a soloist and chamber 

musician in Europe and at home in South 

Africa.  Zoë studied at the Royal College of 

Music with Dr Felix Andrievsky, Gabrielle Lester 

and Gordan Nikolic, and was an Associated 

Board International Scholar, Yehudi Menuhin 

Scholar and winner of the Tagore Gold Medal.  

Zoë performs regularly with the internationally 

renowned Hebrides Ensemble, Fibonacci 

Sequence and the Scottish Ensemble, and 

appears at the Wigmore Hall, the Purcell 

Room, the City of London Festival, the BBC 

Proms and the St Magnus Festival.

ZOË
BEYERS

Zoë is the Associate Leader of the City 

of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra.  

Recording this disc with the Stellenbosch 

University Camerata and Luis Magalhães in 

the Endler Hall has been one of the most 

wonderful experiences of Zoë’s career. 



Portuguese pianist, Luis Magalhães, started 
playing piano at the age of five and received 
his formal tuition from Eduardo Rocha, 
Jose Alexandre Reis, Pedro Burmester and 
Vladimir Viardo.  He also studied for shorter 
periods of time with Helena Sa e Costa, Paul 
Badura-Skoda and Alicia de Larrocha.  Mr 
Magalhães has won several prizes and national 
and international competitions, including first 
prize at the Maria Campina Competition, second 
prize at the Juventude Musical Portuguesa 
Competition, second prize (Chamber Music) at 
the Jóvens Músicos Competition and honorary 
mention at the Helena Sa e Costa Competition. 
In 2002 he won second prize at the 2002 Russian 
Music International Piano Competition as well 
as a special prize for the best performance of 
Rachmaninoff.  In 2001 he was awarded the 
National Medal for Cultural Achievements by the 
Mayor of Famalicão, where he was born.  

A concert pianist since the age of nine, 
Mr Magalhães has had an active concert career 
with recitals, concerti and chamber music 
performances on four continents, rendering 
rave reviews.  He also regularly appears in 
concert with his wife, pianist NIna Schumann.  
Their second CD, titled TwoPianists, not only 
received glowing reviews in international 
publications but was also shortlisted for 
the 2009 Grammy Awards nominations and 
nominated for 2010 South African Music 
Awards. Their own record label, TwoPianists, 
has recently signed a distribution contract 
with Naxos, thereby ensuring immediate 
international market access for the South 
African artists they are committed to record. 
In the last calendar year Mr Magalhães has 
recorded a groundbreaking double disc with the 
complete Beethoven cello and piano sonatas 
with the South African cellist Peter Martens.



The Stellenbosch University Camerata gave their 
first concert in September 2008, performing 
the ever popular Eight Seasons incorporating 
Vivaldi’s well known and much loved Four 
Seasons coupled with those by Tango legend, 
Astor Piazzolla. The long standing relationship 
between violin sensation, Daniel Rowland, and 
the Stellenbosch International Chamber Music 
Festival led to a CD recording of the same works 
a month later. This CD was released by TwoPianists 
Records and won the 2010 SAMA award for the 
best “Popular Classical Album”. The disc has been 
selected for worldwide distribution under the 
NAXOS lable. The Camerata opened the prestigious 
2009 Stellenbosch Konservatorium Concert Series 
in a concert presented by Richard Cock, featuring 

soloists Florian Uhlig, Corinne Chapelle, Bridget 
Rennie and Zoë Beyers. The Camerata has since 
collabotated with internationaly acclaimed 
violinist, Benjamin Schmid, cellist Peter Martens 
and pianist Luis Magalhaes. The combining of 
students and teachers to form a small Chamber 
Orchestra is commonplace in the musical 
capitals of the world and this initiative is not only 
designed to enhance the student music making 
experience  within a professional environment, but 
also to create another musical vehicle for the 
enjoyment of performers and audience alike. 
Future projects include several concerts 
thoughout South Africa as well as iminent 
CD recordings with TwoPianists (Luis Magalhães 
and Nina Schumann) and Peter Martens.

Back Row: Mariechen Meyer (doublebass), 3rd Row: Piet de Beer (viola), Refiloe Olifant (violin), Jan-Hendrik Harley (viola), Petrus 
Coetzee (viola), 2nd Row: Louis van der Watt (violin), Tricia Theunissen (violin), Odile Lesch (violin), Elzahn Johnson (violin), Renée 
Hayward (violin), Front row: Natasje van der Westhuizen (cello), Peter Martens (cello), Suzanne Martens (leader – violin), Helen Taylor (violin).



CONCERTO IN D MINOR FOR VIOLIN
AND STRING ORCHESTRA (1822)
EDITED BY YEHUDI MENUHIN

1  Allegro  8:39

2  Andante  11:18

3  Allegro  4:16

STRING SYMPHONY NO. 10
IN B MINOR (1823)

4  Adagio - Allegro   9:55

CONCERTO FOR VIOLIN, PIANO
AND STRING ORCHESTRA (1823) 
WITH LUIS MAGALHÃES (PIANO)

5  Allegro  18:43

6  Adagio  11:14

7  Allegro molto  9:26

Total: 73:46
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