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Felix Mendelssohn 
Symphony No. 5 in D Major, Op. 107, Reformation 
 
Composer, pianist, organist, and conductor. Painter and author. Child prodigy. Promoter of the 
music of Bach and others—Mendelssohn was a prodigiously gifted individual whose impact on 
Western music is still felt though not always traced. His prominent Berlin family had strong 
interests in the arts, especially music. The family's financial resources allowed the child to study 
piano and to experiment as composer and conductor, leading to his debut as pianist at age nine 
and as composer at age 10. 
 Mendelssohn wrote this symphony for the 300th anniversary of the Augsburg 
Confession, the traditional statement of faith for the Lutheran Church. Political unrest led to 
cancellation of the celebration, so the work received its premiere two years later (1832) in Berlin 
under Mendelssohn's direction. It quotes the so-called Dresden Amen of Catholic tradition (a 
snippet of music that Wagner also used in Parsifal), and it uses the Lutheran hymn tune Ein feste 
Burg ist unser Gott (A Mighty Fortress Is Our God) as a principal idea in the finale. 
Mendelssohn's grandfather had been a distinguished Jewish philosopher, but Felix's father 
converted to Christianity and the young composer was baptized at birth. Ethnically Jewish, he 
was by faith and practice a Lutheran. As an expression of that faith, Mendelssohn felt the 
symphony needed a title: he toyed with "Confession Symphony" for obvious reasons, and at the 
first performance, it was termed "Symphony for the Celebration of the Church Revolution." 
"Reformation Symphony" appeared during posthumous publication and was not his phrase 
though he might have approved of it. The quotation of the musical elements, and their relative 
prominence, suggest at once a desire to reunite both branches of Christianity—but with an 
emphasis on the Lutheran side! 
 Mendelssohn (like Mozart before him) frequently composed works in his head before 
writing them down. He generally then jotted down a reduced score to be fleshed out on paper, 
but in the case of this symphony, according to his friend Eduard Devrient, "Felix undertook to 
write down the entire score, the whole of the instrumentation, bar by bar. It is true that he never 
wrote out a composition until it was quite completed in his head, and he had played it over to 
those nearest to him; but nevertheless this was a gigantic effort of memory, to fit in each detail, 
each doubling of parts, each solo effect barwise, like an immense mosaic....Felix said it was so 
great an effort that he would never do it again; he discontinued the process after the first 
movement of the symphony: It has proved his power, however, mentally to elaborate a work in 
its minutest details." 
 A final tidbit about this symphony is that Mendelssohn's scoring calls for a "serpent," a 
low-pitched wind instrument holdover from the Renaissance whose curving body resembles a 
snake. Given the scarcity of serpent players these days the DSO, like most modern orchestras, 
will substitute a tuba and trusts the audience will not object. 
 
 
 
 



P. I. Tchaikovsky 
Variations on a Rococo Theme, Op. 33 
 
This charming work was composed during a single month, December 1876, and it carries a 
dedication to Wilhelm Karl Friedrich Fitzenhagen, who gave the premiere in Moscow 11 months 
later. Its American premiere was given in New York City 12 years later by an orchestra under the 
distinguished Frank van der Stucken with the renowned Victor Herbert as soloist. 
 Though a German, Fitzenhagen had assumed the positions of principal cellist of the 
Orchestra of the Imperial Russian Music Society and of professor at the Moscow Conservatory. 
He was encouraged by Tchaikovsky to rework the score, which was a common practice among 
performers in the late 19th century whether invited to do so or not. The resulting work comprised 
a theme and seven variations after Fitzenhagen removed one of the variations (and re-ordered the 
others). While there has been some interest in Tchaikovsky's original, the Fitzenhagen is the 
version established in the repertoire, beginning with various performances led by Tchaikovsky 
himself. 
 The work is scored for pairs of flutes, oboes, clarinets, bassoons, and horns along with 
the string choir. Such an orchestra is larger than would have been found during the Rococo 
period of music (the mid-18th century) yet smaller than an orchestra typical for Tchaikovsky and 
his contemporaries. The Rococo was a transitional period between the Baroque and Classical 
eras wherein the structural elements that give Baroque music its density were replaced by surface 
elements that merely suggest density. So Tchaikovsky gives us a work with elegance and 
lightness yet sufficient activity (usually in the form of virtuoso display by the soloist) to imply 
the contrapuntal textures of a composer such as Handel. His stylistic model may well have been 
early works by his beloved Mozart. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ottorino Respighi 
Vetrate di Chiesa ("Church Windows") 
 
Perhaps the best-known and best-loved Italian composer since Puccini, Respighi began his 
professional career as a violinist, violist, and pianist, but primarily on the strength of two operas 
he was appointed professor of composition at Liceo di Santa Cecilia (Rome) in 1913. In 1923, he 
was appointed director of the school, but by 1926 he realized he could not find sufficient time for 
composition and left the conservatory. 
 As befits a student of Rimsky-Korsakov, Respighi is admired for his "brilliant and 
luscious" orchestration skills, to use Michael Kennedy's terms, and he is often seen as an Italian 
descendent of the impressionist style associated with Debussy. Both traits are easily heard in his 
famous triptych on the pines, fountains, and festivals of Rome. 
 Respighi was also a child of the Catholic culture of Italy, and he composed a number of 
works on religious subjects, including the wonderful choral work Lauda per la natività del 
Signore (1928-30) and the set Tre preludi sopra melodie gregoriane (Three Preludes on 
Gregorian Melodies), P. 131, for solo piano. The latter is the basis for the first three movements 
of what he termed his "symphonic impressions" on church windows (1925-26). The movements 
are as follows: 
 i. La fuga in Egitto ("The Flight into Egypt"). In Matthew's Gospel, the Holy Family, 
warned by an angel, escapes to Egypt because Herod, frustrated by the deception of the Magi, 
plans to kill every newborn child in order to prevent the loss of his throne. Respighi hints at the 
nature of the journey through repetition of a nervous rhythmic figure (perhaps reflecting the 
anxiety of the parents) overlaid by a slow-paced melody (suggestive of the plodding of a 
donkey). 
 ii. San Michele Arcangelo ("St. Michael the Archangel"). Michael is one of two angels 
whose names are supplied by scripture (Gabriel is the other). He appears in Revelation 12 as the 
leader of an army of angels that defeats Satan in a great heavenly war. The music reflects the role 
and stature of this divine agent.  
 iii. Il Mattutino di Santa Chiara ("The Matins of Saint Clare"). In 1212, Clare of Assisi 
(1194-1253, canonized 1255) founded the order of nuns known as the Poor Clares. Matins is the 
first service in the Holy Office, occurring between midnight and dawn each day. The music is 
suggestive of quiet, early morning prayer. 
 iv. S. Gregorio Magno ("Saint Gregory the Great"). This pope (reigned 590-604) created 
the papal system as it was known during the Middle Ages. Among his other achievements was 
the collection and organization of the chants used in both the mass and the office, for which 
reason those chants are often referred to as Gregorian chant. Respighi clothes the biography of 
this saint in music suggesting chant but also the grandeur of the papacy. 
 


