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ABSTRACT 

 

Felix Mendelssohn visited London for the first time in 1829, becoming an instant 

celebrity by virtue of his performances on benefit concerts and with the London 

Philharmonic Society, as well as his interactions with London’s musical establishment. 

His celebrity status persisted through the remainder of his life and for several decades 

after his death. Mendelssohn’s compositions in many genres regularly appeared on 

London concerts, including his songs for solo voice and piano. But after an 

approximately fifty-year period of establishment and rise in esteem, the solo songs began 

to disappear from London’s concert stages. 

This study first examines the musical environment that allowed the songs to 

flourish, namely, his relationships with some of the leading publishers of the day, as well 

as London’s premier performers. It traces the first appearances of the songs on benefit 

concerts and their progression onto some of London’s most established concert series. It 

also traces at their publication, singly at first and then in collections, by firms such as 

Ewer and Company, Wessel and Stapleton, and Novello and Company, which also 

contributed to their growing popularity. 

The document then explores the many factors that led to the songs’ decline, 

including the rise of newer composers, the general decline in Mendelssohn’s popularity, 

changes in the London concert scene, and changes in the editorial practices of the musical 

press. These, along with the social and musical transformations that followed the death of 

Queen Victoria and the transition into modern, twentieth century London, were largely 

responsible for Mendelssohn’s songs disappearing from the concert repertoire. 
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The data for this study were obtained primarily from music newspapers and 

journals from the period; early memoirs, biographies, and repertoire studies; the letters of 

the Mendelssohns and their contemporaries; and concert programs. This last category 

includes an unpublished compilation of early twentieth-century concert programs from 

London’s Bechstein Hall (now Wigmore Hall) that was assembled by its archivist, Paula 

Best. 

 



vi 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

In any endeavor of thanks and acknowledgement, people who contributed to the 

success of said endeavor are inevitably and inadvertently omitted. Let me say here that if 

you in any way supported, cajoled, scolded, cheered, or in any way contributed to this 

document’s existence, you are a part of a great cloud of witnesses and I thank you from 

the depths of my heart. 

More specifically, I am greatly indebted to two strangers who offered material 

research assistance and asked for nothing in return. Dr. Alan Kelly of York (UK), a 

retired musicologist, compiled a discography of early recordings in twenty-two electronic 

volumes, a portion of which he graciously sent to me without charge. Paula Best, 

archivist at London’s Wigmore Hall, compiled an invaluable and exhaustive database of 

all of the recitals on which song literature was sung from 1901 to 1915, allowing me to 

corroborate known performance details with newspaper records. 

Closer to home, I offer my deepest thanks to my committee chair, Dr. Jeffrey S. 

Sposato, Associate Professor of Musicology, for countless hours of reading, re-reading, 

and reminding—all with good cheer and great attention to detail. I would like to also 

thank the rest of my committee (Dr. Paul A. Bertagnolli, Associate Professor of 

Musicology; Cynthia Clayton-Vasquez, Associate Professor of Voice; and Dr. Timothy 

Jones, Associate Professor of Voice) for their time, their comments, and their willingness 

to serve. Many thanks also to my other Moores School of Music professors, Dr. Matthew 

Dirst, Katherine Ciesinski, Joseph Evans, Dr. Tim Koozin, Joan O’Connor, Dr. Howard 

Pollack, and Buck Ross for their support and belief in my ability to complete this degree. 



vii 

I am similarly indebted to my colleagues in the School of Music at Houston 

Baptist University, Dr. John Yarrington, Director, for their unceasing cheerleading and 

shepherding of this project to the finish line. They, along with my students, offered 

support, understanding, forbearance of my absences (both mental and physical), and 

hand-holding when the goal inevitably felt overwhelming. 

The old African saying, “it takes a village,” is an apt metaphor for the beautiful 

circle of friends and family that saw me through the completion of this degree. Many are 

also part of the constituencies named above, but I will list them here: Veronica Beasley, 

Dr. Joby Bell and Dr. Susan Murphey, Margo Campbell, Katherine Ciesinski and Mark 

Powell, Katherine Ciscon, Christy Larimer-Compson, Dr. John Cornelius II, Dr. Matthew 

Dirst and Sixto Wagan, Dr. Ann Gebuhr, Andrea Garbarino, Audrey Griggs, Kaye 

Griggs, Dr. Shannon Hesse and Anthony Kitai, Craig Hella Johnson and Conspirare: 

Company of Voices, Dr. Timothy Jones and Alex Pandiscio, Dr. Yvonne Kendall, Nicole 

Kenley, Dr. Alina Klimaszewska, Dr. Akiko Konishi, Drs. Laurie and Jason Lester, 

Emily Lodine Overgaard, Kelly McGill, Gerardo Nuñez, Alejandra Pizaña, Kevin Riehle, 

Dr. Yung-Chiu Wang, Alexis Walker, Dwight Ward, Keith Weber, Dr. John and Diane 

Yarrington, and many, many more. 

Last, but absolutely not least, I want to thank my family for their sustaining love 

and support: my parents, Alicia and the late Raymond R. Givens; my grandparents 

Evelyn and the late John C. Kemp; and my sisters and their families, Janessa, Jonathan, 

Jordan, Jillian, and Jensen Daniels; and Alexa, Edreys, Eman, and Emeka Wajed. 

Without you there would be no me, and hence, no story. I love you all beyond words. 

S. D. G. 



viii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Acknowledgements vi 

Introduction 1 

 Source Overview 4 

Chapter 1. Mendelssohn’s Songs: Establishment and Rise (1829-1879) 13 

 1829 13 

 1830-1839 16 

 1840-1849 23 

 1850-1859 37 

 1860-1869 44 

 1870-1879 51 

Chapter 2. Mendelssohn’s Songs: The Decline (1880-1915) 59 

 1880-1889 59 

 1890-1899 66 

 1900-1909 67 

 1910-1915 70 

Chapter 3. The Decline Examined 73 

 Changes in Music Criticism 75 

 Change and Consolidation in London Concerts 77 

 Changes in the Art Song Repertory 78 

 General Decline in Reception and Influence of Germany 82 

 The End of the Victorian Era 88 

Conclusion 91 

Bibliography 97 

 



1 

Introduction 

 

Despite a reception history characterized by wide changes in popularity and 

esteem, Felix Mendelssohn remains a respected—perhaps even beloved—composer 

whose compositions across many genres are staples in their repertories and are part of the 

canon of Western classical music. To one of those genres, the lied, Mendelssohn 

contributed seventy-one published songs that enjoyed great popularity in his native 

Germany during his lifetime. The songs also enjoyed a significant period of popularity in 

England, a country that fervently embraced Mendelssohn as a celebrity performer, 

composer, and conductor—a celebrity status that persisted long after his death. Why, 

then, are the published art songs so rarely heard today, even among lieder specialists? 

Mendelssohn’s special relationship with England and the virtual disappearance of his 

songs from its concert stages afford us an attractive opportunity for further study. 

This relationship with England began with Mendelssohn’s first visit in 1829, 

which brought him immediate musical and social success.
1
 The solidification of his fame 

coincided with the ascension of Queen Victoria to the British throne in 1837,
2
 which 

ushered in the Victorian Era that lasted until her death in 1901. An examination of this 

period, during which Mendelssohn was more famous in England than in his native land,
3
 

may provide clues to the decline in popularity of the numerous and attractive songs 

created by this renowned composer. Following Handel, Haydn, and Beethoven, 

Mendelssohn joined the succession of German composers admired in the English musical 

                                                           
1
 Colin Timothy Eatock, Mendelssohn in Victorian England (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2009), 

30. 
2
 Eatock, England, 69. 

3
 Eatock, England, 135. 
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consciousness for their compositions. Like Haydn, it was not only his German language 

songs—often sung in translation—that resonated with the public. As Haydn set his 

canzonets to English words of Anne Hunter, Mendelssohn composed several songs in 

English in recognition of England’s appreciation of his works and his appreciation of the 

literature and poetry of Lord Byron, Thomas Moore, and William Frederick Collard.
4
 

Save for a few of the songs of Haydn and Beethoven, and a few others whose 

names and works are no longer familiar to us, German art song was not a regular part of 

the English musical diet in the early 1830s.
5
 Even when songs became more plentiful in 

the concert setting by mid-century, they were considered more palate cleanser than main 

course, as suggested in a review of an 1861 concert in which singer Charles Santley 

“afforded rest to the instrumentalist and gratification to the audience, by singing ‘The 

Shepherd’s Lay’ of Mendelssohn, and Schubert’s song, ‘As o’er the Alps he ranges,’ both 

in his best manner.”
6
 By contrast, some considered songs a nuisance, as did the reviewer 

of Charles Hallé’s 1864 recital when he said, “The success of these ‘Recitals,’ which 

attract without extraneous aid—no vocal music being admitted—is as remarkable as it is 

agreeable to have to record.”
7
 Despite the preference of that reviewer, vocal music was 

admitted in many concerts between the years 1837 and 1915, and that included 

Mendelssohn’s songs. The concerts ranged from one-off chamber concerts, to annual 

benefit concerts, to established concert series such as the Philharmonic Society, the 

                                                           
4
 Christian Martin Schmidt, preface to Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Lieder für Singstimme und Klavier. 

Urtext nach der Leipziger Mendelssohn-Gesamtausgabe. Band 2: Zu Lebzeiten erschienene Lieder II, ed. 

Christian Martin Schmidt (Wiesbaden: Breitkopf and Härtel, 2009), [5]. 
5
 “Ancient Concerts,” Harmonicon 8, no. 4 (April 1830): 171-73; Christina Margaret Bashford, “Public 

Chamber-Music Concerts in London, 1835-50: Aspects of History, Repertory and Reception, Volume Two, 

Appendix E: Vocal Music Performed in Chamber Concerts, 1835-50, Arranged by Composer and Work” 

(PhD diss., University of London, Kings College, 1996), 312-99. 
6
 “Mr. Charles Hallé’s Beethoven Recitals,” Musical World 40, no. 22 (1 June 1861): 350. 

7
 “Charles Hallé’s Recitals,” Musical World 42, no. 28 (9 July 1864): 443. 
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Popular Concerts, and later, to vocal recitals. As we will see, the number and type of 

concerts on which Mendelssohn’s songs appeared shifted throughout the arc of their 

reception history. The singers of the songs also varied: amateurs, professionals, students, 

and foreign artists vying to make their mark on the London concert scene all included 

Mendelssohn songs in their repertoires to one degree or another. 

To trace the narrative of the reception of the songs, we will delve into the written 

record of concert life in London. The extent of Mendelssohn’s elevated status is 

confirmed by various extant sources that address his accomplishments and the 

performance of his music. These sources include books, letters, concert announcements 

and reviews, and reviews of published music. They prove that during his lifetime and for 

several decades after, Mendelssohn’s reception was on par with that of composers such as 

Bach, Beethoven, Schubert, and Mozart, as his name and works were often mentioned in 

tandem with those composers. As John William Davison noted in an 1847 letter to 

London’s Musical World: 

The influence which Mendelssohn has exercised upon the art of music, 

during the last twenty years, cannot be overestimated. He was not merely 

the greatest genius, but the most variously accomplished and profound 

musician of his time. An original thinker, his originality declared itself in 

youth—a rare phenomenon. . . . But the very first efforts of Mendelssohn 

gave indications of a new style in musical composition; a style that 

depended not on a departure from the forms exhibited in the great models 

left us by Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, but on a manner of thinking, 

and a method of development, distinctly individual and peculiar to the 

young composer, then unknown to fame. The time has now come when 

the truth may be spoken without ceremony. Whilst Mendelssohn was 

living there might be some reason for asserting his superiority to all his 

cotemporaries [sic] with deference; but now that Mendelssohn is dead, 

alas! so young! there is no reason why the whole truth should not be 

stated. Death, which cut him off, has invested him with the order of the 

classics; he is already installed in his niche among the immortal children 

of art; it is for us to consider him with reference to his great predecessors. 

Let me, then, state my firm conviction—founded on a thorough 
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knowledge of every one of his productions—that he is in nothing inferior 

to any of the most distinguished men that have influenced the progress of 

the art; and that his name, placed by the side of Bach, Handel, Haydn, 

Mozart and Beethoven—the hitherto unapproachable five—will shine as 

bright, and endure as long, as any of them.
8
 

 

Fifty years after his death, a similarly lengthy tribute was printed in the Musical 

Times.
9
 In the intervening years, however, less flattering articles and editorials appeared 

in the arts newspapers. The author of an 1877 article, “Is Mendelssohn in Danger?” took 

nearly three pages to dismantle various attacks levied against Mendelssohn and his 

music.
10

 Despite the shifting reception of the composer,
11

 the popularity of nearly every 

genre of Mendelssohn’s compositions was fully maintained. Between 1844 and 1900, 

literally not a week went by without a performance of the Songs without Words and other 

piano solos, the chamber works, part-songs, choral motets, and oratorios. Even his 

unfinished works and juvenilia (Loreley and Heimkehr aus der Fremde) appear with 

some regularity on concert programs. Only the solo lieder fall out of relative favor. It is 

this decline that I will investigate in this study. 

 

Source Overview 

A wide variety of period sources about Mendelssohn survive from 1829 through 

1915; the period immediately prior to Queen Victoria’s accession until World War I. 

These, along with relevant secondary sources, comprise a wealth of information on the 

                                                           
8
 John William Davison, “Letters from Paris (No. 9),” Musical World 22, no. 47 (20 November 1847): 732. 

9
 “Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Died November 4, 1847,” Musical Times 38, no. 657 (1 November 1897): 

729-33. 
10

 Henry C. Lunn, “Is Mendelssohn in Danger?” Musical Times and Singing Class Circular 18, no. 411 (1 

May 1877): 209-11. 
11

 “Mendelssohn has been dead nearly 30 years, and he has not yet been awarded his definite and 

undisputed niche in the Temple of Fame: about him the most diametrically opposite opinions are still held 

by educated musicians.” “Crystal Palace Concerts,” Musical Standard 12, no. 654 (10 February 1877): 80. 
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performance and reception of his songs. By using these available sources alone and in 

combination, I will identify the context in which Mendelssohn’s songs flourished and 

declined. Finally, based on these sources, I will offer explanations for the decline in 

popularity of this highly respected composer’s songs in England. 

My period of inquiry fortunately coincides with the birth of the modern English 

musical press.
12

 Beginning in the 1820s, the number and scope of musical periodicals 

grew from fourteen to well over twenty-eight by 1909—with wildly fluctuating numbers 

of periodicals in between.
13

 Most were aimed at the general musical public and were a 

major source of advertising by publishers, instrument makers, and various purveyors and 

musicians offering their wares and services. They contained concert notices, concert 

reviews, news of musical society, musical news from abroad and from the suburbs and 

provinces. The periodicals were also a source of musical gossip, both literal and 

figurative. In fact, “Musical Gossip” was the title of a regular section in The Athenaeum. 

Squabbles over singers, composers, styles, and musicological discoveries were regular 

features in the editorial sections. Most of the information on the performance of 

Mendelssohn’s songs was gleaned from these sources. 

One major function of periodicals was to review new publications. The editors 

regularly vetted new offerings of anthologies, collected works editions, single songs, 

piano and instrumental music, and books on music history and theory for the public. In 

some cases (Novello’s Musical Times is one example) the publisher of the music that was 

                                                           
12

 Meirion Hughes, The English Musical Renaissance and the Press 1850-1914: Watchmen of Music 

(Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, Limited, 2002), 2-5. 
13

 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Periodicals, §3: List: Europe: Great Britain (GB)” 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com:80/subscriber/article/grove/music/21338pg21 (accessed 23 December 

2010). Not all periodicals were long lived—some lasted only a few volumes. Others, like Musical Standard 

(1862-1912) and Musical Times (1844-present), were more hardy. 
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reviewed and the periodical were one and the same. This could and did result in conflicts 

of interest. In his study of the role of the press in the English Musical Renaissance 

Meirion Hughes notes that: “the Musical Times . . . was low-key and highly selective in 

its support of new English music. The rule seems to have been: if Novello published a 

work, then the journal would give it a plug; if not, then it might not be mentioned at 

all.”
14

 In this respect, music of foreigners was subject to the same treatment. Frédéric 

Chopin, for example, did not use Novello for his English publications. In retaliation, 

Novello referred to Chopin as a pianist only, and did not actively promote or review his 

compositions in the Musical Times.
15

 Also reviewed in these publications were annuals, 

collections of music, poetry, prose, and art that became popular at the end of the 1820s. 

Some, like Apollo’s Fire, only contained music. They were beautiful and expensive 

productions, generally intended as gifts.
16

 Publications such as these primarily contained 

works that were accessible to amateur and domestic musicians, and they were part of the 

growing mass-production of music that was instrumental in bringing music to middle-

class homes.
17

 Most importantly, musical annuals were the vehicle for the very first 

publications of Mendelssohn’s lieder. 

An equally important function of periodicals was to review concerts and recitals. 

This function grew as the concert scene developed from the occasional singer’s benefit 

concert or quartet chamber concert to a weekly schedule overflowing with orchestral 

concert series, chamber music recitals and series, vocal recitals, etc. The types of reviews 

                                                           
14

 Hughes, Watchmen, 87. 
15

 Victoria L. Cooper, The House of Novello: Practice and Policy of a Victorian Music Publisher, 1829-

1866 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003): 136. 
16

 James Davies, “Julia’s Gift: The Social Life of Scores, c. 1830,” Journal of the Royal Music Association 

131:2 (2006): 290-91. 
17

 Joseph Bennett, A Short History of Cheap Music (London: Novello, Ewer, 1887): 22. 
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found in periodicals changed as both London’s concert life and the musical press 

evolved. Reviews from the 1830s and ‘40s, for example, when the concert season was 

lighter, were more likely to include the repertoire performed by all or most of the 

participants, with critical opinions on both the works and the performers.
18

 Reviews from 

the 1860s on would often list only the major works on the program.
19

 When they 

mentioned the singers, they were unlikely to indicate what was sung—sometimes only 

naming the composers whose songs were sung. In many cases, the program for a given 

concert was published in its newspaper advertisement or in a review. This was most often 

the case with ongoing orchestral concert series, such as the Monday and Saturday Popular 

Concerts (and these only until October 1882),
20

 but also, less frequently, with the benefit 

and annual concerts of musical luminaries like Sterndale Bennett and Helen Dolby. 

As a large portion of the research for this study involved newspaper and journal 

reviews, it became helpful to organize the material, both for ease of consultation, as well 

as to analyze various trends in songs, concerts, singers, and venues. The resulting 

database assisted me in forming and supporting my thesis, but also highlighted data on 

the emergence and popularity of individual songs and singers over time, changes in the 

London concert scene and, not insignificantly, changes in the way concerts were 

reviewed in the press. I will make references to this database throughout the study. 

                                                           
18

 “Miscellaneous. Messrs. Macfarren and Davison’s Second Concert,” Musical World 19, no. 21 (23 May 

1844): 174. 
19

 “Monday Popular Concerts,” Monthly Musical Record 4 (1 May 1874): 76. 
20

 The last Popular Concert advertisement to list a program was in Musical World 10, no. 41 (14 October 

1882): 640. 
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Specific events or reviews are cited from the primary sources, but longer-term trends 

supported by the data are cited from the database itself.
21

 

A few of the more miscellaneous features of newspapers and journals were also 

significant sources of information. Of course, the main function of a periodical should be 

to make some amount of money for its publisher. So the music periodicals, like their non-

musical counterparts, carried advertisements for music publishers, which provided insight 

into the music market and (to a degree) public taste in music—or at least what the public 

was being offered. Both singers and musical societies promoted their concerts via 

advertisements; in the more fortunate instances, they posted the intended programs for 

those concerts. At the very least, the concert advertisement provided date and artist 

information, which made them useful for deciphering and confirming details in 

subsequent reviews. 

A significant amount of information about performances, song composition, and 

concert life came from letters published in collections, in newspapers, and in secondary 

sources. Mendelssohn and his friends and family were prolific letter writers who 

documented all manner of things, from the minutiae of daily life to major life events–

including most of Mendelssohn’s performances and triumphs. While there is little direct 

mention of his song output in these letters, they serve to give some context to other 

sources, supporting the overall narrative. For example, in an 1834 letter to his sister 

Rebecca, Mendelssohn mentions translating a Byron poem he finds attractive, one that he 

                                                           
21

 Melissa Givens, “London Concert Performances of Mendelssohn’s Lieder, 1837-1915:” (unpublished 

spreadsheet, 9 March 2012), Excel file. Hereinafter cited as Givens, “London Concerts,” [worksheet]. 
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eventually set in both German and the original English.
22

 In his letters to Charlotte 

Moscheles, the wife of his London-based friend Ignaz, Mendelssohn was often in the 

habit of enclosing a song for her album, with a wish that she might perform it.
23

  

Valuable song information also comes from catalogues of Mendelssohn’s works. 

The first semblance of a thematic catalogue was produced by Julius Reitz, Mendelssohn’s 

musical executor. Especially following his release of earlier works after Mendelssohn’s 

death, Reitz’s catalog served as the sole authority for some time in both England and 

Germany.
24

 The publishing firm Ewer and Company undertook the first English collected 

works edition of Mendelssohn’s music in the 1850s, publishing the first “complete 

edition” of the lieder in 1855.
25

 Novello later acquired Ewer and its catalogue,
26

 and 

produced a second, expanded complete edition following the release of additional 

posthumous works in 1870, edited and with new translations of some songs by Natalia 

Macfarren.
27

 With the 2009 publication of the Thematisch-systematisches Verzeichnis der 

musikalischen Werke (MWV) (Thematic-Systematic Catalogue of the Musical Works) of 

                                                           
22

 Letter of 23 November 1834 from Felix Mendelssohn to Rebecca Dirichlet, Paul Mendelssohn 

Bartholdy, ed., Letters of Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy from 1833 to 1847, trans. Lady Wallace (London: 

Longman, Green, Longman, Roberts, & Green, 1864), 59. 
23

 Letter of 12 December 1837 from Felix Mendelssohn to Charlotte Moscheles, Felix Moscheles, ed. and 

trans., Letters of Felix Mendelssohn to Ignaz and Charlotte Moscheles (Boston: Ticknor and Company, 

1888), 160-61. 
24

 John Michael Cooper, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy: A Guide to Research (New York: Routledge, 

2001), 119. 
25

 Untitled item, Musical World 33, no. 48 (1 December 1855): 765. 
26

 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Novello & Co.” 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/20147 (accessed July 13, 2012). 
27

 Novello, Ewer, “The Only Complete and Uniform Edition of Mendelssohn’s Songs,” advertisement, 

Musical Times 14, no. 330 (August 1870): 572. 
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the Leipzig Edition of Mendelssohn’s works, all of Mendelssohn’s songs, including those 

composed, published, and performed in England, were finally revealed and enumerated.
28

 

Several editions of Mendelssohn’s songs were also of great assistance to my 

study. The Dover edition of the Songs for Voice and Piano is a reprint of the 

Reitz/Breitkopf and Härtel Complete Works Edition of 1877.
29

 The song incipits in this 

edition (in the original German) helped to identify songs in newspaper reviews. In the 

same way, the circa 1902 reprint of the 1870 Macfarren edition of the songs for Novello, 

Ewer and Company, translated into English with the German texts in a staff below, 

allowed for the identification of the many songs listed with their English titles.
30

 Lastly, 

as some of the songs performed and/or composed in England were still in manuscript 

form, three recent editions of the songs proved to be very useful: the 2008 edition of the 

unpublished and newly discovered songs (Bärenreiter, edited by Eugene Asti),
31

 the 2007 

edition of the same and the 2009 edition of all of the Mendelssohn songs (both Breitkopf 

and Härtel, edited by Christian Martin Schmidt).
32

 

Concert programs were also helpful in tracing the performance history of 

Mendelssohn’s songs. In addition to concert notices and reviews in various musical 

publications, several collections of actual programs from concerts are still extant. An 

                                                           
28

 Ralf Wehner, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy: Thematisch-systematisches Verzeichnis der musikalischen 

Werke (MWV) (Wiesbaden: Breitkopf & Härtel, 2009). 
29

 Felix Mendelssohn, Songs for Voice and Piano: 79 Works from Breitkopf & Härtel’s Complete Works 

Edition, ed. Julius Rietz (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, Inc., 2002). 
30

 Felix Mendelssohn, Novello’s Complete Octavo Edition. Songs Composed by F. Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, 

ed. and trans. Natalia Macfarren (London: Novello, Ewer and Co., n.d. [1902?]). 
31

 Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Lieder für hohe und mittlere Stimme und Klavier, ed. Eugene Asti (Kassel: 

Bärenreiter, 2008). 
32

 Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Lieder und Gesänge: neu entdeckt, ed. Christian Martin Schmidt 

(Wiesbaden: Breitkopf and Härtel, 2007); Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Lieder für Singstimme und 

Klavier. Urtext nach der Leipziger Mendelssohn-Gesamtausgabe. Bände 1-3, ed. Christian Martin Schmidt 

(Wiesbaden: Breitkopf and Härtel, 2009). 
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additional source is the centenary history published by the Philharmonic Society of 

London, in which all of the Society’s programs between 1813 and 1912 are given, along 

with information on premieres, performers, and conductors.
33

 For the most part, however, 

the concert programs exist in library collections. My access to them for this study is 

limited to the appendices published by Christina Bashford in her dissertation, “Public 

Chamber-Music Concerts in London, 1835-50: Aspects of History, Repertory and 

Reception,”
34

 and a database of concerts and recitals held at London’s Wigmore Hall 

(formerly Bechstein Hall) from 1901 to 1915 compiled by the hall’s archivist, Paula 

Best.
35

 

Like the Mendelssohn family letters, memoirs and biographies provide glimpses 

into the lives of performers and consumers of music and the ways in which they interact 

with each other. The first edition of George Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians 

is a treasure trove. The entry on Felix Mendelssohn is an exhaustive, fifty-four page 

biography, covering all aspects of his life and career, from family genealogy to a 

complete works list. The section on his songs is fairly brief– only a paragraph– but in it, 

Grove credits Mendelssohn with bringing the lied to England and “[leading] the way for 

the deeper strains of Schumann, Schubert, and Brahms, in English houses and concert-

rooms.”
36

 In 1849 Mendelssohn’s friend and musical colleague Jules Benedict, one of his 

biographers, gave the first full English-language account of his life in a lecture that was 

                                                           
33

 Myles Burket Foster, History of the Philharmonic Society of London 1812-1912 (London: John Lane, 

The Bodley Head, 1912). 
34

 Christina Margaret Bashford, “Public Chamber-Music Concerts in London, 1835-50: Aspects of History, 

Repertory and Reception,” (PhD diss., University of London, Kings College, 1996), 352-58. 
35

 Paula Best, “Wigmore Hall Programme Archive Song 1901-15” (unpublished spreadsheet, 23 June 

2012), Excel file. Hereinafter cited as Best, “Wigmore Hall,” [worksheet].  
36

 George Grove, “Mendelssohn,” in A Dictionary of Music and Musicians (AD 1450-1880) by Eminent 

Writers, English and Foreign, ed. George Grove (London: Macmillan and Co., 1880), 303. 
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later published, both on its own the following year
37

 and as an appendix to the translation 

of Wilhelm Adolf Lampadius’s Mendelssohn biography.
38

 This, along with biographies 

and remembrances by Henry Chorley, Vernon Blackburn, James C. Hadden,
39

 and others, 

provide a breadth of viewpoints on Mendelssohn and his works, even though their 

coverage of his song output may only be briefly addressed. Mendelssohn was also 

mentioned or featured in several books on music, including A History of Music by Ernest 

Walker and My Thoughts on Music and Musicians by Henry Heathcoate Statham.
40

 

Music and Morals, by Hugh Reginald Haweis,
41

 a seminal book of the time that shaped 

Victorian ideas about music and gave many (especially men) the moral approval to 

pursue its practice,
42

 devotes a chapter to Mendelssohn and mentions his solo and part-

songs in other chapters. Most of these tomes date from the latter half of the nineteenth 

century and the beginning of the twentieth, but are instructive in terms of opinion on the 

works of Mendelssohn, including his songs. 

 

                                                           
37
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National Music Second Edition (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), 6. 
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Chapter 1 

Mendelssohn’s Songs: Establishment and Rise (1829-1879) 

 

In order to give the fullest picture of the aspects of the reception of 

Mendelssohn’s songs, I will address each decade separately. Within each decade, I will 

briefly discuss Mendelssohn’s life and/or reception in England before moving on to the 

performances and finally the publications, including any non-performance related 

reviews of the music. General notes on the sections will include relevant or particular 

information on the concerts being performed at the time. As a general note, the 

Mendelssohn song corpus includes several duplicate titles: he composed five songs with 

the title “Frühlingslied” (opp. 8, 19a, 34, 47, and 71), two different “Suleika” texts (opp. 

34 [“Ach, um deine feuchten Schwingen”] and 57 [“Was bedeutet die Bewegung?”]), and 

two works titled “Reiselied” (opp. 19a and 34). In most reviews of the songs, only the 

title is given, without reference to the specific opus number performed. Occasionally an 

incipit follows, but in cases where it is given in English, the translation could be literal or 

a singing translation that does not match the German text.
1
 Additionally, the songs were 

sung in both German and in various English translations. When the title is given in 

English, the song was sung in translation unless otherwise indicated. 

 

1829 

The beginning of the story of Mendelssohn’s songs in England roughly coincides 

with his first visit to England in April 1829. Within days of his arrival, he began to make 

                                                           
1
 In this study, I will use the song titles given in the review or advertisement and translate in parentheses, 

where appropriate. 
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musical and social contacts that would bear immediate fruit. His very first contacts 

included publisher William Chappell; Frederick William Collard, a piano maker; and 

William Ayrton, the editor of the Harmonicon.
2
 The importance of these introductions 

may be gleaned from the fact that the very first Mendelssohn song to be published in 

England, “The Song of the Pilgrim” (“Pilgerspruch,” op. 8, no. 5), was included in the 

annual, Apollo’s Gift, or The Musical Souvenir for 1830, jointly published by Chappell, 

Clementi, Cramer, and Hurst, Chance in December 1829 and reviewed in the 

Harmonicon. The reviewer (most likely Ayrton himself) praised the song and the 

composer, saying, “The Song of the Pilgrim, by one of the greatest musical geniuses 

living, F. Mendelssohn Bartholdy–the words imitated from the German, by W. Ball–is 

quite a gem; not of the sparkling kind, but rich and rare, and serenely beautiful.”
3
 No 

public performances date from this period, but given the excitement surrounding 

Mendelssohn’s visit and the appeal of the annuals,
4
 there is little doubt that this song 

found an immediate audience in private homes. 

Another contact that was key to the dissemination of the songs was the Irish 

composer John Thomson, whom Mendelssohn met at a party at the home of music critic 

George Hogarth during his Edinburgh journey.
5
 Shortly after that meeting, Thomson 

went to study in Germany
6
 where he encountered much of Mendelssohn’s music, 

                                                           
2
 Eatock, England, 24. 

3
 “Musical Annuals,” Harmonicon 7, no. 12 (December 1829): 303. 

4
 Eatock, England, 30; James Davies, “Julia’s Gift: The Social Life of Scores, c.1830,” Journal of the 

Royal Musical Association 131, no. 2 (2006): 289. 
5
 Eatock, England, 39. 

6
 Ibid. 
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including the songs, and mentioned it in an installment of his travel journal, “Notes of a 

Musical Tourist,” a regular feature in the Harmonicon.
7
 

Mendelssohn was nearly always busy composing songs,
8
 and this first visit to 

London was no cause for respite. Letters from Mendelssohn to his family describe his 

fascination with Marian Cramer, the daughter of Franz Cramer, concertmaster of the 

Philharmonic Society.
9
 This interest was manifest in two songs composed for Miss 

Cramer. The first, “The Garland,” was a setting of a poem by Hieronymus Angerianus as 

paraphrased by the English poet Thomas Moore.
10

 The other song he wrote for her, 

“Hush thee,” has been lost and is only known through one of the Mendelssohn letters. He 

writes, “I am not sending you the new English song, which begins with the delicate 

words hush thee and which I wrote for the album of an exceptionally pretty young 

woman. I am not telling you who this lady is, but only that she looks exceptionally pretty, 

is blonde, delicate, blue-eyed, English and that her name is Miss Marian.”
 11

 Mendelssohn 

wrote one other song during this first English journey, also lost, for a friend back in 

Berlin, Eduard Devrient.
12

 

 

                                                           
7
 “Notes of a Musical Tourist,” Harmonicon 8, no. 3 (March 1830): 99. 

8
 Eugene Asti, Introduction to Lieder für hohe und mittlere Stimme und Klavier, by Felix Mendelssohn 
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9
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Klavier. Urtext nach der Leipziger Mendelssohn-Gesamtausgabe. Band 2: Zu Lebzeiten erschienene Lieder 

II, ed. Christian Martin Schmidt (Wiesbaden: Breitkopf and Härtel, 2009), [5-6]. 
10

 Schmidt, “Preface,” Band II, [5] 
11

Mendelssohn, Letter of 8 May 1829 
12

 Ralf Wehner, “Scotland-England-Wales-Ireland: Impulses, References and Reflexions in Felix 

Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s Works,” in Mendelssohn and England, Special Exhibition in the Summer House 

of the Mendelssohn-Haus October 30-November 21, 2004, ed. Christiane Schmidt (Leipzig: Mendelssohn-

Haus International Mendelssohn-Stiftung, 2005), 15. 
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1830-1839 

Another early contact who may have influenced the popularity of the songs in 

England was Julius Benedict, a musician and Mendelssohn champion. In his 1850 

biography of Mendelsohn, he mentioned an 1830 visit with Mendelssohn in Naples, 

where he “heard, for the first time, his overtures; numerous songs imbued with the 

impressions of fresh scenes; and, above all, one of his greatest works,—his ‘Walpurgis 

Night,’ full of solid grandeur, and overflowing with the rich ideas of his teeming 

fancy.”
13

 Benedict, an active performer until his death in 1885, organized an annual 

concert that featured London’s best-known performers. His friendship with Mendelssohn 

and his appreciation for his compositions were evinced in the Mendelssohn works he 

regularly programmed on his annual “Monster Concerts,” marathon performances lasting 

for over five hours.
14

 

The Harmonicon played a very critical role in the early dissemination of 

Mendelssohn’s songs. It was one of only two major periodicals reviewing music and 

musical events. While there were few song performances in documentable concert 

settings during this decade, the journal reviewed annuals and anthologies in which single 

songs were published.
15

 The journal also printed John Thomson’s aforementioned travel 

journal from Germany, “Notes of a Musical Tourist.” In the March 1830 issue, Thomson 

wrote about the op. 8 songs, and agreed heartily with the Harmonicon’s review from the 

previous December, which called it “a gem, not of the sparkling kind, but rich and rare, 

                                                           
13

 Julius Benedict, Sketch of the Life and Works of the Late Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (London: John 

Murray, 1850), 17. 
14

 Alice Mangold Diehl, Musical Memories (London: Bentley, 1897), 171; “Metropolitan. Mr. Benedict’s 

Concert,” Musical World 15, no. 269 (20 May 1841): 330-31. 
15

 “Review of Music. Musical Annuals,” Harmonicon: 7, no. 12 (December 1829): 303; “Review of Music. 

Musical Annuals,” Harmonicon 8, no. 12 (December 1830): 509; “Review of New Music. Original 

Compositions in Prose and Verse,” Harmonicon 11, no. 5 (May 1833): 102-03. 
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and serenely beautiful.”
16

 It is interesting to note that he wrote at great length about the 

three op. 8 songs as written by Mendelssohn’s “sister, a young lady of great talents and 

accomplishments,”
17

 in 1830, as Fanny’s authorship of the three songs still required 

clarification in the 1874 Macfarren edition of the collected songs.
18

  

Mendelssohn’s fame began to bear more fruit when his music became quite 

popular in London and was programmed on many concerts between his visit in the 

autumn of 1837 and 1840, when he came for a third time in April.
19

 The songs, however, 

took somewhat longer to establish a foothold: only three concerts featured the songs 

during the entire decade. The first public concert to feature a song by Mendelssohn was 

Richard Blagrove’s Quartette Concert on 16 February 1837, where Maria Caradori-Allen 

sang “Ist es wahr?” (“Frage,” op. 9, no. 1) to introduce the String Quartet No. 2 in A 

minor, op. 13, which is based on the song and quotes it in the outer movements.
20

 Two 

other songs were performed publicly during the decade: Elizabeth Masson sang “The 

First Violet” (op. 19a, no. 2) on Ignaz Moscheles’ concert of 18 February 1837,
21

 and an 

unidentified song appeared on the Classical Chamber Concert in the Hanover Square 

Rooms on 25 February 1839.
22

 It is possible that this unidentified singer was Maria 

Hawes, who was one of the singers Mendelssohn introduced in Leipzig and who 
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 “Review: The Musical Souvenir,” Harmonicon 7, no. 12 (December 1829): 303. 
17

 “Notes of a Musical Tourist,” Harmonicon 8, no. 3 (March 1830): 99. 
18
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corresponded with him about singing his songs there in 1844.
23

 In a review of a 

December 1839 concert, her voice quality and style of singing were praised as being best 

when “she is pouring forth the inspired strains . . . of Handel, Haydn, Mozart, Bach, 

Spohr, and Mendelssohn.”
24

 There was only one identifiable instance of Hawes singing 

other Mendelssohn between these two concerts; she sang a transposed baritone aria from 

St. Paul on Ignaz Moscheles’ concert on 21 March 1839.
25

 She was, however, a popular 

singer who appeared on a number of concerts in London and in the provinces in the 

intervening months, which supports my supposition about the February concert.
26

 

This decade is really the beginning of the flowering of the lied in English Public 

Concerts. Prior to the 1830s, the vocal music sung on concerts consisted of arias from 

operas and oratorios, and English secular songs. For example, in programs listed in the 

Philharmonic Society’s centenary retrospective from the 1810s and 1820s, the vocal 

music consists exclusively of sacred and secular arias.
27

 A song by Sigismond Neukomm, 

“Oft from the steep,” that was sung on the 10 March 1832 Philharmonic concert appears 

to be the very first lied on one of their programs; the English title suggests that the song 

was sung in English as well.
28

 Neukomm is not a name that is familiar as a lieder 

composer to modern musicians. Indeed, he is not mentioned, even parenthetically, in 

Ernest Walker’s A History of Music in England.
29

 However, the London Concert 
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Appendices of chamber music concerts in Bashford’s database show that there were a 

few lieder on those concerts in the mid-1830s, primarily Haydn’s English songs and 

Beethoven’s “Adelaide.”
30

 

Most of the new publications during this decade were confined to the years 1830 

to 1834. Mendelssohn’s awkwardly titled song for Marian Cramer, “Far from the 

moveless dark bright eye (Charlotte to Werther),” was published in December 1830 in the 

Chappell annual Apollo’s Gift, or the Musical Souvenir for 1831.
31

 This annual was also 

reviewed in the Harmonicon, and the song was seen as confirmation of Mendelssohn as 

“the rising musical genius of this age.”
32

 It was later published singly by Collard and 

Collard in 1832.
33

 These would be the only publications of the song during 

Mendelssohn’s lifetime and with his involvement. The German publisher Hoffman von 

Fallersleben repurposed the tune for an entirely different text at some point during the 

1850s, titling it “Seemans Scheidelied” (“Sailor’s Song at Parting”).
34

 

In 1832, Mendelssohn’s songs made their debut in a second annual, The Musical 

Gem, and would have a place there through its penultimate edition in 1834.
35

 Two op. 9 

songs were selected for inclusion in the 1833 publication. The Athenaeum lists “The 

Confiding Heart” (“Entsagung,” op. 9, no.11) as one of two songs in the annual that they 
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liked (along with a Schubert song).
36

 “Spring is returning” (“Frühlingsglaube,” op. 9, no. 

8) is also listed, in Wehner’s thematic catalogue, as having been included in that annual.
37

 

The Musical Gem for 1834, published in late 1833, included “Maid of the Valley” 

(“Frühlingslied,” op. 8, no. 6) and “Is it true?” (“Frage,” op. 9, no. 1.)
38

 The Athenaeum 

editorial staff found themselves behind in their reviews and almost did not include the 

annual in its review of that season’s offerings but for its inclusion of, as the reviewer 

wrote, “Mendelssohn’s exquisite canzonet, Is it true? in an English dress.”
39

 

Mendelssohn’s “Gruss” is a curious case in the record of the publication of his 

songs. In 1833, London publisher Edmund Lloyd was able to obtain permission to 

publish an altered German version of the song in England in Original Compositions in 

Prose and Verse, prior to its publication in Germany in op. 19a.
40

 The very cursory 

Harmonicon review comprises one sentence that describes the range of the notes and the 

song’s length, a mere fifteen measures. The emphasis on its brevity and lack of difficulty 

suggests that it is perhaps suitable for amateurs or domestic singers.
41

 Original 

Compositions was a different kind of annual than either Apollo’s Gift or The Musical 

Gem in that its literary content by notable authors of the day was the primary attraction.
42

  

The second of three separate publications of “Pilgerspruch” (op. 8, no. 5) 

occurred in 1834, when John William Parker published it in his Sacred Minstrelsy with 
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39
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40
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the English text “Lord, when we bend before thy throne.”
43

 The volume’s introduction 

states that the collected works are intended for domestic and devotional use and provides, 

to that end, the texts of the songs and biographical sketches of the composers, an addition 

which was “heartily approve[d]” of in an Athenaeum review.
44

 In the same year, the last 

Mendelssohn contribution to the Musical Gem was published in the volume for 1835,
45

 “a 

collection of light vocal and pianoforte music.”
46

 “O lovely Spring” (“Im Frühling,” op. 

9, no. 4) was damned with faint praise by the reviewer of the Musical Library who said 

that it “does not possess so much originality as is always expected,—perhaps 

unreasonably often—from the pen of M. Mendelssohn Bartholdy.”
47

 

The Novello publishing firm entered the fray as well, with single copies of two 

op. 9 songs, “Ah, How Sad” (“Im Herbst”) and “Spring” (“Frühlingsglaube”).
48

 They 

also announced that Mendelssohn’s two Byron songs (“Sun of the Sleepless” and “There 

Be None of Beauty’s Daughters”) were “in the press and will shortly be published.”
49

 

While Novello does not appear to have followed through with this, Michael Cooper’s 

claim that they were never published in England during Mendelssohn’s lifetime
50

 is 

incorrect: they were published by Wessel and Stapleton in 1843.
51
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Mendelssohn’s third visit to London also bore fruit in song composition. In 

August 1833 he composed two songs, “Wiegenlied” (“Bei der Wege, op. 47, no. 6) for 

his godchild Felix Moscheles,
52

 whose baptism he attended two months earlier,
53

 and the 

first of two songs he set to Byron texts, “There Be None of Beauty’s Daughters” 

(Mendelssohn did not compose the second of his Byron settings, “Sun of the Sleepless,” 

until he was back in Germany in 1834).
54

 He also composed one of the two works 

commissioned by the Philharmonic Society: the concert aria Infelice, in April 1834. It 

was premiered by the Philharmonic on 19 May 1834
55

 by soprano Maria Caradori-

Allan.
56

 Infelice is not a song, and as such is beyond the scope of this study. However, it 

was a very popular piece of Mendelssohn’s and was a regular fixture on concert and 

recital programs into the twentieth century. 

Not all of Mendelssohn’s songs from this period have survived, unfortunately. 

Sometime before March 1836 he composed a canzonet, “I love the talking of the giddy 

breeze.”
57

 The words to this lost setting of a Charles Cowden Clarke poem graced page 9 

of the very first issue of the Musical World in March 1836, with the designation 

“unpublished,”
58

 and are the sole record of the existence of the song in the new thematic 

catalog.
59
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1840-1849 

Mendelssohn made his last five journeys to England during this decade, in 

September 1840, May 1842, May 1844, August 1846 and April 1847. He was warmly 

received both musically and socially in London, partly because he was from the same 

social stratum and presented himself as a gentleman, rather than a musician.
60

 The 1840s 

were also, of course, the decade during which he died, which—for better or worse—

cemented both his celebrity status and the beginnings of the ambivalence that would 

beleaguer his legacy. It was a time of intense publication, some song composition, and a 

growing number of song performances.  

An oft-repeated tale comes from Mendelssohn’s visit to the Queen in 1842. 

Victoria’s affinity for him made sense in light of her musical interests and activities, and 

the same applied to Prince Albert.
61

 Mendelssohn came to call on the royal couple at 

Albert’s invitation and caught them as they were about to leave for the country. The 

Queen asked Mendelssohn if he had any new songs and she mentioned her fondness for 

the ones already available. During the visit he suggested she sing his “Frühlingslied”( op. 

8, no. 6), but the music was packed away, leaving her to sing her favorite for him, which 

turned out to be Fanny’s “Italien,” which had been included as the third song in the op. 8 

set. Before he left however, she did sing one of his songs—his “Pilgerspruch,” also from 

op. 8.
62

 It was not just royalty who would entertain Mendelssohn and with whom he 

shared his songs. The biography of a Mrs. Grote reports that she received Mendelssohn 

and his friend and colleague Jenny Lind for an evening gathering in April 1947, during 
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Mendelssohn’s final visit for the Elijah performances at Exeter Hall. Lind was asked to 

sing and Mendelssohn accompanied her in “Auf Flügeln des Gesanges.”
63

 

Given that only three concerts featured Mendelssohn songs in the 1830s, the bar 

for improvement was set quite low—and easily surpassed. In all, Mendelssohn songs 

were sung on a total of seventy-five concerts.
64

 The year 1848 led with the most 

performances with seventeen separate concerts, up from a low of two in 1842. There was 

a sharp uptick in concerts in 1844 (from four the year before to sixteen), as Mendelssohn 

visited London from May to July of that year and participated in several concerts.
65

 (I 

was unable to find any record of concerts with Mendelssohn songs after July of that 

year.) The other active years of the decade were 1847 (fourteen concerts, also a visit 

year) and 1849. Despite the immense popularity Mendelssohn enjoyed in London, his 

death does not appear to have had any immediate effect on the performance of his songs 

This decade established the Mendelssohn “songbook,” as it were, and some songs 

quickly (and permanently) established themselves as favorites. “The Garland” was very 

well received and would prove to be one of Mendelssohn’s most popular songs, 

ultimately appearing on over eighty-two concerts between 1837 and 1915.
66

 One ardent 

reviewer praised Mendelssohn’s accompaniment, tune, and choice of lyric, and invoked 

the literary counterpart to the song’s subject, enthusing, “Every Damon should hang this 

Garland by his ‘Celia’s Arbour,’ and every Celia may be proud to receive and cherish the 

token.”
67

 The “Suleika” and “Frühlingslied” settings carried the day, however. Nearly 
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always unspecified, the op. 57 “Suleika” and the op. 47 “Frühlingslied,” often called 

“The Charmer,” were the most likely ones performed. All of the songs performed were 

available commercially except “Auf dem Wasser,” a manuscript song inscribed in 

contralto Helen Dolby’s album by Mendelssohn in 1842 and first performed on Joseph 

Dando’s first concert of the season on 25 January 1847.
68

 Dolby would go on to perform 

the song five more times, mostly on her own and Sterndale Bennett’s benefit concerts.
69

 

The op. 57 “Wanderlied” was immediately popular after its publication in 1843 and was 

performed on concerts in December 1843, January 1844 (two programs), February 1844, 

and June 1844.
70

 “The First Violet,” from op. 19a, was performed on five concerts in the 

1840s and shares second place in the overall popularity count with the op. 34 “Auf 

Flügeln des Gesanges” (“On Wings of Song”), one of the few Mendelssohn songs to have 

modern name recognition.
71

 

Turning to where these performances took place, the London concert scene in the 

1840s consisted primarily of chamber concerts (mixed vocal and instrumental music). 

Some were one-time events, like the 24 June 1842 relief concert for the victims of a 

tremendous fire in Hamburg.
72

 Hosted by the Italian Opera House, Mendelssohn 
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performed piano solos on the concert and also accompanied Adelaide Kemble in one of 

the “Frühlingslied” settings.
73

 Other concerts, like those of violinists Joseph Dando and 

Nicholas Mori, were given occasionally, but not regularly or often enough to be 

considered a concert series.
74

 Mendelssohn’s songs were also performed on the benefit 

concerts of leading musicians of the day, including those of Louise Dulcken, George 

Macfarren, and Sterndale Bennett.
75

 The first ongoing concert series the songs appeared 

on was the London Wednesday Concerts in Exeter Hall. Helen Dolby did the honors, 

singing a “Frühlingslied” and the op. 71 “Nachtlied” on 29 November 1848.
76

 

Dolby, like most of singers in the nineteenth century, likely sang Mendelssohn’s 

songs by choice, rather than by direction. Singers, not concert presenters, were often 

responsible for choosing the repertoire they sang on concerts and based their choice on an 

affinity for the music, the songs in their repertoire, or any royalty agreement they might 

have with the publishers of new songs.
77

 This model persisted well into the second half of 

the century and became enough of a point of friction as to cause concert directors to 

inveigh against it in 1848
78

 and 1868.
79

 

The roster of singers who performed Mendelssohn songs in this decade included 

some of the most renowned performers in London. Helen Dolby, the dedicatee of the 
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London publication of op. 57, performed and presented concerts throughout the decade, 

many with pianist Lindsay Sloper.
80

 She performed on twenty-five of the seventy-five 

concerts with Mendelssohn’s songs,
81

 complementing them with Schubert’s “Erl-king,” 

songs of Ignaz Moscheles and Hauptmann, and Sterndale Bennett.
82

 At the 5 May 1843 

concert of the Society of Female Musicians, Elizabeth Masson sang an unspecified 

Mendelssohn song that the review claimed had been “expressly composed” for her.
83

 

Other than it being a serenade, there is no way to identify the song and corroborate that 

claim, which was not an uncommon one.
84

 It is also instructive, in a longitudinal study 

such as this, to see various names progress through different capacities. Natalia 

Macfarren, wife of Walter Macfarren, would eventually go on to become a music editor 

and translator of some note. When we first encounter her, however, she is one of the 

vocalists on Louise Dulcken’s Matinée Musicale of 7 April 1847. She sang 

Mendelssohn’s “Swedish Winter Song” (Winterlied, op. 19a, no. 3), earning praise for 

herself and the composition. “This was a perfect gem, brimful of character, and to us 

quite a novelty: this fair vocalist deserves our thanks for bringing it to light, and she owes 

no less to the song than we owe to her, for it gave her a great opportunity for the display 

of her beautiful voice and true musical feeling.”
85
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In some cases, it is the presenter of the concert who provides the interest. The 

publisher Rudolf Wessel gave an annual concert at his residence on 25 March 1846. The 

singer, a Miss Steele, was accompanied by Julius Benedict, impresario and friend of Felix 

Mendelssohn. One might imagine that an added benefit of these concerts was for Wessel 

to have his publications performed by the eminent performers of the day. As it was, a 

Musical World review from the early days of the concerts explained that the 

performances were “meetings of artists and amateurs for the performance of classical 

music.”
86

 

The first concert after Mendelssohn’s death to feature his songs was a memorial 

concert, but not for him. The musical community gathered to raise funds for the family of 

composer William Rooke with a benefit concert on 2 December 1847. Tenor John Wilson 

sang two Mendelssohn songs, “Sun of the Sleepless” and “The Savoyard’s Song 

(“Pagenlied”). These songs, the “most favourably received” of the concert, were both 

encored.
87

  

After Mendelssohn’s death in 1847, various concert directors implemented 

memorial concerts, often called “Mendelssohn Nights,” where the first half of the concert 

was devoted to his music. Louis Jullien gave his first “Mendelssohn Night” on 27 

November 1849 at the Drury Lane Theater. Among the many works performed were two 

songs, “The First Violet”
 88

 (“Das erste Veilchen,” op. 19a, no. 2) and “Of All the Pretty 

Darlings” (“O Jugend, O schöne Rosenzeit,” op. 57, no. 4). The singer was Henrietta 

“Jetty” Treffz, a German singer who became very popular on the London concert scene. 

She (or Louis Jullien) chose to sing the songs to orchestral accompaniment. This was an 
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occasional practice on the larger concerts,
89

 but the critics nearly always took a dim view. 

The Musical World had strong opinions on both orchestrations, suggesting that the 

orchestration obscured the simplicity of the song.
90

 Regarding “Of All the Pretty 

Darlings,” the reviewer sniffed: 

Nothing can be more simple than the melody which, in the original, 

Mendelssohn has wedded to a pianoforte accompaniment, equally 

unpretending. The orchestra is altogether out of character with such a 

composition, and in his adaptation the arranger has overlooked the 

variations of accompaniment in the different couplets, which are by no 

means inessential.
91

 

 

The 1840s were a period of discovery in terms of performance. It was also the 

period of the greatest penetration of Mendelssohn’s songs in terms of publication. As 

Mendelssohn’s fame was growing, so was the appetite for more of his works.
92

 While it 

was fortuitous that Mendelssohn made contacts with publishers in the late 1820s, it bears 

noting that because of international copyright laws, the songs and other works initially 

published elsewhere were public domain in England, and could be—and were—reprinted 

by any party.
93

 It would not be until the International Copyright Act of 1846 that Ewer 

could enforce its sole rights to Mendelssohn’s songs, including those composed and first 

published in England.
94

 Both Ewer and Wessel took advantage of the thirst for 

Mendelssohn songs and the lack of copyright and published several songs under their 

                                                           
89

 Foster, History, xx, 28. It was a requirement for vocal music sung at Philharmonic concerts from 1812 

until 1817. 
90

 “M. Jullien’s Concerts,” Times (London), no. 20345 (28 November 1849): 8. 
91

 Ibid. 
92

 Eatock, England, 70. 
93

 Peter Ward Jones, “Mendelssohn and His English Publishers,” in Mendelssohn Studies, ed. R. Larry 

Todd (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 241. 
94

 Ewer, “Mendelssohn’s Works–Caution,” advertisement, Musical World 32, no. 32 (12 August 1854): 

544. 



30 

imprints Gems of German Song (Ewer)
95

 and Series of German Songs (Wessel and 

Stapleton).
96

 The op. 8 and 9 songs came out singly under Wessel’s series in 1841
97

 and 

published in English and German, with translations by Clara de Chatelain, a regular 

Wessel translator who went by her maiden name, Miss de Pontigny.
98

 Five of the songs 

were (more or less) rapturously reviewed in the Musical World between September and 

December of 1841. “Fairer the Meads Are Growing” (“Italien,” op. 8, no. 3) was one of 

Fanny’s contributions, yet still attributed to Felix. The difference in the compositional 

hand can be read in the review, which supposes the youth of the composer. It is a 

particularly enthusiastic review, suggesting that “all who love music will love this 

beautiful ballad—a world in sixteen bars.”
99

 The last song in the set, “There Is a Reaper” 

(“Erntelied, op. 8, no. 4) was given an appreciative review. Its darker affect was deemed 

to suit the text, whose setting is “one of the most original, if not the most striking, of 

Mendelssohn’s songs.”
100

 

“The Garland” (sometimes called “By Celia’s Arbor”) is the first Mendelssohn 

song published under copyright in England, by J. J. Ewer in 1841. The firm acquired it 

from Mendelssohn as a direct result of the contretemps that ensued after Novello 
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published the Lobgesang before Mendelssohn was ready for it to be released. Edward 

Buxton stepped into the breach and became Mendelssohn’s official English publisher.
101

 

Official though they may have been, Ewer was not to reap the benefit of that 

designation when it came to what may have been the most celebrated publishing event for 

Mendelssohn’s song, as far as England is concerned: the publication of the op. 57 

collection of six songs, dedicated to the English contralto Helen Dolby, by Wessel and 

Stapleton in the summer of 1843. This collection bears the dual distinction of being the 

only one to have been originally published in London
102

 and the only one for that firm, 

which both before and after had only reprinted public domain songs.
103

 Moreover, it was 

dedicated to a celebrated English singer, contralto Helen Dolby, an honor often remarked 

upon by members of the musical press. Charles L. Gruneisen wrote in the Morning Post, 

“Mendelssohn has conferred a high compliment on our accomplished countrywoman, 

Miss Dolby, by the dedication of these compositions, but it is somewhat singular that the 

great German should have selected a set of songs for that purpose, not one of which is 

suited to the contralto voice of the fair vocalist.”
104

 A curious thing indeed! The 

dedication was a business favor granted at the behest of a suitor. The music critic James 

W. Davison brokered the deal for op. 57 (which he also translated) between Mendelssohn 

and Frederic Stapleton for the publication, and he likewise requested the dedication to 
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Miss Dolby, with whom he was quite besotted.
105

 (The gesture was ultimately 

unsuccessful for Mr. Davison. Dolby married French violinist Prosper Sainton in 

1860.)
106

 

Another indication of the importance of this publication in England was the length 

of its reviews, which ran to several columns over as many as three pages
107

 (the review 

for seven Mendelssohn songs in 1838 is just over a page long).
108

 The critics were 

pleased with the work, heaping encomia upon it, as in this review from the Musical 

World: 

We think Mendelssohn must take the highest place among all the modern 

Germans as a vocal, as much as he indisputably does as an instrumental, 

composer. His songs are marked by a profusion of rich and natural 

melody, while his accompaniments are at once original and characteristic. 

Perhaps, among all he has produced, the present set of Songs, so liberally 

and appropriately inscribed to our distinguished and amiable sister-artist, 

Miss Dolby, must take the most prominent place. They are equally 

charming as musical compositions, and effective as songs—and this 

tribute to their worth will be echoed by every English musician, so soon as 

they shall become generally known. . . . 

We are warned by our limits to cease; but if what we have said thus 

cursorily can give any impression to our readers of the beauty of these 

latest productions of the genius of the great Mendelssohn, we shall only be 

too happy.
109

 

 

The Musical Post was no less effusive: 

With all the popularity of Schubert’s compositions, we must confess our 

opinion that some of the lieder of Weber, and all the best of Mozart, 

Beethoven, Mendelssohn, and Spohr, are written in a finer school, and are 

more likely to be known a hundred years hence. . . . 
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Mendelssohn carries out to perfection the theory that when masters 

condescend to trifles, they effect them with better grace than habitual 

triflers. The songs before us have sprung from his fancy as wild flowers 

from a fertile soil. A thought has haunted him, incessantly, and he must 

needs invest it with a living form to rid himself of its importunity; and thus 

many thoughts have been collected and are presented to us in the shape of 

songs—brief but charming pictures of evanescent feeling.
110

 

 

The songs that comprise op. 57 are “Old German Song” (“Altdeutsches Frühlingslied”), 

“The Shepherd’s Song” (“Hirtenlied”), “Zuleika,”
111

 (judged the best by the Musical 

World),
112

 “Rhenish Popular Song” (“O Jugend, O schöne Rosenzeit”), “Venetian 

Gondolier’s Song (“Venetianisches Gondellied”), and “Journey Song”
113

 (“Wanderlied”) 

(taking top honors from the Musical Post).
114

 Each received notices as enthusiastic as 

those for the entire set. It is not too much to wonder if the effusion of compliments that 

met op. 57 is due to the dedication to an English singer, the original publication in 

London, the quality of the music, or all of the above. 

By the end of the decade, a scheme arose to add a new concert series to the 

offerings available to the musical public in London. Joseph Stammers, the manager of 

Exeter Hall, began the London Wednesday Concerts on 22 November 1848. 
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Mendelssohn songs made their first appearance on the series on the second concert on 29 

November 1848. The indefatigable Helen Dolby performed two songs: an unidentified 

“Spring Song” (“Frühlingslied”) and the op. 71 “Song of the Night” (“Nachtlied”), which 

the review erroneously called “the great musician’s last composition.”
115

 (That honor, by 

the way, goes to the posthumously published “Altdeutsches Frühlingslied,” or “Old 

German Spring Song,” op. 86, no. 6, composed just about one month before Mendelssohn 

died.)
116

 Mendelssohn’s songs would find a small home on this series, featured on five 

concerts alongside the songs of Beethoven (“Adelaide,” for the most part) and Kücken, 

and a large measure of opera and English ballads.
117

 The series was poised to 

successfully fill a void in London’s concert scene. The review of the fourth concert 

expressed its approbation thusly: 

The fourth concert took place on Wednesday last. Mr. Stammers’ spirit 

and enterprise have met with their due reward. The Wednesday Concerts 

have already, even in their nonage, ranked themselves among the most 

fashionable and popular amusements of the winter season. The 

engagement of such artists as [Sigismund] Thalberg, [Eugène] Vivier, 

[John] Sims Reeves, and Kate Loder on the same night, to say nothing of 

many other excellent artists, was sure to gain for Mr. Stammers the utmost 

support of the public. The low prices, too, have had no small share in 

bringing this result. There is nothing which could be more easily 

disproved than the common objection raised against the indifference of the 

public to music and high art. The fact is, the public have been taught to 

prefer good music and good artists to indifferent music and indifferent 

artists, and they will now rest satisfied with nothing less than the former. 

Mr. Stammers has set an example which should not be lost sight of by 

concert givers and opera-house speculators. The best talent at low prices is 

the secret of all success in dramatic or musical undertakings.
118

 
 

Composition did not keep pace with performance and publication in this decade. 

Only two songs were composed in England in the 1840s, both written for the Macfarren 
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brothers and both problematic. Mendelssohn composed a “Spring Song” for voice and 

piano in George Alexander Macfarren’s album sometime before June 1844,
119

 when it 

was performed by Helen Dolby on Macfarren’s concert of chamber music with J. W. 

Davison.
120

 The second, composed on 9 July 1844, was written for Walter Cecil 

Macfarren. Titled “Und über Dich wohl streut der Wind,” it was missing until a copy of 

the manuscript was printed in the Musical Times of 1 January 1898.
121

 It was finally 

published in the Bäreneiter edition of the previously unpublished songs in 2008 and the 

Breitkopf and Härtel edition in 2009.
122

 

Despite this bounty of song activity and positive press, the seeds of anti-

Mendelssohnism were already in the wind. The Musical World was an avowedly pro-

Mendelssohn periodical.
123

 As such, its writers did not hesitate to answer in its pages the 

slights against Mendelssohn from other critics. In October 1841, the critic of the 

Spectator gave a less than favorable review of “The Garland” and “Fairer the Meads Are 

Flying” (Fanny’s “Italien,” still attributed to Felix): 

These are all English versions of German Songs, of which it has become 

the fashion to attempt an introduction far too indiscriminate. Let it not be 

supposed that every German musician is a genius, or that Mozarts and 

Beethovens abound even in the land of music: on the contrary, there is a 

very large quantity of trashy writing afloat there; and the modern 

catalogues of the Vienna, Frankfort, Berlin, and Bonn publishers, are 

singularly barren of great works, and especially of vocal compositions 

bearing either the evidences of genius or of well-constructed vocal 

writing. Among the popular song-writers of Germany are Schubert and 

Loewe; both of them clever, but unequal. Mendelssohn has little of the 

faculty which above all others the lyric composer ought to possess: his 

themes are unmelodious; he wants the gift of producing a vocal melody 
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sufficiently striking to impress itself on the memory. The words of the first 

song enable us to judge of his talent as a melodist by comparison; for they 

are Moore’s “By Celia’s arbour all the night,” and when compared with 

Horsley’s beautiful setting of the same poem, the inferiority of the German 

artist is palpable. There is a total absence both of the grace and the feeling 

which form the great charm of Horsley’s glee. The melody of the second 

song is little more than a succession of scales.
124

 

In a rather humorous screed, the responding editorial made it clear, in no uncertain terms, 

that Mendelssohn’s genius was to be respected: 

This bombastic weaver of common-place twaddle begins, it would seem, 

to discover the absurd blundering, the yellowed prejudice, of his hitherto 

course. For years he has dealt out superannuated nonsense, and feebly-

attempted ironicisms for the ingurgitation of such of the musical 

profession in England as were insane enough to accept his worn-out 

balderdash for wholesome opinion, his puerile sentimentalities for 

matured judgment, his lick-Spohr aping of enthusiasm, for able and artist-

like criticism on the art of which he professes to be a professor, but which 

he has besmeared and befouled with the filth of philo-exoticism, and 

trampled under foot with the shoe-heels of incompetent folly. . . .  

Upon this, Mr. Spectator, after swallowing his repugnance to such a 

proceeding, . . . begins to belabour one of the loveliest little songs that 

ever German or Englishman or any man whatever, has imagined—no 

other than Mendelssohn’s most exquisitely graceful ballad, “Fairer the 

meads are growing”! prefacing his critique with some balderdash to the 

effect, that Germans as well as Englishmen write trash; he singles out this 

and another song by Mendelssohn, and commences spitting at them, and 

sliming them all over with his gangrenous sarcasms. “Fairer the meads are 

growing,” forsooth!—one of the loveliest melodies that the mind of man 

has ever conceived, is, according to this dictatorial Spectator, “little else 

than a succession of scales”! ! ! Where are this man’s ears? where is his 

understanding? where his soul? Granting, as we do unreservedly, his entire 

ignorance of music, surely his auricular faculty must be a deal-board—his 

understanding a grave-stone—his soul a diatonic scale! “A succession of 

scales,” indeed! Faugh!—we cannot bear the smell of it! We are thus 

treated with an unequivocal proof of what was ever in our mind an 

established certitude, that this impotent scribbler is as weak a man as he is 

an erring critic. . . . Oh! human fatuity! to what fearful extent art thou too 

frequently exhibited. Adieu, thou tailor among critics—thou critic among 

tailors, we have said enough of thee—we have rendered thee of 

importance for an instant by noticing thy transgressions—we now fling 
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thee off, as a nightmare which has sat upon us in a dream—away! thou 

literary incubus!
125

 

 

1850-1859 

Compared to the flurry of activity of the 1840s, the remaining decades of the 

period were considerably less momentous, but nonetheless, performances of 

Mendelssohn’s songs progressed on an upward trajectory in the 1850s. New publications 

were limited to posthumous releases of songs and new editions of previously released 

material. The keepers of the Mendelssohn flame, J. W. Davison and Sterndale Bennett 

chief among them, used their positions (music critic and music professor, respectively)
126

 

to maintain Mendelssohn’s musical legacy. Bennett, for example, gave a series of 

lectures in London and Sheffield on music in England. In the first lecture, given in 

London on 8 April 1858 (and repeated a year later in Sheffield), he opined that there was 

a difference between chamber music for home and that for the concert room. He noted 

that “the enchanting pianoforte songs and duets of Mendelssohn” were better suited, 

because of their intimacy, for home. At the same time, he found that their presence on 

concert programs was still a desired good; that the necessary remove of the concert room 

did not detract from the songs’ intimacy.
127

 Davison, as a critic at the Times and the 

Musical World, continued to be one of the “watchmen” of music, steering (or attempting 

to steer) public opinion on Mendelssohn and his works appearing in London’s concert 

rooms.
128
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As it frequently happens, Mendelssohn’s lionization in English musical culture 

had some trickle-down effects into the larger culture. During the 1850s, Mendelssohn 

was memorialized in a roman à clef by Elizabeth Sara Sheppard, the highly stylized 

novel Charles Auchester, published in 1853.
129

 The title character is said to have been 

Charles Horsley, a member of the English family with whom Mendelssohn was very 

close.
130

 Mendelssohn himself was rendered in the numinous character of “Chevalier 

Seraphael,” a character of supreme perfection and genius. Written while its author was 

still a teenager, it received a searing review from the Athenaeum’s Henry Chorley, but 

was widely read in London after its publication.
131

 It does not mention any songs directly, 

being a fictionalized narrative, but it kept Mendelssohn in the public mind long after his 

death, which was certainly not a detriment to the cause of his music. 

There were other indications that not just Mendelssohn-mania, but his songs, too, 

were reaching further than the concert stage—a counterfactual supposition that is often 

difficult to confirm. We have, however, a memoir from an Anglican missionary, John 

Coleridge Patteson, who spent time studying biblical languages in Dresden in summer of 

1852. His younger cousin Arthur Coleridge was his companion there, and wrote back to 

the family, saying, “Patteson’s chief delight was the Midsummer Night’s Dream, with 

Mendelssohn’s music. He had a tuneful baritone and a correct ear for music. We hired a 

piano for our sitting-room; . . . he sang some of Mendelssohn’s Lieder very 

pleasingly.”
132
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Far more people than far-flung missionaries were performing the songs in 

London. Until the 1850s, most concerts were benefits given by and for the leading 

performers of the day, including Julius Benedict, Sterndale Bennett, Bernard Molique, 

and Lindsay Sloper.
133

 The Philharmonic was still going strong, but very few lieder were 

sung on their concerts; the preference in vocal music being more for opera.
134

 Louis 

Jullien continued his Drury Lane concerts, with several Mendelssohn Nights,
135

 and 

Joseph Stammers’ London Wednesday Concerts continued until 1853, at which point 

Julius Benedict led a group of directors to begin the Wednesday Evening Concerts, also 

in Exeter Hall. (This prompted Stammers to issue an advertisement to disavow any 

involvement in their venture.)
136

 Mendelssohn songs were performed on this iteration of 

the Wednesday concerts as well, beginning on 23 November 1853 with three songs 

performed by Eliza Birch, Georgina Stabbach, and W.H. Suchet-Champion: “On songs 

bright pinions,” “The First Violet,” and one of the “Spring Song” settings.
137

 However, 

some of the newer concert series, like John Ella’s Musical Union (established in March 

1845), refused to have songs on its regular season programs.
138

 Ella realized that his need 

to attract in a more diverse audience for his benefit concerts was at not only at odds with 

his insistence on purely instrumental chamber music during the regular concert season, 

but also required the inclusion of songs and other less serious music. Bashford reports, 

“With the Musical Union’s ethos established as uncompromisingly earnest, Ella had to 

perform clever sleights-of-hand when programming the Director’s Matinée, the repertoire 
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mix of which ran against the grain.”
139

 Mendelssohn’s songs only appeared twice on 

these matinées in the 1850s. On the first, Alexandre Reichardt sang “O! Who Can Guess 

My Emotion” (“Es weiss und räth es doch keiner,” op. 86, no. 6) for the first time in 

London, on the 19 June 1855 matinée at Willis’s Rooms. He sang a second song, but the 

reviewer (quite likely Davison), far preferred Mendelssohn’s song, remarking, 

“Rastrelli’s ‘Laura’ (who is Rastrelli?) is a good song in its way; but that of 

Mendelssohn, which Herr Reichardt sang with perfect sentiment, is an inspiration.”
140

 

The other Director’s Matinée with Mendelssohn songs was on 27 April 1858. Reichardt 

performed “Morgengruss” and one of the few songs composed by Giacomo Meyerbeer, 

“Des Schäfers Lied” for voice and clarinet obbligato, published just the year before.
141

 

The 1850s also brought the establishment of the Monday Popular Concerts in 1859 (and 

in 1865, the Saturday Popular Concerts), a concert series run by music publisher S. 

Arthur Chappell. Originally planned as filler for the slow season in St. James Hall, the 

series (which ran uninterrupted until 1904-1905)
142

 built an audience for classical music 

among the middle class, which was attracted to the low ticket prices and lack of a 

subscription.
143

 The two series were also instrumental in the dissemination of 

Mendelssohn songs. Between 1859 and 1905, more than 250 songs were performed on 

the Popular Concerts, more than any other concert series.
144
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Reichardt was one of the more active singers of Mendelssohn songs who made 

their concert debuts in this decade, along with Stabbach, and Birch. Their other repertoire 

included many Schubert songs, and those of Kücken (also a favorite of Jetty Treffz), 

Fesca, and Meyerbeer. In addition to her appearances at the opera, the aforementioned 

German soprano Jetty Treffz returned to London for at least seven Mendelssohn concerts 

in the 1850s, including Jullien’s 1857 Mendelssohn Night Concert on which she 

performed “The First Violet,”
 145

 one of twenty-five performances of the most popular 

song in this decade.
146

 Besides singing the Mendelssohn songs already in the repertoire, 

these and many other singers introduced new songs to London audiences, including: “Auf 

der Wanderschaft” (3 April 1850, A. Williams), “The Hunter’s Song” and “Da lieg ich 

unter den Baumen” (28 January 1851, Helen Dolby), “Bei der Wege” (4 April 1854, Miss 

Palmer), and “Die Sterne schau’n in stiller Nacht” (11 February 1856, Jenny Lind).
147

 

The last is perhaps the most interesting. Jenny Lind was a close friend of Mendelssohn’s 

and sang many of his songs in Germany,
148

 but in England, she was primarily an opera 

singer and rarely sang Mendelssohn lieder at her many London concerts.
149

 

With a few exceptions, new publications were limited to transcriptions, such as 

the 1851 transcription of “Bei der Wege” for piano, published by J. R. Ling. The review 

was not kind and dismissed the effort, declaring, “We cannot admire the manner in which 

Mendelssohn’s simple and beautiful cradle-song has been manufactured into a 
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fashionable drawing-room piece by Mr. Ling, who, for the most part, evinces as much 

discretion in the choice of themes as taste in their arrangement.”
150

 The posthumous 

songs (with opus numbers higher than 71) were published together by Buxton at Ewer, as 

part of a release of the Mendelssohn posthumous works that had appeared separately 

between 1848 and 1852.
151

 Henry Chorley’s Athenaeum review of the six op. 99 songs 

(with English translations by Elijah translator William Bartholomew) was reported in the 

Boston weekly, Dwight’s Journal of Music, which approved of the review, saying, 

“These are pronounced fully worthy of their composer, but the critic justly says, ‘They 

must be sung with the German—not the English—words. Indeed, as a body, 

Mendelssohn’s songs are too largely shut up from English singers by want of taste in the 

translated text.’”
152

 Perhaps it is this lacuna that the writer of an 1854 review of an 

edition of the two-part songs attempted to redress in somewhat reluctant-sounding praise: 

It is, however, in Mendelssohn’s songs, duets, and quartetts, that the 

amateur must seek his chief practicable illustrations of the master. As a 

writer for a single voice, he is by no means without rivals in the modern 

German schools; in some respects he has his superiors. Yet many of his 

songs are charming, for their sweet expressiveness, for the sentiment of 

repose and refinement which ever pervades them, and for a certain tender 

melancholy from which his pen is rarely altogether free. The domestic 

affections and the spring-time seem his favourite subjects. Some of his 

songs are dry and uninteresting, and the melody, though sufficiently clear 

and prominent, is not often of a striking description. Few songs can be 

named on the whole more attractive than “The first Violet,” . . . or the 

singular and most original songs “Yon Reaper’s name,” and “The Night-

wind rustles the branches.”
153
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Ewer was certainly an advocate for their musical properties, placing ads in most 

of the music newspapers on a regular basis,
154

 but they had competition. Ewer still held 

the English copyrights for all Mendelssohn’s songs published since the 1846 Copyright 

Act went into effect. The Act covered works composed in England and those published 

while Mendelssohn was in England, but Ewer also believed it also covered any work 

published since the effective date of the Act, and placed ads, titled “Mendelssohn’s 

Works—Caution,” in the musical press promising legal action against violators.
155

 The 

notice was quite likely directed at music importers who sold foreign editions of the 

works, such as Gustav Scheurmann. Perhaps one of the most industrious of the 

importers,
156

 Scheurmann scooped Ewer in the publication of three songs without opus 

numbers that had not yet been officially published in England, “Volkslied of Thüringen,” 

“Rhine Song” (Warnung vor dem Rhein), and “Death-Song of the Boyard” (Todeslied 

der Bojarden).
157

 Only two of the songs are true Mendelssohn compositions, however 

According to a publishing supplement, Mendelssohn only composed the accompaniment 

to the “Volkslied of Thüringen,” which was an extant folk tune.
158

 

The most important new publication came out in 1855, when, for the first time in 

England, an edition of the collected songs was published by Ewer and Co. This collection 
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contained all of the songs published during Mendelssohn’s lifetime (opp. 8, 9, 19a, 34, 

47, 57, and 71; “The Garland;” “There Be None of Beauty’s Daughters;” and “Sun of the 

Sleepless”), the three posthumous collections (opp. 84, 86, and 99), plus four 

posthumously published single songs without opus numbers (“Pagenlied,” “Der 

Waldschloss,” “Ich hör in Vöglein singen,” and “Warnung vor dem Rhein”). They were 

bound in a single volume with a portrait of Mendelssohn.
159

 Strangely, there appear to 

have been no reviews for what appears to have been a landmark publication. The 

advertisements appear to be the only record of their release, including some specifically 

aimed at those shopping for “Christmas and New-Year’s Gifts.”
160

 

 

1860-1869 

The second highest number of performances (140—representing a modest 

increase over the 123 performances of the previous decade) of Mendelssohn’s songs was 

recorded between the years 1860-1869,
161

 representing a time of great consolidation of 

the reputation and esteem of the songs. The collected edition of the songs has had time to 

seep into the public’s musical consciousness, and the posthumous songs are also earning 

their passport stamps. It is perhaps in this favorable milieu that the editors of the Musical 

World elected to reprint, in its 17 January 1863 issue, an article on Mendelssohn’s songs 

from their American counterpart, Dwight’s Journal of Music. It is not a review of any 

particular publication or performance, just a “state of the union address,” as it were, that 

reflected—generally—England’s sentiments about the songs. The pseudonymous Benda 
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wrote, “In his songs Mendelssohn is entirely himself: the matchless, amiable, tasteful, 

profound composer.—Here, perhaps, more than in any of the other forms he has 

cultivated, all his fine qualities are concentrated. How many brave musicians and singers 

could I name who will never forget the pleasure they have derived from these beautiful 

little tone creations?”
162

 One paragraph however, stands as an unwelcome harbinger of 

things to come: “The aversion to short, simple and expressive pieces, now so common 

among musicians and amateurs, is no doubt one of the causes why Mendelssohn’s songs 

have lately been much neglected.”
163

 By the end of the decade, there were more troubling 

signs. In June 1867, pianist Arabella Goddard, considered one of the foremost 

interpreters of Mendelssohn’s piano music of her time,
164

 played a landmark concert in 

which she performed sixteen of the forty-two published Songs without Words in one 

evening. Understandably (for the time, at least), a concert of that much piano music 

might want the relief of some vocal music. Goddard invited Helen Dolby to intersperse 

the books of the piano songs with Mendelssohn’s songs for voice. Critics loved her 

performance and her choice of accompanying songs,
 
lauding the concert in reviews in 

eight papers, all of which were reprinted in the Musical World.
165

 Eleven months later, 

Goddard performed a concert of all forty-eight songs, only she chose to interleave the 

piano lieder with Schubert lieder.
166

 The Morning Post (as reprinted in the Musical 

                                                           
162

 Benda, “Mendelssohn’s Songs for Voice with Pianoforte,” Musical World 41, no. 3 (17 January 1863): 

36. 
163

 Ibid. 
164

 “Songs without Words,” Musical World 45, no. 26 (29 June 1867): 43. 
165

 Ibid.; “Mendelssohn’s Songs without Words,” Musical World 45, no. 26 (29 June 1867): 422-23; 

“Songs Without Words,” 45, no. 27 (6 July 1867): 441. Reviews were reprinted from the Morning Herald, 

Morning Post, Morning Star, Daily Telegraph, Observer, Daily News, Times (London), and the Queen.  
166

 “Madame Arabella Goddard,” advertisement, Musical World 46, no. 18 (2 May 1868): 298; “Monday 

Popular Concerts,” advertisement, Musical World 45, no. 46 (16 November 1867): 778: By this time, Book 

8 of the Songs without Words had been published and was premiered by Goddard on 18 November 1867. 



46 

World) announced that the audience loved the Schubert songs. It said, in part, “Nothing 

could have fitted [sic] better in with the pianoforte Lieder of Mendelssohn than the 

inimitable vocal Lieder of Schubert.”
167

 

Despite these rumblings, the Mendelssohn songs continued to penetrate into 

musical culture. A joke was reprinted from London’s Punch, in which a young lady at 

home sang a Mendelssohn song whose hearer presumed it to be one of the Songs without 

Words because her diction was so bad.
168

 The reference to a Mendelssohn song in a joke 

about domestic music provides a bit of that elusive evidence of increased home use. 

Jokes about things that are not sufficiently known or generally understood tend not to be 

successful. 

Evidence is certainly not lacking for concert performances of the songs. A large 

portion of the increase in performances can be attributed to the continued, regular 

presence of Mendelssohn’s songs on the Monday Popular Concerts.
169

 The increase also 

reflects the debut of the songs on several other regular concert series, such as the New 

Philharmonic (where it shared the bill with opera arias), the Royal Academy of Music 

Student concerts, and the venerable Philharmonic Society.
170

 (It is quite interesting that 

Mendelssohn’s songs did not appear on Philharmonic programs before this time. His 

instrumental and piano music regularly appeared beginning in 1829, when he first visited 

London. One of his two Philharmonic commissions, the concert aria Infelice, was 

performed by them several times. Another extended vocal work, On Lena’s Gloomy 
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Heath, was commissioned by baritone Henry Philips in 1842 and performed by him on a 

Philharmonic concert.)
171

 Two additional debuts were on new series: the Saturday 

Popular Concerts in 1867, two years after they were added to the Monday Popular 

Concerts,
172

 and Ridley Prentice’s Monthly Popular Concerts in Brixton.  

There were other notable performances besides the two Goddard concerts of 

Songs without Words and the concert series debuts. Presenters still offered Mendelssohn 

memorial concerts, marking his birth in February and his death in November, and songs 

were often a feature of these programs.
173

 “Mendelssohn Nights” were also held at 

random points in the season, like the Monday Popular Concert of 7 May 1860.
174

 Henry 

Leslie’s choir, long known for performing Mendelssohn’s sacred choral works, included, 

for the first time, two songs, “Swedish Winter Song” (“Winterlied”) and “On Wings of 

Song” (“Auf Flügeln des Gesanges”) on its Mendelssohn Commemoration concert in 

November 1863. The favorable review applauds the choice of music, noting, “Almost 

every one of the vocal pieces, solo and concerted, was familiar to Mr. Leslie’s patrons, 

though by no means on that account unwelcome. On the contrary, such genuine music 

cannot be heard too often.”
175

 Describing Mendelssohn songs as familiar and welcome 

was a trend in reviews of this decade.
176
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Seven songs joined the Mendelssohn songbook during this decade: “Im Herbst” 

was first sung on the 6 March 1865 Monday Pops, where Anne Banks “charm[ed] all 

hearers” in “two of Mendelssohn’s most tender and expressive songs.”
177

 Carl Oberthür’s 

31 May 1866 harp concert was the venue for the next premiere. The reviewer declared, 

“A posthumous song of Mendelssohn’s, ‘Des Mädchens Klage,’ deserves to be the first 

mentioned of the vocal pieces, as it was sung for the first time in England. The song is 

highly dramatic, and is peculiarly Mendelssohn-ish; but it is scarcely suited for the 

concert-room. Madlle. Charlier sang it with much feeling and Mr. Allen played the very 

difficult accompaniment to perfection.”
178

 Mendelssohn’s “exquisite” song, “Die 

Liebende schreibt,” also called “The Sonnet,” was premiered by W. H. Cummings on 18 

March 1867 at the Monday Pops.
179

 It is Mendelssohn’s only solo song setting of a text 

by Goethe, one of his early mentors.
180

 “Warning Against the Rhine,” was one of the six 

songs Helen Dolby sang on Arabella Goddard’s concert of the piano lieder in 1867. A 

review in the Morning Star (also reprinted in the Musical World) said of her selections, 

“[she] supplied an appropriate and very agreeable entr’acte, by singing some of 

Mendelssohn’s most admired vocal compositions.”
181

 The Times reviewer was delighted 

by “Sun of the Sleepless” and “I Hear a Small Bird Singing” (“Ich hör ein Vöglein 

singen”) when Julia Elton sang them on January 1868 Monday Pops concert, calling them 

“gems.”
182

 At the Saturday Pops concert at the end of that week, Helen Dolby made one 
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of her diminishing Mendelssohn appearances in honor of his birthday, giving 

“Geständnis” its apparent London premiere, along with the more familiar “Frage.”
183

 

None of these “new” songs came close to challenging the dominance of “The First 

Violet,” which was still the most popular song despite having only nineteen performances 

(a significant reduction from thirty-one in the 1850s); or “Auf Flügeln des Gesanges,” 

solidly in second place with eighteen performances. “The Garland,” in third with fourteen 

performances, would overtake the other two by the next decade, on its way to being the 

most popular Mendelssohn song of the century. Any talk of dominance in this field is 

relative, of course. Anecdotally speaking, both Beethoven’s “Adelaide” and several 

Schubert songs (“Erlkönig” and “Der Wanderer” come to mind) could boast more 

discrete performances than the most popular Mendelssohn song, but the Mendelssohn 

songs were certainly holding their own. The lieder field still essentially belonged to 

Mendelssohn, Schubert, Beethoven, Mozart, and Haydn, but in this ten-year period, we 

begin to see other names on the bills: those of Gollmick (1860), Abt and Curschmann 

(1863), Schumann (1865), and Taubert, who shared the bill with Mendelssohn at the 

March 1866 Philharmonic concert on which his songs first appeared.
184

 The English were 

certainly well represented, thanks to the songs and arias of Sterndale Bennett, Michael 

Balfe, George Smart, and Julius Benedict.
185
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What little publication occurred in the 1860s was mostly “aftermarket,” i.e., 

reprints and anthologies. Despite Ewer’s bellicose warnings of prosecution, Boosey 

brought out a selection of twenty Mendelssohn songs as part of its Musical Cabinet: or, 

Collection of Standard and Popular Vocal and Pianoforte Music (1860). The key words 

in the title are “standard” and “popular.” If the doubling of song performances were not 

enough to convince one that Mendelssohn’s songs were a recognized, if small, part of the 

standard repertoire, a collection like this might be. It gives us further confirmation that 

the songs had a thriving life as domestic music as well, which is a difficult thing to 

measure. The reviewer notes, “Among them will be found some of the most popular of 

the composer’s vocal contributions to the drawing-room, such as ‘The first violet,’ ‘By 

Celia’s arbor all the night,’ [etc.]”
186

 (This publication was also on the vanguard of the 

“cheap music” movement begun by Alfred Novello.
187

 Many future reviews and 

advertisements would reference the low cost of their offerings as an enticement. One 

opined, “Twenty songs by Mendelssohn, in an elegant form, for a shilling, is indeed one 

of the wonders of modern cheap literature.”
188

) The sole new release was “The Maiden’s 

Lament” (“Des Mädchens Klage”) from Ewer. It does not appear to have fared well 

critically. The Athenaeum called it one of his “dry works, for Mendelssohn was mortal; 

and so is his posthumous song . . . The Maiden’s Lament. The accompaniment is rich and 

brilliant; but the cantilena is subservient to the accompaniment. This should not be. The 

horse has its place, but not as bestriding the rider.”
189

 (As noted earlier, the review of its 

premiere was similarly critical.) Finally, in 1867, an unspecified selection of songs 
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appeared in The Young Vocalist, a collection of twelve songs for voice and piano 

intended for children that also contained songs of Mozart, Weber, and Spohr, among 

others. Mrs. Bartholomew, the wife of Mendelssohn’s former translator, compiled the 

songs and was quoted in the review of the collection as saying, “most of the collections 

of songs for children [are old popular tunes or fragments:] . . . most of the specimens 

being of the average length of what may be called ‘grown up songs.’”
190

 The Musical 

Times recommended the collection for those children too old for nursery rhymes, but not 

yet ready for adult repertoire.
191

  

 

1870-1879 

“Mendelssohn has been dead nearly 30 years, and he has not yet been awarded his 

definite and undisputed niche in the Temple of Fame: about him the most diametrically 

opposite opinions are still held by educated musicians.”
192

 These words of an anonymous 

reviewer began extended commentary in a review of the 1877 Crystal Palace Concert 

commemorating Mendelssohn’s birth. He went on to suggest that those who would deny 

Mendelssohn his place in that Temple were primarily younger musicians who had no 

experience of him personally and were thus able to soberly and clearly assess the 

repertoire Mendelssohn left behind.
193

 This review, coming late in a decade that 

witnessed the greatest number of performances of Mendelssohn’s songs on concerts in 

London, seems an odd place to begin an examination of what should be, by the numbers, 
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a time of unqualified popularity for Mendelssohn’s songs. The zenith of this arc is also 

the beginning of its descent. 

The 1870s were a time of unprecedented concert activity, during which 

Mendelssohn’s songs were sung on 169 concerts, representing an increase of twenty-nine 

concerts.
194

 Dwight’s Journal of Music attempted to give its readers a sense of the scope 

of the London concert season. Its “Musical Directory for 1879” listed “not fewer than 

four hundred grand orchestral and oratorio concerts, besides some two hundred and fifty 

piano-forte matinées, benefit and miscellaneous concerts,”
195

 which it calculated to be an 

average of three concerts a day, by forty amateur societies in 107 concert halls.
196

 The 

downside of such a bounty of performances is the attendant decline in objective and 

subjective editorial documentation. It simply was not possible to notice all of the concerts 

in the periodicals, and any notices given had to prioritize how much critique they could 

print. The result was a narrower picture of a wider field of vision. As the 1870s progress, 

we see fewer specifics about song repertoire, and more mere mentions of the name of the 

singer, a trend which will continue throughout the coming period of decline.
197

  

Though the actual numbers of performances increased, the types of concerts did 

not change, nor were there many new songs added to the Mendelssohn songbook. The 

songs appeared with no greater frequency on the Monday and Saturday Pops and Crystal 

Palace concerts. The increase in the total number can be traced to the appearance of the 

songs on other, newer concert series, such as the Saturday concerts at Exeter Hall and St. 

George’s Hall, the Covent Garden Promenade Concerts, Royal Albert Hall concerts, and 
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the Alexandra Palace concerts.
198

 There was an increase in song activity on the Royal 

Academy of Music concerts as well, but that was the only series that saw a significant 

increase. Mendelssohn’s songs did not cease to be heard on small chamber concerts and 

recitals, and those concerts certainly did not cease to be given.
199

 There was, however, 

one chamber recital series that bears noticing. William Coenen began giving his 

“Chamber Concerts of Modern Music” in 1871. There were three monthly concerts given 

each winter and Mendelssohn songs were included on two each in 1871 and 1874.
200

 The 

concerts continued until 1876,
201

 but without Mendelssohn songs. Were they no longer 

considered modern music? It is difficult to say. With the exception of the final concert in 

March 1874, the Coenen concerts are an example of a series whose program information 

was obtained solely through advertisements. There was also no editorial comment on the 

quality of the songs in the review for that final Mendelssohn-involved concert. Likewise, 

there was little to no editorial content on many of the songs in the concerts mentioned 

earlier in this section. That is not to say that the songs went unmentioned. Again, what we 

saw in the reviews (when they were reviewed), was that a given singer sang well or 
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poorly, or with conviction or art the songs of a given composer, including 

Mendelssohn.
202

 

What songs can we say were performed with certainty? “The Garland,” of course, 

which was “one of the most frequently introduced— if not one of the most individually 

characteristic of Mendelssohn’s Lieder, sung by Mr. Edward Lloyd, and encored.”
203

 

Continuing the trend of the last few decades, “The Garland” was sung twenty-seven times 

in the 1870s, its all-time high.
204

 Only two new songs were added to those regularly 

performed on concerts in London, “The Stormy Spring” (“Frühlingslied,” op. 71 no. 2) 

and “Parting” (“Scheidend,” op. 9 no. 6),
205

 so the increased numbers of concerts through 

the year 1874 consisted of essentially the same songs that had been sung for the last two 

decades or so. As we will see shortly, this spike in performances in the 1870s may be 

attributable to one event: the new Novello critical edition of the songs. 

The most important publication of the 1870s was Natalia Macfarren’s revised and 

re-translated edition of the complete songs. The folio edition featured gilt-covered edges, 

cloth covers, and a portrait of Mendelssohn. The most significant difference however, 

was the addition of Mendelssohn’s op. 112 sacred songs for solo voice,
206

 one of which 

was originally intended for St. Paul but replaced by a different aria.
207

 The collection was 
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also released in a smaller octavo edition in 1874,
208

 prompting a flurry of reviews, far 

more than appear to have accompanied the release of either the folio edition or the 

original 1855 collected songs edition. This smaller version was more accessible to the 

masses in both size and price, as noted in an October review in the Musical Times. “By 

the publication of this volume in ‘Novello’s Complete Octavo Edition’ the whole of 

Mendelssohn’s vocal solos are placed within the reach of the general public for the price 

of a couple of the common-place ballads of the day.”
209

 This edition has the added benefit 

of containing dates of composition for many of the songs, making it “the only complete 

issue of the Mendelssohn melodist.”
210

 The most florid of the reviews was in The Choir, 

complimenting all of the aspects of the edition and its construction. It also recognizes the 

professional as well as the amateur audience, calling the release “a real boon both to 

musicians and lovers of drawing-room and home music.”
211

 After complimenting the 

songs, the review ends with this remark: 

Such music makes the world regret that Mendelssohn’s vividly 

picturesque powers were not sufficiently brought to bear on the lyric stage. 

However, Mendelssohn did great things for the world, and his songs are, 

now that they may be seen in a collected form, not the least valuable of his 

works. Not only do they make us revere the gifted artist, but they also 

endear the man to us. No vocalist should be without the valuable edition 

just issued by the enterprising form in Berners-street.
212

 

 
The other two reviews note the importance of concert performances in the popularization 

of the songs. The Musical Times remarked, “The issue of these beautiful songs in an 

octavo form is a proof that a popular edition is now called for; and many almost unknown 
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hitherto will now we hope shortly become as popular as the few which have already 

become the favourites of the concert-room.”
213

 Similar sentiment comes from the 

Athenaeum, “There are no less than seventy-nine songs in this welcome volume, many of 

which have been made attractive at the Monday Popular Concerts, where indeed 

numerous airs by Schubert, Schumann, Mendelssohn, and Beethoven have been heard for 

the first time in England.”
214

 One more version of this edition would appear in 1876, a 

transposition for low voice that was also labeled as a “new and cheaper edition.”
215

 The 

edition endured, and was still being advertised as late as 1877.
216

 

Despite Novello, Ewer and Co.’s legal ownership of the copyrights, other 

publishers managed to issue editions of the songs. One of the most fruitful of these 

companies was Augener, Ltd., which was primarily an import house like G. Scheurmann 

(which it acquired in 1857).
217

 In the summer of 1872, the company released 

Mendelssohn’s Vocal Album, with English words by Henry Stevens and edited by Ernst 

Pauer, a pianist, composer, and lecturer active in London in the latter part of the 

nineteenth century.
218

 This collection contained fifty-two songs and, like the Novello 

Macfarren edition of 1874, it took pains to identify the songs composed by Fanny.
219

 In 

contrast to that edition, however, it claimed to be the only edition with all of the songs in 
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original keys.
220

 Later that year, Pauer published a transcription of the op. 57 

“Venetianisches Gondellied,” likely also with Augener, although no publisher is given.
221

 

The period of establishment and rise can be distilled into three strands. The first 

relates to Mendelssohn’s own establishment in London during his first visit, from April to 

November 1829.
222

 His social and musical meetings with London musicians and his 

successful introduction to the Philharmonic Society (and election as an honorary 

member)
223

 paved the way for the eventual dissemination and performance of the songs. 

As no performances date from 1829, the significant trends in this strand are exposure of 

Mendelssohn to musical London, and exposure of the songs to the public through limited 

publication and reviews. 

The second strand, which takes us through the middle of the century, is 

characterized by the early performances and the second wave of publication that establish 

the songs themselves. These early performances were on the chamber concerts of noted 

musicians, many of whom were connected to the Philharmonic Society (Ignaz 

Moscheles, Louise Dulcken, Richard Blagrove, Charles Lucas, and Joseph Dando, for 

example).
224

 The largest volume of publication also occurred as part of this second 

strand, making it extremely significant to the dissemination of the songs. Nearly all of the 

songs previously published in Germany were released in London in single copies and 
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series of three to six songs, primarily by Ewer and Co. and Wessel and Stapleton. The 

flagship publication of this strand is the Wessel release of the op. 57 songs dedicated to 

Helen Dolby. The press surrounding their publication and the performances of the songs 

by Dolby and Elizabeth Rainforth quite likely afforded to many the opportunity to know 

the songs. 

The final strand is the true rise in the reception of the songs, from the 1850s 

through the 1870s. It is bookended by publication of the collected songs (the 1855 

Bartholomew edition and the 1870 Macfarren edition). In terms of performance, it is 

characterized by the first shift in concert types for Mendelssohn’s songs, from 

predominantly smaller chamber concerts to a much larger number of orchestral concerts. 

Beginning—with some overlap—in the late 1840s with Louis Jullien’s concerts, it is in 

this period that we see the establishment of the orchestral concert series on which so 

many Mendelssohn songs were performed: London Wednesday Concerts, Monday and 

Saturday Popular Concerts, and the Covent Garden Promenade Concerts, to name a few. 

From this mountaintop we begin to examine the decline of the reception of 

Mendelssohn’s songs. 

 

 



59 

Chapter 2 

Mendelssohn’s Songs: The Decline (1880-1915) 

 

It is sometimes difficult to isolate the moment when the popularity of something 

begins to fade. Such a difficulty is not in play here. As we will see, the difference in 

performances, publication, and newspaper presence before 1880 and after could not be 

more marked. The number of performances in the 1880s is half of that of the 1870s, and 

continues on a downward trend to nearly none in the 1910s.
1
 As for publication, Novello 

became the official holder of English copyrights after the sale of Wessel and Co.
2
 The 

firm retained the 1870 and 1874 editions in its catalogue (advertising them mostly at 

Christmas, New Year’s, and the beginning of the school year),
3
 but the new editions 

alone could not sustain the momentum they created in performances. There were no 

significant new publications. Lastly, Mendelssohn as a song writer virtually disappeared 

from articles about song literature. This may be partially attributed to the decline in 

performances and of new publications, which resulted in fewer reviews, and partially to 

Mendelssohn’s marginalization by more contemporary composers and repertories. 

 

1880-1889 

The indicators of the popularity of Mendelssohn’s were rapidly sliding. Concert 

performances of Mendelssohn songs dropped precipitously, and there were no new 

publications of Mendelssohn-only collections. In terms of other venues for performance 
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or general enjoyment of the songs, more subtle evidence of deep penetration of the songs 

into the larger society was revealing itself. The advertisements from this period were 

more for school and educational publications, and fewer were aimed at musicians.
4
 In his 

memoir, Francis Francis, a complete non-musician, reminisces about singing a 

Mendelssohn song as he navigates the first day of fishing season:  

[I]n my delight at being once more by the river side, I burst out a-singing 

Mendelssohn’s beautiful “Spring cometh hither.” I don’t do it very well, I 

admit, because it is written for a high soprano, and I am a low baritone, 

and the runs are, not to put too fine a point upon it, rusty. Fortunately, 

there are no critics handy but the thrushes, and they seem rather incited to 

rivalry, and sing louder than ever.
5
 

 

This author spoke of the difficulty of singing Mendelssohn, while acknowledging that it 

was still joyful. In Charles Dickens, Jr.’s journal, Household Words, an anonymous 

article appeared that suggested the songs were not popular for a very specific reason that 

might impact one’s enjoyment of performing them:  

Consider how few of Mendelssohn’s songs have ever become popular; 

how seldom you hear any of them, with the exception of a few which have 

become perfectly hackneyed. Look through his collected songs, and you 

will find any quantity of gems little known, some quite as good as, and 

some far superior to, the select few that you hear in the drawing-room or 

concert-room. 

Why is it that they are so little known? Simply because they are kept 

back by the difficulty of the accompaniments. No one can play them who 

is not a really good pianist. What can be a more delightful enjoyment for 

two students than to go together through some book of songs by 

Mendelssohn, Schumann, or Schubert, both reading them for the first time, 

perhaps—one singing and the other playing, and both full of delight at the 

beauties they find in every line, the surprises, the harmonies, the fine 

unexpected changes and modulations? 
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In all the songs of these writers the voice and piano are equally well-

treated; they are more like duets than like songs with accompaniments.
6
 

 

Neither of these publications was geared toward the musician—amateur, professional, or 

otherwise—again giving us a window into the life of the songs in domestic life. 

Concerts began to undergo a seismic shift in the 1880s. The rise of the solo vocal 

recital in the early 1880s led to the greater separation of vocal and instrumental music. 

There had always been advocates for such: John Ella and the Musical Union
7
 and the 

directors of concert series such as the Philharmonic Society
8
 were among those who 

voiced a desire to have exclusively instrumental concerts. That goal was not reached—at 

least not during my period of inquiry—but many more chamber music concerts 

programmed less and less vocal music, leaving its performance to recitalists.
9
 The very 

first solo vocal recital in England is alleged to have been given by German baritone 

Raimund von Zur Mühlen in 1882.
10

 He is not recorded as having sung any Mendelssohn 

songs. Later that same year, the vocal recital was still enough of a novelty to merit a 

breathless review of the solo recital of Isidore de Lara. The Musical World recounted, 

“Mr Isidore de Lara had the courage to give a ‘Vocal Recital’ at Steinway Hall on 
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Tuesday morning, Dec. 19th, at which he was the only executant. Stop! . . . The courage 

of Mr de Lara deserved the Victoria Cross, and he gained it—in the form of genuine and 

hearty applause from a large and sympathetic audience, chiefly composed of the fair sex, 

as our readers, no doubt, have guessed.”
11

 He, too, passed on singing Mendelssohn songs. 

Mendelssohn singers did not take especially to the vocal recital until later in the 

decade. Perhaps they were influenced by the example of Lillian and George Henschel. 

The American singer Lillian Bailey and her husband, German singer and conductor, 

George Henschel were prominent London musicians in the 1880s. He helmed the London 

Symphony Concerts, which did not feature songs.
12

 Most of their Mendelssohn 

performances were in a series of joint Vocal Recitals, which they inaugurated after their 

1881 marriage and presented until 1898.
13

 The Henschels typically performed a set of 

three recitals once or twice during the concert season and Mendelssohn songs were sung 

on seven of those concerts between 1883 and 1894.
14

 

With rare exception, Mendelssohn’s songs in this period were more or less 

performed where they had been for several decades, on concert series and the occasional 

chamber music recital. Two of the very interesting concerts on which the songs appeared 

in the 1880s were on the series of Ballad Concerts produced by publisher John Boosey 

and by the renowned tenor John Sims Reeves.
15

 Ballads were, according to one critic, 

taking over concert programs.
16

 They generally represented the more familiar and popular 
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English song. When art song—and especially lieder—appeared on the Ballad Concerts, it 

was usually of the older variety, like Beethoven or Haydn.
17

 Mendelssohn’s appearance 

on the Ballad concerts suggests that his songs were beginning to be considered old-

fashioned. This is perhaps borne out by the disappearance of Mendelssohn’s songs from 

commemorative concerts honoring his birth and death. For example, on the 1883 Crystal 

Palace concert marking Mendelssohn’s death, no songs were sung.
18

 

As in the 1870s, the repertoire of Mendelssohn’s songs sung in what concerts 

there were was fairly static. There were three premieres, all in the early part of the 

decade, all passing with little comment. “Morgenlied” premiered in 1880, on an April 

Crystal Palace concert
 19

 sung by Barton McGuckin, a tenor who sang Mendelssohn on 

many concerts beginning in the 1870s. While he sang on many concerts, he did not sing a 

broad list of Mendelssohn songs. He seemed to stick to the same handful of songs, 

making his premiere of “Morgenlied” somewhat of an outlier.
20

 A Mr. Abercrombie sang 

the premieres of two songs on the 9 December 1882 Saturday Popular concert, “The 

Dream” (“Allnächtlich im Traume seh’ ich dich”), from op. 86 and “Farewell” (“Wenn 

sich zwei Herzen scheiden”), from op. 99. The reviewer of this concert was unhappy with 

the very awkward and poorly worded English translation Mr. Abercrombie sang: 
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He sang a most miserably unpoetical and ungrammatical translation of 

Mendelssohn’s songs, the first beginning:— 

“Whene’er two hearts are parted 

That true each other love,” etc. 

Somebody sends poets and musicians, and somebody else sends 

translators!
21

 

 

The final premiere, of Mendelssohn’s “Trostung” (op. 71, no. 1), was greeted as a 

novelty by the reviewer of Edward Santley’s performance on the 29 January 1883 

Monday Pops concert because of its rarity. It may also have been because it was 

one of the last songs Mendelssohn published before he died.
22

 

During this time, the Germans well and truly lost their lock on art song in 

concerts. French music, in particular was gaining ascendancy, as noted in this 

retrospective of the 1880 concert season: 

No musical feature of the present day is more noteworthy than the rise of a 

school of French composers who add to national grace and esprit the 

ideality of their German neighbours. The final influence and rank of these 

writers may be undetermined, but the interest attaching to them is a very 

positive quantity indeed.
23

 

 

Gounod, Berlioz, and Delibes represented that trend in concert singing.
24

 German song 

was by no means moribund, however. In fact, the 1880s represent a great catholicity of 

German lieder. The songs of Brahms, Schumann, Schubert, and Franz flourished, as did 

those of Liszt (Hungarian, writing in French and German) and Rubinstein (Russian, but 

writing in the German lieder style and tradition).
25
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The most noteworthy development in the realm of performers was the death, in 

February 1885, of Helen Sainton-Dolby. She was one of the foremost champions of 

Mendelssohn’s music in the 1840s through the 1860s, earning the dedication of 

Mendelssohn’s op. 57 songs.
26

 After she retired, she formed her own singing academy in 

1871.
27

 She was likely responsible for many of the Mendelssohn singers who took their 

training under her.
28

 Neither her obituary nor the review of her memorial concert 

mentioned the op. 57 dedication.
29

 One wonders what, if anything, this omission 

portends. Was the dedication no longer relevant, or were the songs? 

If performances were growing scarce, publication was even scarcer. The only 

publication I found evidence of was another offering from Augener, an anthology entitled 

Lieder-Album. Containing eighteen songs by German composers (including 

Mendelssohn) from Abt to Tichen, the volume appears to be a collection of well-known 

songs that break no new ground. A reviewer suggested that having them collected thusly 

would “extend that favour with which the songs have been received in the past, by 
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making them available in quarters hitherto inaccessible.”
30

 The review gave no additional 

information except for how to obtain a copy. The “favour in the past” statement begs the 

question, are these songs that have disappeared from the repertoire or are they just 

infrequently performed? A song list from this collection would have greatly aided in 

answering these questions, but none was provided.  

 

1890-1899 

In the 1890s, the ratio of Mendelssohn’s songs sung on larger concert series to 

vocal and/or chamber recitals completely balanced out at twenty each. They were sung, 

albeit in greatly reduced numbers, on the established concert series: Monday and 

Saturday Pops, Crystal Palace, and Covent Garden; and they also appeared on George 

Henschel’s Young People’s Orchestra Concerts in St. James Hall and the new Thursday 

Subscription Concerts series in Steinway Hall.
31

 Of the remaining nine concerts 

containing Mendelssohn, seven were on smaller or occasional concert series such as the 

Musical Guild concerts, and two were student concerts—in this case, of students from the 

new Royal College of Music,
 32

 established in June 1883 by Edward Albert, Prince of 

Wales.
33

 There were no recorded instances of Mendelssohn songs being sung at Royal 

Academy of Music concerts between 1890 and 1899.  

The waning of interest in Mendelssohn’s songs became more apparent on the 

larger concerts in this decade. As in the 1880s, the commemorative concerts were still 
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going on, just without songs.
34

 In 1892, the Pops concerts performed a November concert 

honoring the Schubert anniversary, but had no programming to commemorate 

Mendelssohn’s death that year.
35

 On the positive side, some of the vocal and chamber 

recitals were programming Mendelssohn as their central focus. Lectures on Mendelssohn, 

including the songs, were given by John Warriner in March 1892 and Clarinda Webster 

in May 1894.
36

  

The only publications containing Mendelssohn songs that date from this period 

are anthologies. Novello’s School Songs, edited by W. G. McNaught, contained three 

Mendelssohn lieder, “Welcome to Spring,” “Sun of the Sleepless,” and “Evening Song,” 

as well as songs of Mozart and Schubert.
37

 An unspecified selection of songs appeared in 

advertisements for classroom books published by Augener. The Class Singing School 

series included Mendelssohn songs in its Book III, which focused on minor key study. 

Songs for the Young was advertised on the same page, featuring “24 songs by Abt, 

Brahms, Taubert, Reinecke, Mendelssohn, Schubert,” and others.
38

 

 

1900-1910 

Continuing their downward progression, Mendelssohn’s songs are found on only 

thirty-three concerts between 1900 and 1910. Twenty-three of those concerts were vocal 

recitals; the other ten were split between mixed chamber recitals (five) and other 

                                                           
34

 “Saturday Popular Concerts,” Musical Times 35, no. 622 (1 December 1894). The Mendelssohn death 

anniversary concert of 3 November had no solo lieder, only the Infelice and part-songs. 
35

 “Popular Concerts,” Musical News 3, no. 91 (25 November 1892): 508; “Popular Concerts,” Musical 

News 3, no. 89 (11 November 1892): 460. 
36

 “Miscellaneous Notes,” Musical News 2, no. 54 (11 March 1892): 246; “Other Concerts,” Musical 

Standard 46, no. 20 (19 May 1894): 420. 
37

 “Novello’s School Songs” ed. W. G. McNaught,” Musical Times 37, no. 639 (May 1896): 342. 
38

 Augener, “Instructive Vocal Works by H. Heale,” advertisement, Monthly Musical Record 21, no. 241 

(January 1891): 22. 



68 

concerts,
39

 which included a benefit concert for an organ in an Irish church, and three 

concerts commemorating the Mendelssohn centenary: the St. George’s Glee Union’s 

Athalie concert (on which “Pilgerspruch” was sung), Alexander Mackenzie’s 

Mendelssohn lecture (unspecified songs), and a concert by the Mozart Society that 

featured the Infelice and unspecified songs.
40

 

One reason for the very small number of concert series appearances of 

Mendelssohn’s songs was the cessation of the Monday and Saturday Pops concerts in 

1904 and 1905.
41

 Even as the number of concerts with Mendelssohn’s songs decreased, 

the Pops concerts had been a reliable venue for them. In terms of general concert life, the 

loss of this series was absorbed by other concerts (London Symphony concerts, Monday 

Subscription Concerts, and the Queen’s Hall Symphony Concerts, for example),
42

 but 

none had fidelity of the Pops to Mendelssohn’s songs. Other series, such as the Crystal 

Palace, devoted their vocal music to the new composers, including Wolf and, for the first 

time in this decade, Richard Strauss.
43

 

During this decade, Novello advertised a large number of posthumous 

Mendelssohn works with the aim of reminding London that the works were still under 

copyright and “that it is contrary to the Law to import any Foreign editions of the same 
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into Great Britain or the Colonies.”
44

 In 1902 they offered a new revised, transposed 

edition of the songs at reduced prices. Was there, perhaps, a desire to move stagnant 

merchandise? The advertisement made special note that the edition contained songs 

previously attributed to Felix, but written by Fanny Mendelssohn, and fixed some 

typographical problems in the music.
45

 It seems curious that such a notice would be 

necessary or novel in 1902 when Fanny’s authorship of the songs was known from 

publications in the 1830s and 1870s.
46

 Mendelssohn songs began to appear on repertoire 

lists for national music exams in 1908, including “Herbstlied,” op. 84, no. 2 from the 

posthumous works, which was listed as an advanced grade piece.
47

 

The year 1909 marked the centenary of Mendelssohn’s birth. It is also a low-

water mark, as it were, in the reception of the songs. There were several centenary 

concerts and lectures advertised and reviewed throughout the year—most in February and 

November, of course. The Queen’s Hall Symphony concert, the most significant entity 

specifically offering a centenary concert, did not feature any of the songs,
48

 nor did the 

Royal Academy of Music or London Choral Society commemorations. The concerts of 
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the smaller series were also overwhelmingly choral and orchestral, although solo songs 

were performed at the three concerts mentioned at the beginning of this section.
 49

 

 

1910-1915 

There is little to report in this decade—or more accurately, the years 1910 through 

1915, the ending year of this study. By 1915, England was at war, and invective was 

flying about the need to eradicate foreign music—especially German music—from 

England’s musical shores. Isidore de Lara, the same singer who electrified the critics with 

his solo voice recital, wrote a long letter to the Fortnightly, exhorting his fellow 

Englishmen to turn to their native music. He wrote: 

The future belongs to the young hero who will have the courage to 

exclude from his library all the works of Handel, Mendelssohn, Wagner, 

Brahms and Richard Strauss; who will be as deaf to the charm of 

Debussy’s atmospheric sonorities as to the enharmonics of the ultra-

modern Russian school; who will draw from depths of his own being tone 

pictures of all that is beautiful in the wonderful poetry of Great Britain.
50

 

 

His countrymen and women were slow to respond to his call to arms, as they 

performed many lieder and French art songs on their recitals in Bechstein Hall (which 

would be renamed Wigmore Hall in January 1917 to remove the taint of German-ness).
51

 

What they were not performing, for the most part, were the songs of Mendelssohn. 

Recitals alone were the venue for the handful of Mendelssohn songs performed between 

1910 and 1915.
52

 The word “handful” is an apt description, as seven songs make up the 

entirety of those performed on recitals. In order of descending popularity they were: “Auf 
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Flügeln des Gesanges” (six recitals), “Hexenlied” and “Neue Liebe” (two recitals), and 

on one recital each, “Gruss,” “Suleika” (not specified), and the all-time champion, “The 

Garland.” There were two recitals on which Mendelssohn songs were indicated, but not 

specified.
53

 

During the decline period, the trends in performance underwent their second shift. 

In first decade, while the overall numbers were nearly halved, the distribution of concert 

types remained the same as at the height of the songs’ reception. The large orchestral 

concerts accounted for just over half of the Mendelssohn song performances, while 

benefits and/or recitals made up just over one-third of the performances. As the decline 

continued into the next decade, the two types equalized at about one-half each of all of 

the song performances. By the beginning of the twentieth century, however, the rapidly 

dwindling Mendelssohn song performances were to be found solely on solo recitals, due, 

in large part, to the end of the Popular Concerts. 

As performances trended downward, the penetration of the songs into the culture 

became more evident. Beginning with the publication of Sara Sheppard’s Charles 

Auchester (1853), there are more indicators that the general public was more aware of, or 

involved with, Mendelssohn’s songs. Publication shifted from Mendelssohn-only releases 

to anthologies—many aimed at the amateur or the student. In the next chapter, we 

explore the factors that resulted in the decline. 
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Chapter 3 

The Decline Examined 

 

What happened to sour the English concert public on the songs of Felix 

Mendelssohn? I will examine several events, trends, and shifts that may have, in 

combination, resulted in the decline of the reception of Mendelssohn’s songs after the 

1870s. Changes in editorial practices may have resulted in an under-reporting, of sorts, of 

the number and frequency of songs performed. Change and consolidation of London’s 

concert life also subtly altered the art song landscape. Also, by the middle of the century, 

the art song repertoire for concert singers had expanded to include the later lieder 

composers and song composers of France, Russia, and Scandinavia as well as the greater 

acceptance of the composers of the English art song school. The continuation of the 

decline of Mendelssohn’s reception in general likely had a dampening effect on the 

reception of his various genres. The decline of Mendelssohn’s general reception in 

Germany also played a part in the decline of the songs in England. As musical commerce 

between the two countries increased, prevailing German attitudes had an opportunity to 

pervade England. Lastly, the death of Queen Victoria in 1901 and the wholesale rejection 

of all things Victorian were very likely to have been the final factors in the 

marginalization of Mendelssohn’s songs. 

That there was a decline is indisputable, based on the reduced frequency of 

performances and publication presented in the previous section of this study. This 

absence from the performance and publication record is therefore reflected in 

concomitant absence of Mendelssohn’s songs in the musical discourse. Mendelssohn and 
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his songs appeared not infrequently in journal articles about song and singing in earlier 

decades—even when the articles were critical. In the decline period, Mendelssohn was 

mentioned only very rarely in articles about song literature, usually as a passing 

reference. One of the most interesting of these was T. E. Chipperfield’s “The Trend in 

Vocal Events,” published in two parts in the Musical Standard in 1909. It is an 

accounting, with tables, of the songs most performed during the 1907-08 season. In the 

second part, Chipperfield discussed the merits of the listed composers (Brahms, Schubert, 

Wolf, Strauss, and Schumann, in descending order) and lauded the greater inclusion of 

Robert Franz’s songs on concerts. He called Mendelssohn’s songs “insipid effusions,” 

complaining that they became popular in England while Franz’s “scarcely gained a 

hearing.”
1
 

Mendelssohn’s great fame in England was a likely factor in the rise of the 

popularity of his songs, as they were not present at all in the English concert repertoire 

until after he became well-known. Their popularity increased steadily in the first decades 

after his death, when there was great interest in his works in general, and his posthumous 

works in particular. Upon the publication of some of these works in 1867, the editor of 

the Daily News (reprinted in the Musical World) opined, “In the present comparative 

dearth of creative musical genius, the prospect of the appearance of such art treasures is 

most welcome and gratifying, and it is to be hoped that their publication will lead the way 

to that of others of the many works of their composer which still remain in manuscript.”
2
 

It is arguable that Mendelssohn’s fame—or the response to it—was equally 

related to the decline of the popularity of his songs. By the time we see markedly fewer 
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Mendelssohn songs performed, it is between thirty and forty years after his death. 

Criticism of Mendelssohn was more openly engaged in by the musical intelligentsia, who 

were divided into distinct camps: Mendelssohnians (Henry Lunn of the Musical Times 

was a fierce supporter)
3
 and Wagnerians (The Musical World’s Francis Hueffer and 

Alexander Teetgen of the Musical Standard, for example).
4
 

 

Changes in Music Criticism 

The true scope of the decline is somewhat clouded by editorial practices of the 

musical press as well as changes in them as the nineteenth century progressed. Concerts 

became much more numerous and the reviews were accordingly much more compact. 

The music critic of the Athenaeum provided a snapshot of this trend (and managed to get 

in a dig at those who disparaged England’s music scene) in a catchall review: 

This has been a week of prodigious activity in the concert-world. Last 

Monday, the Popular Concerts; on Tuesday, the Monthly Popular Concerts 

at Brixton; on Wednesday, the London Ballad Concerts; on Thursday, 

Mendelssohn’s ‘Lobgesang’ and Rossini’s ‘Stabat Mater’ at the Royal 

Albert Hall; on the same evening, the first concert of the second season of 

the British Orchestral Society; last night, the production at Exeter Hall, by 

the Sacred Harmonic Society, of Dr. Crotch’s ‘Palestine,’ under Sir 

Michael Costa’s direction; and, on the same evening, the third concert of 

the second season of the Wagner Society. This afternoon (the 24th inst.) 

will take place the Saturday Popular Concert and the Crystal Palace 

Orchestral Concert. And England is not a musical country!—and in 

London there is no variety in our musical entertainments!—so we are 

often assured abroad. Out of the above list, however, we shall merely 

select a few novelties calling for notice; the Thursday and Friday concerts 

can only be referred to in our next issue.
5
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In terms of actual length, the review for Heinrich Wilhelm Ernst’s annual concert in 1851 

was over a page long.
6
 The review for a similar concert, Sophie Lowe’s in 1885, merited 

approximately three column-inches of text.
7
 Shorter reviews meant that fewer concerts 

were reviewed and only the highlights of a concert made it into the review. Even at its 

most ubiquitous, vocal music was considered peripheral to instrumental music on 

concerts.
8
 As such, it was either not mentioned in the review, or mentioned with little or 

no commentary on the repertoire performed beyond the name of the singer. Passing 

references describing the music, both positive (charming, beautiful, etc.) and occasionally 

less so (hackneyed) were not unusual in a review.
9
 In the case of Mendelssohn songs, 

these descriptions could be misleading. For example, one newspaper reviewed an 1882 

Popular Concert that featured “one of Mendelssohn’s most popular songs,”
10

 while 

another specifically mentioned the song performed, remarking that “Miss Santley sang 

Mendelssohn’s beautiful song ‘Zuleika,’ with remarkable grace and feeling.”
11

 Rather 

than indicating that Mendelssohn’s songs were popular in the art song repertoire of the 

time, the actual frequency of performances suggests that this use of the word “popular” 

referred instead to the subset of Mendelssohn songs in that repertoire.
12

 Nevertheless, 
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based on available program information, the decreasing presence of Mendelssohn songs 

in reviews remains an indicator of their decreasing popularity. 

 

Change and Consolidation in London Concerts 

While the overall number of concerts increased, there was a shift in the types of 

concerts patronized by late-Victorian Londoners. For example, the Popular Concerts, 

established in 1859 as a Monday-night subscription series (a Saturday series was added in 

1865), featured more Mendelssohn songs than any other (over 250 concerts), including 

the Crystal Palace Concerts (over fifty), the Covent Garden Promenade Concerts (twenty-

five concerts),
13

 and the Philharmonic Society (nine concerts).
14

 When the Popular 

Concerts folded in 1903 (Saturday) and 1904 (Monday),
15

 a significant venue for 

Mendelssohn songs went with them.
16

 Toward the end of the century, the recital began to 

replace the orchestral and miscellaneous concert as the venue for art songs.
17

 Singers 

were used to programming their contributions to orchestral concerts.
18

 The even greater 

autonomy afforded by programming entire recitals should have been a boon to the songs 

of Mendelssohn, but as we will see, it was not to be the case. 
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Changes in the Art Song Repertory 

One of the greatest detriments to the reception of Mendelssohn’s songs may very 

well have been the march of time and the rise of later lieder and composers. Mendelssohn 

arrived on the scene when very little lieder were being performed in concerts, as vocal 

music before then was primarily opera and oratorio. The songs of Beethoven, Schubert, 

and Haydn were just beginning to appear on concert programs in the mid to late1830s. 

Beethoven, mostly represented by “Adelaide,” was first programmed in 1835. Schubert’s 

songs were introduced in 1836. Of Haydn’s songs, only the English canzonets were 

featured in England, appearing on programs from 1835.
19

 With the exception of a few 

composers whose works have long been eclipsed (Kalliwoda, Dessauer, and Molique, for 

example), the songs of Mendelssohn and those three composers represented all of the 

lieder sung on London concerts until after Mendelssohn’s death.
20

 After Mendelssohn’s 

death however, it was not long before the songs of these four faced significant 

competition on concert programs. London audiences began to hear the songs of 

Schumann, Abt, and Franz, as well as songs from the French repertoire by Gounod and 

Berlioz. The embrace of these newer composers was not without friction. London’s 

fascination with the new schools is described in an editorial from Dwight’s Journal of 

Music:  

New School and Old School become mere catch-words, mutual bugbears, 

and whatever is not wholly of the one is set down as wholly of the other, 

whoso is not for us is against us, and so the thorough-going partisan sees 

only one indefinite level in all his adversaries, and has but one name for 
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the host of them. “Wagner, Schumann, Brahms, Franz, and Co.!” There is 

a combination for you! “Music of the Future!” It is mere calling names.
21

 

 

By end of the century, the Russians were represented by Glinka and Rubinstein, the 

French by Fauré and Delibes, the Norwegians by Grieg, the central Europeans by Dvořák 

and Liszt, and the later Germans, Strauss, Brahms, Wolf.
22

  

In a crowded field of songs, it may have been an aesthetic shift that left 

Mendelssohn’s songs lagging behind the others; an adoption of the Vienna aesthetic of 

the Schumann and Schubert line of succession versus the Berlin style (mostly) employed 

by Mendelssohn, and by Abt and Loewe—who also declined later in the century. The 

Berlin school is best described as simplicity and clarity in the text setting that allows it to 

speak for itself, whereas the Vienna school is a more descriptive style that employs overt 

text painting and makes the piano more of an active partner in the expression of the ethos 

of the text.
23

 A direct comparison of the two aesthetic schools, as exemplified by the 

songs of Schubert and Mendelssohn, was made in a Musical World editorial: 

At first, it was a simple song with strophes . . . this lasted till Schubert 

created his short lyric dramas of the soul. It is true that since that time the 

German Lied has made no further progress of importance, for, though we 

cannot think lightly of the purely artistic, noble, and poetic form, with 

which Mendelssohn invested it, yet, with this master, invention, the 

original and creative element, does not go hand in hand with acquirements 

and artistic development.”
24

  

 

The notion that this clash of styles might be a problem was raised as early as 1863 when a 

Mr. Benda suggested in Dwight’s Journal of Music (reprinted in the Musical World) that 
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Mendelssohn’s songs might suffer from a want of complexity.
25

 As the more 

romantically inclined lieder began to comprise the lion’s share of performances in the 

1880s and beyond, the Mendelssohn songs that had the most staying power were the least 

apparently simple: songs like “Suleika” (both settings), the op. 47 and 71“Frühlingslied,” 

settings “Es weiss und räth es doch keiner,” and the immensely popular “The Garland” 

(whose charm, I suspect, lay as much in its being in English as in its architecture and 

sentiment). Yet despite this aesthetic difference, some of Mendelssohn’s mostly strophic 

and least complex songs remained popular. “O Jugend, O schöne Rosenzeit,” is one of 

Mendelssohn’s many modified strophic songs, and it was still one of the more popular 

songs in the 1880s.
26

 

The singers themselves may bear some responsibility for this shift away from 

Mendelssohn as they, too, embraced the newer composers. Helen Dolby provides an 

excellent example. In her early career, the contralto was one of the foremost interpreters 

of Mendelssohn’s songs. She was the dedicatee of the op. 57 collection of songs (which 

brought her even more recognition in London),
27

 and premiered the alto role in Elijah.
28

 

She went on to have a very distinguished performing career, regularly holding notable 

concerts on her own and with the pianist Lindsay Sloper.
29

 She was also a well-known 

teacher, both at the Royal Academy of Music and in her own Vocal Academy. Her earlier 
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concerts featured many Mendelssohn songs, but as her career progressed she sang less 

Mendelssohn.
 30

 Several of her Sainton Vocal Academy concerts in the 1880s were 

entirely devoid of Mendelssohn songs.
31

 

Did the growth of the English art song school have any impact on the decline of 

Mendelssohn song reception? English songs, both street ballads and more serious 

literature were, along with opera, among the staples of the vocal repertoire performed on 

London concerts. The bulk of the songs enumerated in Bashford’s appendix of vocal 

music performed in London between 1835 and 1850 are by English composers.
32

 German 

lieder gained a footing against English songs, but it did not last. The English art song 

reasserted itself in the later decades of the nineteenth century,
33

 thanks, in part, to 

Mendelssohn himself. During his visits to London, Mendelssohn met the composer 

Sterndale Bennett and took him on as a composition student in Leipzig. He was also 

instrumental in sending other English musicians to Leipzig to study at the conservatory 

there.
34

 The songs that flowed from the pens of these Mendelssohn-supported composers 

were the beginning of an English Musical Renaissance that would culminate in the songs 

of Arthur Sullivan, Edward Elgar, and Ralph Vaughan Williams.
35

 The author of an 1864 

article on new songs spoke well of Mendelssohn-as-model, saying, “Every composer 
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must write upon some model, and it is better to set up a good model like Mendelssohn, 

who took as much pains with single songs as he did with great works, than to be eternally 

perpetuating the namby-pamby ballad school, with an accompaniment of two chords or 

three at the most.”
36

 Just five years later, the emulation of that model appears to have had 

unfortunate consequences. “The imitators of Mendelssohn have very nearly destroyed the 

perfume of their master’s name and memory,”
37

 suggesting a definite backlash against 

English song that attempted to hew too closely to that of its progenitor. The critics were 

reacting to what were, essentially, reflections of Mendelssohn, but their disparagement 

stuck, quite concretely, to Mendelssohn himself. Samuel S. Stratton suggests in his 1901 

biography of Mendelssohn that part of the decline of his popularity was due to these pale 

imitators of his style.
38

 

 

General Decline in Reception and Influence of Germany 

Of course, the desirability of imitating Mendelssohn at all depended on how one 

felt about him generally, and his general reception was a moving target throughout the 

period of inquiry, one that solidified considerably toward the end of the century. If a 

rising tide lifts all boats, the converse must also be true. Mendelssohn’s songs were 

already a marginal part of his output in terms of performance frequency and as such, were 

more vulnerable to changes in public opinion. Mendelssohn’s English reception was 

shaped to a great extent by the members of the musical press, fervent partisans who were 
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very vocal about the state of musical England.
39

 Decrying the unfavorable reception of an 

oratorio by Mendelssohn intimate Charles Horsley, Musical World editor James W. 

Davison argued: 

In simple English, we conscientiously believe, that had M. Gounod, or 

some other alien, but especially M. Gounod, been the composer of David, 

that oratorio would have been extolled to the skies. True, Mr. Horsley is 

an imitator of Mendelssohn, or rather belongs to the school of 

Mendelssohn, as a painter might belong to that of Titian or Raphael, 

without fear of reprehension; while M. Gounod, on the contrary, does not 

imitate Mendelssohn, and belongs to no school whatever, his compositions 

(at least, those we have heard), declaring plainly that their author has 

never undergone the discipline of tutoring. So that it is quite fair to say, 

“Mr. Horsley copies Mendelssohn;” but, with deference, we advise M. 

Gounod to try his hand, and see what he can make of it. We are satisfied 

that M. Gounod could no more write eight bars in the style of 

Mendelssohn than he could note down a score with the hairs of his 

moustache. And yet M. Gounod is a great man, and Mr. Horsley a 

nonentity!
40

 

 

It was not uncommon for newspapers to volley editorials back and forth, as in the 

exchange between the Musical Times and the Musical Standard. In March 1877, the 

Standard’s Alexander Teetgen published an article, “Mendelssohn’s Merit,” responding 

to a concert review that detailed the prevailing opinions about Mendelssohn in Germany 

and weighing their validity against the English view of Mendelssohn. It included some of 

the tropes common to the period, the most prevalent of which were that Mendelssohn 

could not be taken seriously as a composer because of the ease of his upbringing and that, 

while he possessed both genius and talent, it was of a lower order, more pedestrian than 

exalted.
41

 This prompted a breathless reply from editor Henry C. Lunn in the 1 May 1877 

Musical Times. Lunn answered Teetgen’s charges (with no small amount of dudgeon), 
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chiding him for entertaining the arguments while staking out a middle ground.
42

 This was 

met by an unsigned response in the 5 May 1877 Standard that stood by both the review 

and the article that started the contretemps, and censured Lunn for being inflammatory. It 

closed with the observation that Mendelssohn did not have to be the highest son of art to 

be considered of value. “Though the notes of the thrush may not be of so divine a strain 

as those of the nightingale, men would be sorry indeed to miss them from the world of 

nature’s music.”
43

 The “lower order” sentiment is echoed in 1900 by William S. B. 

Mathews, who suggested “Mendelssohn might be characterized as the official janitor of 

the new musical heavens and the new earth.”
44

 

The influence of Wagner on Mendelssohn’s reception had quite likely had direct 

and indirect effects on the reception of the songs. Wagner was the music director of the 

Philharmonic Society during the 1855 season, which gave him influence over the 

repertoire selected. More importantly, he had several “acolytes” in the press. One of 

them, the German-born Francis Hueffer, worked at several London newspapers and 

served as music critic for both the Times and the Musical World. His obituary recounts 

his assertion that “Mendelssohn was not the last of the prophets, that a greater than 

Mendelssohn was at hand in the person of Richard Wagner.”
45

 These editors and music 

critics had a great hand in shaping the public taste. The prominent Victorian critic John 

Fuller Maitland stated, “Those whose duty it is to stand like watchmen on the walls of 

music, have special advantages for noting the pace and manner of approach in those who 
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would fain to enter the citadel.”
46

 As gatekeepers, they directly decided what was 

reviewed—and what was thereby planted in the minds of the musical public. Indirectly, 

presenters and performers had an interest (conscious or not) in promoting the music that 

received official approbation. Throughout the period of this inquiry, but especially in the 

latter third, a perusal of available programs reveals several instances where Mendelssohn 

song(s) listed in the program—and presumably performed—went unacknowledged by the 

reviewer.
47

 

Germany’s influence on Mendelssohn’s song reception was not limited to Wagner 

and the music critics. An examination of the performance record suggests that the 

exchange of singers between London and Germany exerted an influence whose character 

changed as the period progressed. Beginning in the 1840s, singers from the German-

speaking areas of Europe regularly performed lieder on London concerts. Czech 

(Bohemian) singers such as Johann Baptist Pischek and Josef Kroff were popularly 

received singers of Beethoven, Schubert, and Molique who were not recorded as having 

sung Mendelssohn songs.
48

 Josef Staudigl, an Austrian, was another of the early lieder 

singers in London, although he was primarily an opera singer. Of his popularity in 

England, Fraser’s Magazine said: 

No foreign singer and actor, except, perhaps, the still lamented Malibran, 

was ever so popular with all classes of the British community, as the 

subject of this article. He was equally a favourite with the courtly circle at 

Buckingham Palace, the learned audiences at the Philharmonic and 
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Ancient Concerts, the regular frequenter of the pit, and the indigenous 

gods of the galleries, of Drury Lane and Covent Garden.
49

 

 

He was the first recorded Austro-German to sing Mendelssohn songs, performing (and 

possibly premiering) the op. 34 “Reiselied” and “Auf Flügeln des Gesanges” to 

Mendelssohn’s accompaniment on Moscheles and Ernst’s concert of 1 June 1844.
50

 It is 

possible that there were other unrecorded lieder performances, but we may presume that 

the relationship between Staudigl and Mendelssohn continued, because he sang the role 

of Elijah in the 1846 Birmingham performances.
51

 It is not inconceivable that these early 

lieder singers were instrumental in popularizing Mendelssohn’s songs. 

According to the data, in the twenty years after Mendelssohn’s death, it was not 

unusual for German singers to perform Mendelssohn songs in London concerts. In the 

1850s, the German tenor Friedrich von der Osten sang two unspecified Mendelssohn 

songs and Beethoven’s “Adelaide.”
52

 Louisa Kapp Young, the Hof-Sängerinn (court 

singer) to the Court of Austria, sang “Auf Flügeln des Gesanges” at her first London solo 

concert.
53

 On 20 May 1864 the German pianist Ernst Pauer hosted a concert, the vocal 

portion of which was all German lieder, sung in German by four German singers that was 

deemed, “almost as much a lesson in good German as in good music to the numerous and 

fashionable assembly.”
54

 Despite their performances of Mendelssohn’s songs early in 

their English careers, these singers were in a position to be, to borrow the parlance of 
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epidemiology, vectors of transmission for anti-Mendelssohn sentiment, furthering the 

decline in performances. The pattern that seemed to emerge is that visiting German 

singers would perform Mendelssohn songs in their early London performances, but as 

their London careers progressed, they would move on to other composers. Henrietta 

“Jetty” Treffz was a German singer of immense popularity in London and Vienna. She 

often sang, “The First Violet,” and was credited by the Musical World with making it 

“popular through the length and breadth of England.”
55

 She went on to perform 

Mendelssohn songs on eight concerts between 1849 and 1853. Treffz returned every year 

or two for singing engagements with the opera and on concerts without singing 

Mendelssohn until she performed her last Mendelssohn song in December 1857, for 

Mendelssohn night at the Jullien Concerts.
56

 She continued to make regular trips until 

September 1867, but without singing Mendelssohn.
57

 The pattern might also suggest that 

singers aware of London’s proclivity for Mendelssohn’s songs offered them as an entrée 

into musical society and abandoned them as they became established. 

German singers followed a similar pattern in the decline period. The Henschels, 

whose musical exploits we examined in the section on the 1880s, were among those who 

fit that pattern, performing more Mendelssohn on their earlier recitals and less on the 

later ones.
58

 Lillian Bailey Henschel also performed on the Saturday Popular Concerts.
59

 

By the early twentieth century however, few prominent singers, perhaps for the reasons 

described in this study, are represented in the performance record of Mendelssohn’s 
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songs. One of the most prominent singers of the early twentieth century, Elena Gerhardt, 

considered one of the pre-eminent lieder singers of the day,
60

 does not appear to have 

performed any Mendelssohn songs in the more than fourteen solo lieder recitals she 

performed at London’s Bechstein Hall.
61

 Her repertoire consisted exclusively of songs by 

other lieder composers,
62

 perhaps signaling the completion of Mendelssohn’s eclipse as a 

composer of art song. 

 

The End of the Victorian Era 

The last argument for why Mendelssohn’s songs declined was the death of Queen 

Victoria in January 1901. At the time of her death, she was the longest reigning monarch 

in English history and the span of her lifetime (and essentially her reign) became 

synonymous with the historical era associated with this study. Not only were the mores of 

England identified with her reign, the characteristic music of England at the time was 

also identified as Victorian. If that were not enough, Mendelssohn had a documented and 

public relationship with the Queen that regularly appeared in press accounts of his life in 

England.
63

 He made several social calls at Buckingham palace,
64

 and he was, by request 

of the Queen, one of the many people immortalized in the sculptures at Prince Albert’s 
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memorial in Hyde Park.
65

 Queen Victoria was known to have admired and sung 

Mendelssohn songs herself, they appeared (if infrequently) on royal concerts,
66

 and his 

op. 19 “Gruss” was sung, along with Schumann’s “Frühlingsnacht,” at the Royal 

Wedding of Princess Louise to the Duke of Argyll on 21 March 1871.
67

 

After the Queen’s death and the accession of King Edward to the English throne, 

all of English society began to forge a new path forward, causing nearly everything 

associated with the Victorian Era to be viewed as old-fashioned. An anonymous article in 

the Musical World applied this view to Mendelssohn, saying, “There was also a sham 

elegance of sentiment in the Victorian days. . . . It was the age of a curious idealism, an 

almost maudlin sentimentality. Mendelssohn was a man of his age, and he appealed to 

living men and women; perhaps desired to appeal, for in spite of much that is now old-

fashioned in his music there is another Mendelssohn who ought to have been a genius for 

alltime [sic].
68

 The rapidity of the decline of Mendelssohn’s songs on concert and recital 

programs increased through this period of transition, which supports the theory that the 

then-prevailing view of Mendelssohn as belonging to a less modern, more “mannered” 

time contributed to that decline.
69

 

In the final analysis, there was no single factor that led to the decline of 

Mendelssohn’s songs in London. Many disparate factors came together to cause the 
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songs to disappear from London’s concert repertoire. The absence of any one of them 

may have changed the outcome—at least for a while. But for any one of these factors, 

Mendelssohn’s songs might have been in a position to survive until the outbreak of war 

in England, when all German repertoire became problematic.
70

 

Of great interest is the fact that none of the discussed reasons related to the quality 

of the songs. Even during the decline period, the reviews (when there were reviews) were 

still generally positive. The reviewer of Julia Culp’s 1908 recital made special mention of 

“Mendelssohn’s delicious ‘Neue Liebe,’ which ought to get back into every singer’s 

repertory.”
71

 A 1909 writer said of Mendelssohn’s songs, “Many of his lovely lyrics, full 

of simple grace and beauty, are, and ever shall be, familiar to all cultivated 

Englishmen.”
72

 Just as there were multiple reasons for the decline, there appear likewise 

to have been multiple viewpoints on the songs. The data, however, suggest that Gustav 

Kobbé was more on target when he wrote: 

Compare the growing reputation of [Schubert] who of all musicians was 

perhaps the most neglected during his life, with that of Mendelssohn, the 

most fêted of composers, but now rapidly drooping to the position of a 

minor tone poet, and who, although he wrote eighty-three songs, is as a 

song writer remembered outside of Germany by barely more than one 

Lied, the familiar “On the Wings of Song.”
73
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Conclusion 

 

“On Wings of Song” (“Auf Flügeln des Gesanges,” op. 34 no. 2) remains one of 

Felix Mendelssohn’s most recognized songs, if not the most popular as calculated in this 

study (that would be “The Garland,” but “Auf Flügeln” is still a close second).
1
 Thus, it 

seemed like a good avatar to choose for the songs in the study’s title. It was also apt 

because, as we have seen in the preceding pages, the songs were—literally—stilled. 

However, Mendelssohn’s small song corpus was, for a time, well received in London. 

This reception was aided by the public performance of his songs and the publication of 

his collected songs, which gave the public the full scope of his lyric abilities.
2
 Even these 

assists were not enough to maintain their status in the concert repertoire of London: at its 

heart, the decline in the reception of Mendelssohn’s songs in England is a result of 

several factors, many of which can be attributed to happenstance.  

The environment that allowed the songs to flourish on the concert scene was 

fostered, in part, by the incredible interest in—some would say fascination with—

Mendelssohn held by the British public. As Eatock noted, Mendelssohn was somewhat of 

a known quantity in London even before he arrived.
3
 Once arrived, he immediately 

ingratiated himself with the musical elite and caught the notice of England’s new young 

Queen, who was herself a musician, and who actively sought out musical talent and 

innovation to promote.
4
 Mendelssohn also had the good fortune to quickly build 
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relationships with the leaders of the fast-changing publishing industry. He was the 

beneficiary of a great deal of newspaper coverage of his appearances as a performer, as a 

composer, and as a supporter of his London friends. (A letter Mendelssohn wrote in 

support of Sterndale Bennett’s candidacy for a professorship at Edinburgh University ran 

in the Morning Herald, and it was reprinted in the Musical Examiner
5
 and also as part of 

a leading article in the Musical World.
6
) His appearances as a pianist and string player 

made their way into the growing London musical press.
7
 It was not just the press that 

took to Mendelssohn, however. Music publisher Alfred Novello was also an early 

champion of Mendelssohn’s music and would gladly have been the engine for the 

dissemination of the songs had he not delivered them into the hands of Edward Buxton at 

Ewer and Co. by angering Mendelssohn with the premature publication of the 

Lobgesang.
8
 

The ground thus prepared, Mendelssohn’s songs began to appear on the concerts 

of London’s most fashionable musicians: Louise Dulcken, James W. Davison and Walter 

Macfarren, Joseph Dando and Richard Blagrove, John Hullah, Julius Benedict, and, of 

course, Sterndale Bennett. And they were sung by London’s leading singers: Helen 

Dolby, Elizabeth Rainforth, Antoinette Sterling, Sims Reeves, Edward Lloyd, and Lillian 

Bailey Henschel. As the concert scene grew, the songs expanded their reach, appearing 

on the programs of the Monday and Saturday Popular Concerts, the Crystal Palace 

Concerts, the Covent Garden Promenade Concerts, and, eventually, the Philharmonic 

                                                           
5
 Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, “Edinburgh Professorship of Music,” Musical Examiner 2, no. 73 (23 

March 1844):487-88. 
6
 Untitled Item, Musical World 19, no. 7 (15 February 1844):49-52. 

7
 “Metropolitan. Hamburgh Conflagration Concert,” Musical World 17, no. 26 (30 June 1842): 205. 

8
 Peter Ward Jones, “Mendelssohn and His English Publishers,” in Mendelssohn Studies (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1992), 249-50. 



93 

Society in 1866. Their appearance on this last series completed a circle of sorts, as it was 

the Philharmonic Society that first celebrated Mendelssohn as a composer, playing his 

orchestral works and commissioning from him an overture and a concert aria.
9
 The rise of 

Mendelssohn’s songs continued through the end of the 1870s, encompassing hundreds of 

performances in a wide variety of venues. 

During that time, Mendelssohn’s songs were introduced to an even wider public 

with their publication, singly and in collections, by Wessel and Co., Ewer, his official 

publisher, Novello, who later acquired Ewer and regained the Mendelssohn properties,
10

 

and by import houses like Scheurmann and Augener. In those early days, they also 

appeared in music annuals like Apollo’s Gift and The Musical Gem, which functioned 

like advance teams, preparing the way for collections like Wessel’s Series of German 

Songs and Ewer’s Gems of German Song, as well as the collected songs editions of Ewer 

in 1855 and Novello and Ewer in 1870. 

The times changed, as they do and with them, the tastes of the London concert-

going (or at least, concert-giving) public changed as well. The songs of Mendelssohn, 

which, according to George Grove, “introduced the German Lied to England,” and “led 

the way for the deeper strains of Schumann, Schubert, and Brahms,”
11

 ceded the way to 

those deeper strains, and appeared on fewer and fewer concerts beginning in the 1880s. 

Besides changing tastes, Mendelssohn’s place as a transitional composer of relatively few 

art songs likely also played a part. The intimacy of settings vis á vis their suitability for 
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the concert-room was cited three times (by Bennett in his lectures of the 1850s, in the 

1867 review of Mendelssohn’s “Des Mädchens Klage,” and again in reviews of the 1870 

edition), which begs the question whether or not the songs were doomed to lose their 

status on the concert stage. This issue does not rise to the level of a reason, but perhaps 

provides a sheen of understanding to some of the clearer concerns. Even at their most 

popular, the songs never escaped the shadow of Schubert or overcame the momentum of 

newer composers, including his friend Schumann—who might never have written songs 

were it not for Mendelssohn.
12

  

These conditions then encountered an unfortunate series of strikes: the loss of the 

Pops concerts where his songs were so often performed, the death of Queen Victoria and 

the resulting changes in direction of English culture, the flourishing of other composers, 

war, and anti-Mendelssohnism coming from within and without. 

And so we come to the end of our study. When England became embroiled in the 

tensions that would ultimately result in the outbreak of World War I, the music of all 

German composers began to suffer the same fate as Mendelssohn’s songs and fell away 

from concert performances.
13

 The distaste developed by the British for all things German 

even extended to concert venues, and Bechstein Hall, the location of some of the last of 

the Mendelssohn song performances, was closed down in 1916 and all of its 

furnishings—including pianos—auctioned off. It re-opened in 1917 under the name 

Wigmore Hall,
14

 which leads us to a postscript (or coda, if you will) to this examination 

of the English reception of Mendelssohn’s songs.  
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While it is beyond the scope of the present study to trace the songs past the early 

years of World War I, it bears noting that the songs of Felix Mendelssohn have not lain 

completely fallow in England. British mezzo-soprano Janet Baker included the songs in 

her recital repertoire
15

 and recorded an entire disc of Mendelssohn songs for EMI in 

1982. At the time, it was the only all Mendelssohn lieder recording by a British artist. A 

survey of recorded lieder called it “adventurous in repertory, giving several songs their 

only available versions.”
16

 More recent British efforts have been more wide-reaching. 

Eugene Asti, the editor of the 2008 edition of the unpublished songs,
17

 produced a series 

of five recordings of nearly all of the songs for Hyperion Records between 1998 and 

2010, including several of those that were previously unpublished.
18

 He also curated a 

series of concerts—at Wigmore Hall—of Mendelssohn’s songs as recently as November 

2012.
19

 The “Wings of Song” stir once more. 
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