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Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) 
 
Symphony No.4, ‘Italian' 
 
Four movements: 
 
I. Allegro vivace 
II. Andante con moto 
III. Con moto moderato 
IV. Saltarello: Presto 
 
Duration: c.27’ 
 

When Mendelssohn was 21, he was 
travelling around Europe – exactly 
what many other people his age are 
wont to do. However, this is where 
the similarities between Mendelssohn 
and most regular twenty-somethings 
end, mostly because he was already 
13 years into a hugely successful 
career. He was the greatest musical 
child prodigy in history, the 
sophistication of his early works 
exceeding even that which Mozart 
and Beethoven had managed to 
achieve at corresponding ages. 
 
Not one to rest on his laurels, 
however impressive, he sought to 
develop both his music and his 
reputation. He started in the British 
Isles, but on the advice of his friend 
Goethe, extended his trip and 
headed south to Italy. He wrote to his 
father that he was experiencing “the 
supreme joy in life”, and the trip saw 
the genesis of his masterful ‘Italian’ 
Symphony. 

The music is of Italianate spirit rather 
than direct imitation. It captures 
Mendelssohn’s impressions of a 
place that he found wondrous in 
every way: the architecture, then 
landscapes, the lifestyle, the sun – 
the last one being particularly 
seductive for a boy who had spent 
his life in Northern Germany. 
 
The first movement immediately 
captures this luminosity, bounding in 
with optimism and abandon. But, as 
Mendelssohn noted in a letter to his 
sister, in Italy one finds “the most 
wonderful combination of gaiety and 
seriousness”, and the second 
movement changes the mood 
completely. An opening cry precedes 
an understated funereal march, all the 
more affecting in its stoicism. 
 
The third movement eschews the 
more bombastic scherzos of 
Beethoven, harking back instead to 
the elegant kind of minuet we would 
expect from Haydn. The lull is 
completely broken when the fourth 
movement bursts forth. This sees the 
only adoption of Italian musical forms, 
because what would an Italian party 
be without dancing? He combines 
two fiery Italian dances: the 
Neopolitan saltarello and a tarantella, 
hurtling towards a thrilling finale that 
has you inadvertently reaching for the 
nearest tambourine. 
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