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ABSTRACT 

 
In a letter from July 21, 1840, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1809–1847) 

shared with his friend Karl Klingemann that in his Symphony No. 2 in B-flat 

Major, the Lobgesang, “all the movements, vocal and instrumental, are composed 

to the words ‘Everything that breathes, praise the Lord’; you understand that the 

instruments first praise in their own way, and then the chorus and the individual 

voices.” This tantalizing passage is not a direct profession of faith, but the 

language of praising God through music does raise questions about 

Mendelssohn’s personal religious philosophy. The topic of Mendelssohn’s faith 

has been the subject of much speculation; some have assumed as the grandson of 

eighteenth-century Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, he ought to be 

considered Jewish, while others, such as R. Larry Todd, have posited that 

“despite a willingness to compose sacred music for different faiths, in his 

personal convictions Mendelssohn adhered to the Protestant creed.” 

Mendelssohn’s Lobgesang contains evidence of his deeply-held Protestant 

identity. Its “motto” theme appears at the beginning, middle, and end of 

Lobgesang. The first time with instruments alone; the second time sung with the 

text, “Alles, was odem hat, lobe den Herrn” (“Everything that breathes, praise 

the Lord,” Psalm 150:6), and lastly, at the end of the work, by the instruments 

alone, suggesting the associated text even though it is not uttered aloud. 
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Combining this cyclical quality with the appearance of self-quotations and the 

Christo-centric thrust of the rest of Lobgesang’s text, we are invited to view 

Lobgesang as a lens through which to view other works as having been composed 

for the glory of God—specifically, the God Mendelssohn knew from a Protestant 

perspective. 

This paper contributes to the ongoing discussion about the relationship 

between music and identity, with a focus also placed on the continuing 

conversation about musical quotation and reference.  
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PROLOGUE 

“A Christian Mendelssohn cannot be, for the world does not acknowledge 

one.”1 These words are found in a letter Abraham Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1776-

1835) wrote to his son, Felix, on July 8, 1829. Abraham’s stated purpose in the 

letter was to remind his son of a carriage ride they had shared from Berlin to 

Paris in March 1825 during which Abraham had explained to Felix his reasoning 

behind the family’s name change (from “Mendelssohn” to “Mendelssohn 

Bartholdy”) at the time of their conversion to Christianity. Abraham, a 

prosperous banker who was uniquely poised between his father, the great 

Jewish-German philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786) and his already 

famous son, knew of what he spoke; but, he likely could not have imagined 

when he uttered then wrote these words that more than one hundred and eighty 

years later they would have risen to the level of prophecy as the world would 

still be having trouble accepting that his son, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1809-

1847), was Christian.2 

                                                           

1 Abraham Mendelssohn Bartholdy, letter of 8 July 1829 to his son, the then-twenty-year-
old Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy. Translated from the original manuscript (GB-Ob MS. M. 
Deneke Mendelssohn d. 27, no. 71) and quoted in Jeffrey S. Sposato, The Price of Assimilation: Felix 
Mendelssohn and the Nineteenth-Century Anti-Semitic Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006), 35-36. 

 
2 Colin Eatock, “Mendelssohn’s Conversion to Judaism: An English Perspective,” in 

Mendelssohn Perspectives, Nicole Grimes and Angela R. Mace, eds. (Farnham, Surrey and 
Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2012), 78. 
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The evidence is clear, however, that Felix was, indeed, Christian; he was 

Jewish by heritage and Christian by faith. Primary source materials—such as 

Mendelssohn’s own words and the reflections of those who knew him—prove 

his Christianity and will be quoted extensively in this paper. An abundance of 

secondary sources, from the mid-nineteenth century up to the present day, also 

consistently portray Mendelssohn as the Christian man he was; these will be 

referenced to support my research findings. Finally, a case study will be made of 

Mendelssohn’s Symphonie-Kantate in B-flat Major, the Lobgesang, and how its 

text, music, form, and purpose—separately and in combination—make a very 

strong case for a devout Christian reading of the work and of the personal 

convictions of its composer. As it turns out, Lobgesang is a public statement of 

Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s Christian faith and stands before all the world to 

show that there can, in fact, be such a person as a Christian Mendelssohn. 
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Where words fail, sounds can often speak. 
Hans Christian Andersen, from the Thirty-First Evening of 

What the Moon Saw (1840) 
 

The thoughts which are expressed to me by music that I love are not too indefinite to be 
put into words, but on the contrary, too definite.3 

Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1842) 
 

Lobgesang lies very near my heart.4 
Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1840) 

 

I. INTRODUCTION. Mendelssohn as Christian Composer 
 

In a letter dated 21 July 1840, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy5 shared with 

his friend Karl Klingemann (1798-1862) that in his Symphony No. 2 in B-flat 

Major, the Lobgesang, “all the movements, vocal and instrumental, are composed 

                                                           

3 Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, letter dated 15 October 1842 to Marc-André Souchay, Jr. 
(1796-1868) as quoted in Paul Mendelssohn Bartholdy and Carl Mendelssohn Bartholdy, eds., 
Mendelssohn’s Letters from 1833-1847, translated by Lady Wallace (London: Longman, Green, 
Roberts, Longman, & Green, 1864), 276-277. 

 
4 Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, letter to Paul Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1812-1874) 20 

November 1840, as quoted in Mendelssohn Bartholdy and Mendelssohn Bartholdy, eds., 
Mendelssohn’s Letters from 1833-1847, 221-222. 

 
5
 Following Mendelssohn’s own example, which remained remarkably consistent 

throughout his adult life, this author has elected, when referencing Mendelssohn’s complete 
name, to cite the rendering with which Mendelssohn always identified: Felix Mendelssohn 
Bartholdy. When abbreviating his name, I will conform to the practice that has persisted since his 
lifetime and refer to the composer as Mendelssohn or Felix. From 1823, when he was fourteen, 
“Felix never dropped the surname Bartholdy, and, heeding his father’s wishes, he continued to 
sign himself formally Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy.” (R. Larry Todd, Mendelssohn: A Life in Music 
[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003], 16.) Also, “from as far back as 1823, he always signed his 
name as ‘Felix,’ ‘Felix M.B.,’ ‘Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy,’ or ‘F.M.B.,’ in both his private 
correspondence and music manuscripts.” (Sposato, The Price of Assimilation, 28.) Both Todd and 
Sposato emphasized their statements with the use of absolutes: “never” and “always,” which 
supports my experience of never once seeing an exception in the myriad Mendelssohn 
documents I have read. After all, following his baptism, his full name became even longer: Jacob 
Ludwig Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy. See Todd, Mendelssohn: A Life in Music, 33. 
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to the words ‘Everything that breathes, praise the Lord’; you understand that the 

instruments first praise in their own way, and then the chorus and the individual 

voices.”6 This tantalizing passage is not a direct profession of faith, but his stated 

intention of praising God through music does raise questions about 

Mendelssohn’s personal religious philosophy. What we know for certain is that, 

on the one hand, Felix was the grandson of the revered Jewish philosopher, 

Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786). On the other hand, Felix was also baptized at 

seven and confirmed at sixteen in the Lutheran church, and he composed an 

enormous quantity of Christian sacred music during his lifetime.7  

For these reasons—and others that we shall explore—the topic of 

Mendelssohn’s faith has been the subject of considerable speculation over the 

years. The accepted and perpetuated assumption has been that, as the grandson 

of Moses Mendelssohn, he ought to be considered Jewish. This representation of 

                                                           

6 “...alle Stücke,Vokal- und Instrumental- auf die Worte ,Alles was Odem hat, lobe den 
Herrn‘ komponiert; Du verstehst schon, dass erst die Instrumente in ihrer Art loben, und dann 
der Chor und die einzelnen Stimmen.“ Karl Klingemann [Jr.], Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdys 
Briefwechsel mit Legationsrat Karl Klingemann in London (Essen: G.D. Baedeker, 1909), 245. Unless 
otherwise noted, all translations from German to English are the author’s, with the gracious 
assistance of Marianne Dorey. 
 

7 See Ralf Wehner, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy: Thematic-Systematic Catalogue of the Musical 
Works (Wiesbaden: Breitkopf & Härtel, 2009). It is significant that, in this recently published 
Mendelssohn Werkverzeichnis, Mendelssohn’s sacred choral music is placed first, with entries A1-
A26, and B1-B60. Lobgesang is catalogued among the major choral works, not among the 
symphonies, with an MWV number of A18. By comparison, his output included six major and 
thirty-five smaller choral works with secular texts, plus thirty-eight settings of secular texts for 
men’s chorus. Major choral works with secular texts are given the numbers MWV D1-6, smaller 
choral works with secular texts are E1-2 and F1-33, and settings for men’s chorus, MWV G1-38.  
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Mendelssohn’s spiritual stance and its persistence can be illustrated in an 

electronic publication released by Amazon Kindle in 2013. The Kindle book is a 

compilation of articles from a popular encyclopedia from 1919 and includes a 

brief biography entitled, “Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847).”8 Though 

Mendelssohn’s reception history has ridden a rapid and rugged roller coaster 

during the past one hundred years (and more),9 the publishers reprinted a 

ninety-four-year-old characterization of Mendelssohn in a volume entitled 21 

Famous Jews of the 19th Century. The entry on Mendelssohn begins, “Felix 

Mendelssohn was born in Hamburg, Germany. His parents were converted from 

the Jewish to the Christian faith when Felix was but two or three years old and 

he himself was baptized in the Lutheran Church.”10 This snippet represents 

roughly five percent of the article. In the remaining ninety-five percent, Judaism 

and any connection Felix might have had with it are never mentioned. Labelling 

Mendelssohn as Jewish, then, at least as far as this biographical sketch was 

concerned, relied solely upon his being born Jewish and that he had a Jewish 

                                                           

8 R.D. Meyer, Cornelius M. Rubner, B.M. White, and W.F. Zimmerman, “Felix 
Mendelssohn (1809-1847),” in 21 Famous Jews of the 19th Century, Amazon Kindle Edition (Bayside, 
New York: A.J. Cornell Publications, 2013), location 239-260. Reprint of articles originally 
published in World Book: Organized Knowledge in Story and Picture, 4th edition (Chicago, Toronto: 
W.F. Quarrie, 1919). 

 
9 For a concise survey of Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s reception history, see John 

Michael Cooper, “Mendelssohn Received,” in The Cambridge Companion to Mendelssohn, ed. Peter 
Mercer-Taylor, 233-250 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 

 
10 21 Famous Jews of the 19th Century, location 239. Felix was baptized along with his three 

siblings on 21 March 1816. His parents were baptized on 4 October 1822. 
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surname. The question at hand, however, is not what Felix’s heritage was. The 

answer to that is obvious. He was born Jewish. The controversy has swirled 

historically around attempts to understand with which religious faith he 

personally identified, if any. That knowledge has proven far more difficult to 

confidently establish. 

More than fifty years ago, in his pioneering biography of Mendelssohn, 

Eric Werner claimed, “Felix never vacillated in his attitude towards Judaism. Its 

spiritual, nationalist, and ethical teachings had no meaning for him whatsoever, 

but he felt strong solidarity wherever Jews as individuals were concerned.”11 

Statements such as this one by Werner sparked a memorable debate that was 

carried out on the pages of The Musical Quarterly in 1998 and 1999 between 

musicologists Jeffrey Sposato, Peter Ward Jones, and Leon Botstein.12 

Summarizing this exchange in his 2004 essay, “Mendelssohn and Judaism,” 

Michael Steinberg concluded that “Sposato suggests, and Ward Jones concurs, 

that Mendelssohn, the man, must be understood as a typical, newly-converted 

                                                           

11  Eric Werner, Mendelssohn: A New Image of the Composer and His Age, trans. Dika Newlin 
(London: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1963), 43. Interestingly, a seldom-referenced statement by 
Werner follows almost immediately: “[Felix] was faithful to the Christian religion and took it 
seriously.” (Werner, 43-44.) 

 

12  Jeffrey S. Sposato, “Creative Writing: The [Self-] Identification of Mendelssohn as 
Jew,” The Musical Quarterly 82, no. 1 (Spring 1998), 190-209. Leon Botstein, “Mendelssohn and the 
Jews,” The Musical Quarterly 82, no. 1 (Spring 1998), 210-219. Peter Ward Jones, “Letter to the 
Editor,” The Musical Quarterly 83, no. 1 (Spring 1999), 27-30. Leon Botstein, “Mendelssohn, 
Werner, and the Jews: A Final Word,” The Musical Quarterly 83, no. 1 (Spring 1999), 45-50. Jeffrey 
S. Sposato, “Mendelssohn, ‘Paulus,’ and the Jews: A Response to Leon Botstein and Michael 
Steinberg,” The Musical Quarterly 83, no. 2 (Summer 1999), 280-291.  
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Protestant.”13 But, as Botstein was quick to assert, “For those born Jews and 

carrying, as did Mendelssohn, obvious hallmarks of Jewish identity (in his case, 

name and well-known family heritage), the fact of a connection with Jewish 

identity was as self-evident as gender and sexuality.”14 In 2012, Colin Eatock 

expressed the conundrum as follows: “Today, although Mendelssohn’s musical 

reputation has risen substantially in the years since World War II, his essential 

Jewishness has often been accepted as a donné. . . . He is listed in numerous 

twentieth-century directories and indexes of Jewish musicians (although 

biographers are usually careful to indicate that he was a convert to 

Christianity).”15 

Though the identification of Mendelssohn as exclusively Jewish has 

remained a popular notion, recent scholarship has revealed a different picture of 

Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s religious faith. By 2013, Jeffrey Sposato had come 

to the conclusion that, “The authenticity and depth of Mendelssohn’s Protestant 

faith is affirmed by many of his letters, the memoirs of his colleagues, [and] the 

confessional statement he wrote for his religion instructor.”16 Sposato supported 

                                                           

13 Michael P. Steinberg, “Mendelssohn and Judaism,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Mendelssohn, ed. Peter Mercer-Taylor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 31. 

  

14 Botstein, “Mendelssohn, Werner, and the Jews: A Final Word,” 46. 
 
15 Colin Eatock, “Mendelssohn’s Conversion to Judaism,” 78. 
 
16 Jeffrey S. Sposato, “Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy,” in Nineteenth-Century Choral Music, 

ed. Donna M. Di Grazia (New York: Routledge, 2013), 141-142. 
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his assertion that “Felix developed a genuinely religious faith”17 by quoting from 

a diverse cross-section of prominent men who knew him. In one case, after 

sharing time and space with Felix in Rome during March and April of 1831, it 

was the opinion of Hector Berlioz (1803-1869) that Mendelssohn had “one of 

those clear, pure souls that one does not often come across: he believes firmly in 

his Lutheran creed, and I’m afraid I shocked him by making fun of the Bible.”18 

To Robert Schumann (1810-1856), a close friend of Mendelssohn’s during the 

latter third of both men’s lives, Felix was deeply committed to his faith, held a 

“remarkable knowledge of the Bible,” and “fulfilled his responsibilities to both 

God and man” with vigor.19 And, Mendelssohn’s friend Pastor Julius Schubring 

(1806-1889), with whom Felix collaborated on the libretti for his oratorios, 

remarked how Mendelssohn demonstrated the importance of his faith in God by, 

following the Soli Deo Gloria example of J. S. Bach (1685-1750), placing “the 

initials for one of two short prayers . . . on the first version manuscripts of nearly 

every piece he ever wrote: ‘L.e.g.G.’ (Laß es gelingen, Gott [‘Let it succeed, God’]) 

or ‘H.D.m.’ (Hilf Du mir [‘Help Thou me’]).”20 Like Sposato, R. Larry Todd has 

                                                           

17 Jeffrey S. Sposato, The Price of Assimilation, 33. This entire sentence reads: “Despite his 
father’s rationalist outlook toward religion, complete with its Kantian overtones, Felix developed 
a genuinely religious faith.” 

 
18 Ibid., 33-34, quoting from a letter Berlioz wrote 6 May 1831 to a group of his friends. 
  

19 Ibid., 33.  
 

20 Ibid., 33 and 34.  
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become convinced of Mendelssohn’s Christian faith. He distilled the matter 

down to the point that he could succinctly state that Mendelssohn “in his 

personal convictions adhered to the Protestant creed.”21 

In this paper, I take a stand alongside these statements by Sposato and 

Todd that Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy was Christian by faith; I present how his 

Lobgesang, when viewed in the context of his overall compositional output, 

contains varied evidence of his deeply-held Protestant identity. Beginning with a 

quote of Martin Luther22 that Mendelssohn included at the top of the title page of 

the first published full score for the Symphony, and continuing through his 

selection of texts for its sung sections, the scales dip in favor of a Christo-centric 

reading of the work. Further, a close look at the music for Lobgesang (which he 

significantly revised between its first and second German performances) reveals 

that in it Mendelssohn employs the Lobgesang “motto” theme through its entirety 

and quotes from both his own Reformation and Italian Symphonies, inviting us to 

view the Lobgesang as a lens through which to see his other works as having been 

composed for the glory and service of God—specifically, the God Mendelssohn 

                                                           

21 R. Larry Todd, “On Mendelssohn’s Sacred Music, Real and Imaginary,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Mendelssohn, ed. Peter Mercer-Taylor (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), 181. 
 

22 „Sondern ich wöllt alle künste, sonderlich die Musica, gern sehen ihm dienst des der 
sie geben und geschaffen hat. Dr. M. Luther” (from Luther’s sacred song book from 1525). 
Translation: “Rather, I would gladly see all the arts, particularly music, in the service of Him who 
gave and created them.” A facsimile of the referenced title page from the 1841 Breitkopf & Härtel 
edition is reprinted at the conclusion of this paper (page 79) as Illustration 2. 
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recognized from a Protestant perspective. I intend to demonstrate how, through 

analysis of the text and music of his Symphony No. 2 in B-flat Major (Lobgesang) 

rather than through any commentary by Mendelssohn himself,23 he created a 

profound and personal expression of Christian faith. 

To bolster the plausibility of my conclusions about Mendelssohn’s 

religious identity as I see it revealed through my analysis of Lobgesang, it is 

important that I first document what Felix had to say on the subject. Though it is 

true, as Michael Steinberg observed, that what Mendelssohn expressed in writing 

about his heritage and his faith was “a song without many words,”24 there is one 

                                                           

23 John Toews, Becoming Historical: Cultural Reformation and Public Memory in Early 
Nineteenth-Century Berlin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 266. “As in his 1829 
revival of the St. Matthew Passion, he let others analyze in words what he felt he had clearly stated 
through the tones.” (Wulf Konold, Die Symphonien Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdys: Untersuchungen 
Werkgestalt und Formstruktur [Laaber: Laaber-Verlag, 1992], 214-216.) Including Epigraph quote 
number two (footnote three), Mendelssohn wrote a response on 15 October 1842, to his wife, 
Cécile’s, cousin, Marc-André Souchay, Jr. (1796-1868), who had proposed via letter that he had 
deciphered the extramusical meanings behind several of Mendelssohn’s Lieder ohne Worte. 
Appearing originally on pp. 276-277 of Paul Mendelssohn Bartholdy and Carl Mendelssohn 
Bartholdy, eds., Mendelssohn’s answer, in part, reads: “People often complain that music is too 
ambiguous, that what they should think when they hear it is so unclear, whereas everyone 
understands words. With me, it is exactly the opposite, and not only with regard to an entire 
speech but also with individual words. These, too, seem to me so ambiguous, so vague, so easily 
misunderstood in comparison to genuine music, which fills the soul with a thousand things 
better than words. The thoughts which are expressed to me by music that I love are not too 
indefinite to be put into words, but on the contrary, too definite. . . If you ask me what my idea 
was, I say—just the song as it stands; and if I had in mind a term or terms with regard to one or 
more of these songs, I should not like to disclose them to any one, because the words of one 
person assume a totally different meaning in the mind of another person, because the music of 
the song alone can awaken the same ideas and feelings in one mind as in another—a feeling 
which is not, however, expressed by the same words.” 

 

24 Steinberg, “Mendelssohn and Judaism,” 27. Here Steinberg further relates that ”the 
published selections from Mendelssohn’s some five thousand surviving letters. . . confirm the 
general aura of silence and taboo around subjects Jewish.” 
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document of considerable length that Felix penned regarding his personal views. 

In preparation for the Confirmation of his Christian faith and his full, adult, 

entry into the Lutheran Church during the late summer of 1825, Felix authored 

answers to a series of ten fundamental questions about Lutheran doctrine. It is in 

this Confirmation Confession (“Konfirmationsbekenntnis”) that the sixteen-year-

old Felix clearly expressed what he believed about God, Jesus Christ, and the 

Holy Spirit and that those beliefs were of paramount importance to him for his 

life here on earth and for the eternal life he anticipated with God in heaven.25 It is 

with this document that I will begin my discussion. 

  

                                                           

25 A facsimile of one of the pages from Mendelssohn’s Confirmation Confession is 
pictured here as Illustration 1, taken from Martin Staehelin, “Der frühreife Felix Mendelssohn 
Bartholdy: Bemerkungen zu seinem ‘Konfirmationsbekenntnis,’” in Mendelssohn-Studien 16 
(2009), 33. 
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II. FELIX MENDELSSOHN BARTHOLDY’S FAITH STATEMENT IN GERMAN 

Illustration 1. Facsimile of page from Mendelssohn’s Confirmation Confession. Felix’s  
 text appears on the left while Pastor Friedrich Wilmsen’s comments are in the  
 margin on the right. 

 

On the occasion of his prized pupil’s fifteenth birthday, 3 February 1824, 

Carl Friedrich Zelter (1758-1832) proclaimed Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy no 

longer an apprentice, “but an independent member of the brotherhood of 
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musicians . . . in the name of Mozart, Haydn, and old father Bach.”26 Between 

1820 and 1824, the young Felix had completed an impressive portfolio of 

compositions that included thirteen string sinfonias, four concertos (each for 

different solo instruments), several chamber, piano and organ works, songs and 

sacred choral works, and four singspiels.27 During the subsequent two years, 

Mendelssohn positively proved his teacher’s assessment of his skill by 

composing his first two universally-esteemed masterpieces, the Octet in E-flat 

Major, Op. 20/MWV R20 (completed 15 October 1825) and the Concert Overture 

No. 1 to Shakespeare’s “Midsummer Nights’ Dream” in E Major, Op. 21/MWV P3 

(autograph dated 6 August 1826).28 As a musician, it was by then apparent that 

Mendelssohn had matured very quickly and that his work as a composer was 

already first-rate in its quality, even comparable to compositions of the late 

masters. 

In addition to his musical maturity, during this time Mendelssohn also 

revealed the depth of his spiritual maturity. He wrote a statement of his personal 

faith in a document dated 27 September 1825 (within a month of the completion 

                                                           

26 Sebastian Hensel, trans. Karl Klingemann (“and an American Collaborator”), The 
Mendelssohn Family (1729-1847): From Letters and Journals, 2 vols. (New York: Harper, 1881), 1:122-
123. The occasion included a dress rehearsal of Mendelssohn’s fourth singspiel, Die beiden Neffen. 

 
27 Condensed from R. Larry Todd, “A Mendelssohn Miscellany,” Music & Letters 71, no. 1 

(February 1990), 52. 
 
28 Ibid. 
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of his Octet in E-flat Major). In it, Mendelssohn made it plain that, having been 

baptized at the age of seven, he intended to confirm his Christian faith and 

identify himself as Lutheran.29 This statement or confession 

(“Konfirmationsbekenntnis”) was the product of two years of comprehensive 

catechetical training with his pastor, Friedrich Philipp Wilmsen (1770-1831) of 

the Berliner Parochialkirche. By including his confession in a Confirmation Rite 

that involved thirty-nine of Wilmsen’s other students,30 Mendelssohn publically 

professed where he stood regarding matters spiritual. He did this by elucidating 

the fundamental tenets of Lutheranism and by supporting what he wrote with 

numerous biblical references.31 

Mendelssohn began his Confirmation Confession with a complete 

quotation of John 3:16, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only-

begotten Son, that all who believe in him should not perish but have eternal 

                                                           

29 See Martin Staehelin, “Der frühreife Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy,” 11-49. 
Mendelssohn’s statement of Christian faith and acceptance of Lutheran doctrine appears on 
pages 28-36. The date of the document is at its conclusion in Pastor Wilmsen’s hand. 

 
30 Ibid., 25-26. 
  

31 Ibid., especially pages 16-24, which provide an informative biography of Wilmsen. In 
his Confirmation Confession, Mendelssohn referenced from the Bible, in order, John 3:16, 2 
Corinthians 5:20, Psalm 90:1, Acts 5:29, Matthew 10:28, John 8:50, Philippians 2:4, Luke 6:35, 
Matthew 5:37, Colossians 3:23, Matthew 28:19, Matthew 26:39, John 15:12-13, John 18:37, 
Philippians 2:8-9, Matthew 24:35, Luke 21:36, Matthew 7:3, John 8:7, Matthew 26:50, Matthew 
18:21-22, Matthew 16:23, Matthew 23:11, Matthew 20:26-27, and 2 Corinthians 5:20 (again). 
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life.”32 Felix’s purpose was to provide this passage as the heading for his answer 

to the first question, “How is it possible for people to understand God’s saving 

acts in history through the life and death of Jesus Christ?”33 Through the rest of 

the paragraph—which extends halfway through the second page of the 

document—Felix explained how Christ came as God’s only-begotten son (“der 

eingeborne Sohn Gottes”), to teach the right way to live (“den rechten Weg”), 

and to die in order to complete his work of reconciling people with God (“Sein 

Tod endlich vollendete sein göttliches Werk, und krönte seine Verdienste, als 

Versöhner der Menschen mit Gott”).34 Felix concluded the initial paragraph with 

a “therefore”: As Christ had modelled the life worth imitating, “As much as is 

possible, do everything in your power in order to be worthy of the grace of God; 

and God will forgive you and be a loving Father to you.”35  

                                                           

32 Ibid., 28, “Also hat Gott die Welt geliebt, daß er seinen eingebornen Sohn gab, auf daß 
alle, die an ihn glauben, nicht verloren werden, sondern das ewige Leben haben.“ This is a 
translation of Mendelssohn’s text. Biblical references that are not translations, unless otherwise 
noted, are drawn from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV), Copyright © 2001 by 
Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. 

 
33 Ibid., 41. “Wie lassen sich Christi Leben und Sterben als heilsgeschichtliche Rettung der 

Menschen verstehen?“ Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary provides the following definition for 
Heilsgeschichte: “an interpretation of history emphasizing God's saving acts and viewing Jesus 
Christ as central in redemption.” 

 

34 Ibid., 28. 
 
35 Ibid.: “Thut alles, um euch der Gnade Gottes so werth, als möglich zu machen; so wird 

euch Gott vergeben, und ein liebender Vater euch seyn.“  
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From there, in his responses to the remaining nine questions, Felix 

proceeded to outline what he had learned of God’s process in fulfilling salvation 

through Jesus Christ as disseminated in Lutheran doctrine. Particularly revealing 

among Felix’s comments are the following statements: 

• “God anointed his only-begotten Son with the gift of divine 
powers, talents with which he performed miracles so that the 
people had a visual sign in order to believe in his divine messages 
and in him.”36 

• “But if we accept and follow Christ’s teachings, then our hearts will 
soon be aware that Christ’s teachings are from God, not coming 
from him[self], so that we see that Christianity gives light, strength, 
and comfort in times of need.”37 

• “It [Christianity] gives us light, where we are in need of elucidation 
of the most important tenets and are still doubtful and wavering 
back and forth, [it gives us] power where everything around us is 
against us and our human powers are not sufficient.”38 

• “Because we believe Christianity is the best of all religions, we 
work towards the preservation of its purity; but, since we recognize 
it as the only true and divine religion, we must allow for its spread, 
for we cannot possibly be indifferent whether or not our fellow-
men possess and acknowledge the true religion.”39 

                                                           

36 Ibid., 29: “Gott beglaubte seinen eingeborenen Sohn durch die göttlichen Kräfte, wo 
mit er ihn begabte, und durch Wunder, damit Menschen ein sichtbares Zeichen hätten, um an 
seine göttliche Sendung und an ihn zu glauben.“ 

 
37 Ibid.: “Doch wenn wir Christi Lehre annehmen und sie befolgen, so werden wir gar 

bald in unserm Herzen inne, daß Christi Lehre von Gott sey, und daß er nicht von sich selbst 
redete, indem wir sehen, wie daß Christenthum Licht, Kraft und Trost in entscheidenden 
Augenblicken giebt.“ 

 
38 Ibid.: “Es giebt uns Licht, wo wir über die wichtigsten Gegenstände der Aufklärung 

bedürfen und noch zweifelndt hin und her schwanken, Kraft, wo sie uns alles widersetzt, und wo 
unsre menschlichen Kräfte nicht ausreichen können.“ 

 
39 Ibid., 31: “Da wir glauben, das Christenthum sey die beste aller Religionen, so müssen 

wir auf die Erhaltung desselben in seiner Reinheit hinarbeiten; wenn wir es aber für die einzige 
wahre und göttliche Religion anerkennen, so müssen wir uns auch ihre Verbreitung angelegen 
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• “We would succumb [to doubts], if religion would not give us the 
power to endure and to overcome evil with good.”40 

 
Through these sentences, and literally hundreds more just like them, Felix 

Mendelssohn Bartholdy passed from the place of a baptized participant in his 

church to that of a fully-devoted, publically-pledged adult member in the line of 

all the confirmed members around him and who had come before him. Certified 

by Pastor Wilmsen on 27 September 1825, the Jewish-born Felix had finished the 

process of becoming completely assimilated into the Lutheran church. He had 

demonstrated that his conversion to Christianity had been authentic for anyone 

to witness. In fact, as Colin Eatock has surmised, not only was Felix recognized 

as a Christian by those who knew him throughout his adult life (recall the first-

hand impressions of Berlioz, Schumann, and Schubring quoted above), it was not 

until the end of the nineteenth century—by which time all the people who had 

personally known Mendelssohn had passed away—that, as Eatock put it, 

Mendelssohn’s “conversion to Judaism” was complete.41 

                                                           

sein lassen, denn es kann uns unmöglich gleichgültig seyn, ob unsre Nebenmenschen die wahre 
Religion besitzen und anerkennen, oder nicht.“ 

 
40 Ibid., 29: “Wir müßten unterliegen, gäbe uns die Religion nicht Kräfte zu beharren und 

das Böse zu überwinden mit Gutem.“ 
 
41 Colin Eatock, “Mendelssohn’s Conversion to Judaism,” 72-73: “As late as 1890, the 

composer and author William Smyth Rockstro, who had studied with Mendelssohn at the 
Leipzig Conservatory, understood his teacher’s ‘earnestness as a Christian’ in an article in the 
Encyclopedia Britannica [16: 6]. Yet by the end of the century, the perception of Mendelssohn that 
had dominated discourse in England during the composer’s lifetime—that he was a German and 
a Christian, with his Jewishness very much in the background—was reversed. . . he became 
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 With these revelations as a backdrop, we turn our attention to 

Mendelssohn’s Lobgesang, where we find proofs of the authenticity of his 

conversion to Christianity. One of his most popular works during his lifetime,42 

Lobgesang presents in a precisely-constructed progression what Mendelssohn’s 

colleagues knew very well about Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, the man: namely, 

that Mendelssohn “remained throughout his career a devoutly practicing 

Lutheran.”43 In fact, so well accepted was Mendelssohn’s Christianity in 1840 

that, when the newly-crowned Emperor Friedrich Wilhelm IV44 embarked in 

earnest on the quest to fulfill his “vision of a ‘Christian-German’ state” in his 

Prussian kingdom, the musician he called to Berlin to develop and head the 

musical component of his mission was Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy.45 It was 

also in 1840 that Mendelssohn premiered a towering testimony in music to his 

                                                           

widely viewed as Jewish.” It is seemingly not very far a stretch to make the same conclusion 
about the perception of Mendelssohn in the rest of the Western world. 

 
42 Todd, Mendelssohn: A Life in Music, 397. 
 
43 Todd, Mendelssohn: A Life in Music, “Preface,” 28. The sentence continues, “. . . that he 

willingly paid, as it were, the ‘price of assimilation.’” 
 
44 Friedrich Wilhelm IV (1795-1861) acceded to the throne 7 June 1840, exactly eighteen 

days before the premiere in Leipzig of Mendelssohn’s Lobgesang. 
 

45 John Toews, “Musical Historicism and the Transcendental Foundations of Community: 
Mendelssohn’s Lobgesang and the ‘Christian-German’ Cultural Politics of Frederick William IV,” 
in Rediscovering History: Culture, Politics, and the Psyche. Essays in Honor of Carl E. Schorske, ed. 
Michael S. Roth (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), 183. 
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Christian convictions, his Symphony in B-flat Major, which he subtitled 

Lobgesang, to which we now turn our attention. 
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III. FELIX MENDELSSOHN BARTHOLDY’S FAITH STATEMENT IN MUSIC: 

The Text of Lobgesang 

An extended season of change gripped German culture and its political 

and spiritual environment during the thirty years leading up to the Revolution of 

1848, a span of time that included almost all the years of Mendelssohn’s life. 

Within that timeframe, Emperor Friedrich Wilhelm was principally occupied 

with preparing his vision for what Germany would be under his reign. After 

Friedrich Wilhelm acceded to the throne in 1840, part of his plan was to call 

Germany’s “brightest and best” to Berlin to establish a cultural and educational 

academy that would serve as a model for replicate academies that would dot the 

entire realm. He believed the only way for Germany to progress and prove its 

superiority in the world would be to go through a new “moral reformation,” to 

become a united nation of Christians who were enlightened “through divine 

revelation and filial reconciliation through understanding the essential meaning 

of the father’s word.”46 John Toews explains that Friedrich Wilhelm sought with 

academies to “provide the intellectual rationale, historical justification, aesthetic 

symbolization, and public language for his vision of a ‘Christian-German’ state, 

                                                           

46 Toews, Becoming Historical: Cultural Reformation and Public Memory, 250.  
The reference here pertains directly to Toews’ analysis of Mendelssohn’s objectives with 
Lobgesang; however, his point is that Mendelssohn agreed with Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s program, 
as exemplified by the Symphony. See also Toews, “Musical Historicism and the Transcendental 
Foundations of Community,” 183. 
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of a moral community of Prussian-Germans nurtured, disciplined, and bound 

together by its rediscovered, revitalized relationship to the patriarchal God of the 

Apostolic Christian Church.”47 The only musician with whom Friedrich Wilhelm 

would have been content to have in his “academy” was none other than the 

Jewish-born but converted-Christian leader of Germany’s musical world, Felix 

Mendelssohn Bartholdy. It took Friedrich Wilhelm a couple of years of hard 

work, but he finally got what he wanted (as emperors are wont to do) and 

Mendelssohn agreed to become General Director of Ecclesiastical and Spiritual 

Music for Prussia for two years. Not incidentally, beyond being the only 

musician Friedrich Wilhelm called to Berlin, Mendelssohn was the only person 

from any discipline who received the emperor’s summons who had direct Jewish 

lineage. 

The occasion for which Lobgesang was written was an event in Leipzig in 

1840 marking the four-hundredth anniversary of Johannes Gutenberg’s invention 

of movable type. R. Larry Todd states, “Gutenberg’s technological advance was 

linked to [Martin] Luther and the spread of the Reformation.”48 Therefore, the 

June 1840 festival in Leipzig “honored more than printing: it championed the 

                                                           

47 Toews, “Musical Historicism and the Transcendental Foundations of Community,” 
183. 

 
48 Todd, On Mendelssohn’s Sacred Music, 181. 
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Gutenberg Bible as the lamp that had disseminated spiritual enlightenment in 

German realms.”49 

Mendelssohn composed Lobgesang to be performed on the final day of the 

celebration, 25 June, at a concert to be held in the St. Thomas Church. Deciding to 

make the work both a symphony and a large-scale choral composition, 

Mendelssohn, with some input from his friend, Pastor Julius Schubring (1806-

1889),50 “assembled passages from Luther’s translation of the Old Testament, 

passages reflecting the themes of the celebration—printing as a victory of the 

human spirit and of Divine light over opposition and darkness.”51 The libretto of 

the resulting Lobgesang, or “Hymn of Praise,” which Mendelssohn subtitled 

“Symphonie-Kantate,”52 would also include key passages from the New 

Testament and a famous Lutheran chorale. In order to see in the most 

transparent sense how Lobgesang is a clear statement of Mendelssohn’s 

                                                           

49 Ibid. 
 
50 In 1836, Schubring had collaborated with Mendelssohn on the oratorio Paulus. He 

would later assist with the libretto for Elias (1846), as well. 
 
51 Stephen Town, “Mendelssohn’s ‘Lobgesang’: A Fusion of Forms and Textures,” The 

Choral Journal 33, no. 4 (Nov. 1992): 20. 
 

52 Karl Klingemann came up with the concept of calling the work “Symphonie-Kantate” 
as evidenced by a series of letters between him and Mendelssohn in 1840 which also include Felix 
expressing his deep gratitude for the idea. In those same letters, Felix also struggled with how to 
translate the word “Lobgesang” to English, particularly with the 23 September 1840 premiere in 
Birmingham, England looming. Rather than “Hymn of Praise,” he overtly preferred “Song of 
Praise.” Letters of 21 July 1840 (244-245), 18 November 1840 (250-252), and 1 December 1840 (252-
253) in Klingemann [Jr.], Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdys Briefwechsel mit Legationsrat Karl Klingemann 
in London. 
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Christianity, its text shall first be isolated and analyzed separately. Then, the role 

of the music of Lobgesang will be considered in its context with the text. 

For the “Kantate” portion of Lobgesang, Mendelssohn collected and 

ordered the scripture verses, along with the Lutheran chorale, to highlight the 

story of victory of divine light over eternal darkness as portrayed in the New 

Testament. According to John Toews, the Kantate “is structured on a pattern of a 

journey of spiritual education.”53 To achieve this objective, Old Testament verses 

taken from Psalms 7, 28, 31, 33, 38, 40, 51, 56, 96, 103, 107, 116, 145, and 150, and 

from the Book of Isaiah were used to manifest the conflict between light and 

darkness. Then, at the climax of the work, the ultimate triumph of light is 

represented by scriptures taken from the New Testament books of Romans and 

Ephesians and from the famous Lutheran chorale Nun danket alle Gott. The final54 

version of the libretto is as follows: 

1. Alles was Odem hat 
Chorus; Psalm 150:6, Psalm 33:3, Psalm 145:21 
Alles was Odem hat, lobe den Herrn! 
Halleluja, lobe den Herrn! 
Lobt den Herrn mit Saitenspiel, 
lobt ihn mit eurem Liede. 
Und alles Fleisch lobe seinen heiligen Namen. 
Alles was Odem hat, lobe den Herrn! 
 
2. Lobe den Herrn 
Soprano & Female Choir; Psalm 103:1-2 
Lobe den Herrn, meine Seele, 
und was in mir ist, seinen heiligen Namen! 

1. Let everything that has breath 
 
Let everything that has breath praise the Lord! 
Halleluja, praise the Lord! 
Praise the Lord with stringed instruments, 
praise Him with your songs. 
And let all flesh praise His Holy Name. 
Let everything that has breath praise the Lord! 
 
2. Praise the Lord 

 
Praise the Lord, my soul, 
and all that is within me, [praise] His Holy Name! 

                                                           

53 Toews, “Musical Historicism and the Transcendental Foundations of Community,” 
198. 

 
54 Mendelssohn made several changes to the libretto of Lobgesang between its first and 

second performances in Leipzig. 
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Lobe den Herrn, meine Seele, 
und vergiß es nicht, was er dir Gutes getan! 
 
3. Saget es 
Tenor recitative; Psalm 107:2, 28 and Psalm 56:7 
Saget es, die ihr erlöst seid durch den Herrn, 
die er aus der Not errettet hat. 
Aus schwerer Trübsal, aus Schmach und Banden, 
die ihr gefangen im Dunkel waret. 
Alle, die er erlöst hat aus der Not. 
Saget es! Danket ihm, und rühmet seine Güte! 
Er zählet unsre Tränen in der Zeit der Not. 
Er tröstet die Betrübten mit seinem Wort. 
Saget es! Danket ihm, und rühmet seine Güte! 
 
4. Er zählet unsre Tränen 
Chorus; Psalm 107:2, Psalm 56:7 
Sagt es, die ihr erlöset seid, 
von dem Herrn aus aller Trübsal. 
Er zählet unsre Tränen. 
Sagt es, die ihr erlöset seid, 
von dem Herrn aus aller Trübsal. 
Er zählet unsre Tränen in der Zeit der Not. 
 
5. Ich harrete des Herrn 
Soprano duet & choir; Psalm 40:1, 4 
Ich harrete des Herrn, 
und er neigte sich zu mir und hörte mein Fleh’n. 
Wohl dem, der seine Hoffnung setzt auf dem 
Herrn! 
Wohl dem, der seine Hoffnung setzt auf ihn! 
 
6. Stricke des Todes 
Tenor recitative & aria; Psalm 116:3, Ephesians 5:14, 
Isaiah 21:11-12, Romans 13:12 
Stricke des Todes hatten uns umfangen, 
und Angst der Hölle hatte uns getroffen, 
wir wandelten in Finsternis. 
Er aber spricht: Wache auf, der du schläfst, 
stehe auf von den Toten, ich will dich erleuchten! 
Wir riefen in die Finsternis: 
Hüter, ist die Nacht bald hin? 
Der Hüter aber sprach: 
Wenn der Morgen schon kommt, so wird er doch 
Nacht sein, 
wenn ihr schon fraget, so werdet ihr doch… 
wieder kommen und wieder fragen: 
Hüter, ist die Nacht bald hin? 
Die Nacht is vergangen! 
 
7. Die Nacht ist vergangen 
Chorus; Romans 13:12 
Die Nacht ist vergangen, 
der Tag aber herbeigekommen. 

Praise the Lord, my soul, 
and forget not the good things He has done for you! 
 
3. Tell it out 
 

Tell it out, that you are redeemed through the Lord, 
that He has saved you from your distress. 
Out of harsh sorrow, out of shame and slavery, 
which had snared you in darkness. 
Everything, which He has redeemed from distress. 
Tell it out! Thank Him, and praise His goodness! 
He counts our sorrows in the time of need. 
He comforts the sorrowful with His Word. 
Tell it out! Thank Him, and praise His goodness! 
 
4. He counts our tears 
 
Declare that you are redeemed 
by the Lord from all your troubles. 
He counts our tears. 
Declare that you are redeemed 
by the Lord from all your troubles. 
He counts our tears in the time of need. 
 
5. I waited for the Lord 
 
I waited for the Lord, 
and He inclined unto me, and heard my voice. 
Blessed are they whose hope is in the  
Lord! 
Blessed are they whose hope is in Him! 
 
6. The sorrows of death 
 
 

The sorrows of death had overtaken us, 
and the fear of Hell had found us, 
we wandered in darkness. 
But He said: Awake, you who sleep, 
arise from the dead, I will enlighten you. 
We called in the darkness: 
Watchman, will the night soon pass? 
But the watchman said: 
Morning comes, and also 
the night, 
if you will inquire, so you will inquire... 
come back and [inquire] again: 
Watchman, will the night soon pass? 
The night is past! 
 
7. The night is past 
 
The night is past, 
day is at hand. 
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So laßt uns ablegen die Werke der Finsternis, 
und anlegen die Waffen des Lichts 
und ergreifen die Waffen des Lichts. 
 
8. Nun danket alle Gott 
Choral, text after "Nun danket alle Gott" by M. Rinkart 
Nun danket alle Gott, mit Herzen, Mund und 
Händen. 
Der sich in aller Not will gnädig zu uns wenden, 
der so viel Gutes tut; von Kindesbeinen an, 
uns hielt in seiner Hut, und allen wohl getan. 
 
Lob, Ehr’ und Preis sie Gott, dem Vater und dem 
Sohne. 
Und seinem heil’gen Geist im höchsten 
Himmelsthrone. 
Lob dem dreiein’gen Geist, 
der Nacht und Dunkel schied 
von Licht und Morgenroth. Ihm danket unser Lied. 
 
9. Drum sing ich mit meinem Liede 
Soprano & Tenor duet; from Psalms 7, 28, 31, 38, 51, 
103 & 116 and Isaiah 59:9 
Drum sing’ ich mit meinem Liede ewig, 
dein Lob, du treuer Gott. 
Und danke dir für alles Gute, das du an mir getan! 
 
Und wandel ich in Nacht und tiefem Dunkel 
und die Feinde umher stellen mir nach; 
so rufe ich an den Namen des Herrn, 
und er errettet mich nach seinen Güte. 
Drum sing’ ich mit meinem Liede ewig, 
dein Lob, du treuer Gott! 
Und wandel ich in Nacht, so ruf’ ich deinen 
Namen an, ewig, du treuer Gott! 
 
10. Ihr Völker, bringet her dem Herrn 
Chorus; Psalms 96, 105 & 150 
Ihr Völker! Bringet her dem Herrn Ehre und 
Macht! 
Ihr Könige! Bringet her dem Herrn Ehre und 
Macht! 
Der himmel bringe her dem Herrn Ehre und 
Macht! 
Die Erde bringe her dem Herrn Ehre und Macht! 
 
Alles danke dem Herrn! 
Danket dem Herrn und rühmt seinen Namen  
Und preiset seine Herrlichkeit! 
Alles was Odem hat, lobe den Herrn! 
Halleluja, lobe den Herrn! 

Let us cast off the works of darkness, 
and put on the armor of light 
and take hold of the armor of light. 
 
8. Now thank we all our God 
 
Now thank we all our God, with hearts, mouth and 
hands. 
He turns mercifully to us in all our needs. 
He is so good to us; keeps us in His protection, from 
our childhood on, and does all things for us. 
 
Praise, honor and glory be to God, the Father and 
the Son. 
And to His Holy Spirit on most high 
heaven's throne. 
Praise to the triune God, 
Who parts night and darkness from  
light and dawn. Our song in thanks to Him. 
 
9. So I will ever sing my song 
 
 

So I will ever sing my song to 
your praise, O very God. 
And thank you for all the good things which you 
have done for me! 
And though I wander in the night and deep 
darkness, and my enemies gather around me; 
so I call upon the Name of the Lord, and He saves 
me of His goodness. 
So I will ever sing my song to 
your praise, O very God. 
Ambling in the night, I call on Your  
Name, eternal, true God! 
 
10. O ye people, bring unto the Lord 
 
You people! Bring unto the Lord honor and might! 
 
You kings! Bring unto the Lord honor and might!! 
 
Let the heavens bring unto the Lord honor and 
might! 
Let the earth bring unto the Lord honor and might! 
 
Let everything thank the Lord! 
Thank the Lord and bless His Name 
and praise His Majesty! 
Let everything that has breath praise the Lord! 
Halleluja, praise the Lord! 
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A survey of the component texts of Lobgesang reveals the “journey” 

Mendelssohn meant for the work’s audiences to travel. The vocal portion 

commences with a general proclamation of praise from the chorus. Here at the 

outset, Mendelssohn matches the theme of the last psalm of the psalter, Psalm 

150 (also known as “The Musician’s Psalm”), establishing that everything, with 

voices and instruments specifically singled out, is commended to “praise the 

Lord.”55 With the first appearance of a solo voice, the second movement changes 

tense from second person to first person. Here, on a more personal level, the 

soprano soloist is assigned to sing the first two verses of Psalm 103: “Praise the 

Lord, my soul, and all that is within me, [praise] His Holy Name! Praise the 

Lord, my soul, and forget not the good things He has done for you!” The “good 

things” or benefits that are not to be forgotten are listed by the tenor soloist next: 

redemption from “distress, harsh sorrow, shame, slavery, and darkness” and 

that God is present during a “time of need.” Additionally, the sorrowful are 

reminded of one further blessing: “comfort” that comes from “God’s Word.”56 

                                                           

55 Even at this early stage of the symphony, before Mendelssohn explicitly includes the 
three names of the triune God—which he is withholding until the climax of the work—it is 
reasonable to surmise that by “Lord,” given his personal religious stance and the purpose of the 
symphony, he is specifically recognizing the Lord as the triune God of Christianity.  

 
56 From his training and experience, Mendelssohn would certainly have recognized a 

duality in a reference to “God’s Word,” namely, that the Bible is the infallible Word of God (see 2 
Timothy 3:16) and that Jesus was “God’s Word in the flesh” (see John 1:1 & 14). A statement 
made by Robert Schumann—who, of course enjoyed extensive personal contact with 
Mendelssohn—in his Erinnerungen an Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, ed. Dr. Georg Eismann 
(Zwickau: Predella-Verlag, 1947), page 46, supports this assertion. Schumann said that, as part of 
Mendelssohn’s “enormous literary erudition, in the main, he had the Bible nearly memorized.” 
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Another exhortation to praise the Lord frames the benefits, as if to attach a 

natural and immediate response of thanksgiving to God. The following 

movement is a reiteration by the chorus of the bulk of what the tenor had just 

declared, perhaps because just one way of stating the referenced scripture was 

not enough in Mendelssohn’s estimation to reflect the magnitude of praise and 

thanksgiving to be given to God. 

At this point, Mendelssohn seemingly brings the journey to a stationary 

moment of meditation on what has been presented thus far. For this intimate 

juncture, which serves as the middle movement of the ten-section Kantate, two 

sopranos offer a prayer of faith and endurance. There is apparently no need for 

them to express the specifics of what they asked of God and for what they waited 

for an answer; because God hears their prayer, mirroring the vantage point of 

faith in which the selected verses reside in Psalm 40 (verses one and four),57 no 

matter the particulars, God will “incline unto” them and answer. With the 

assistance of the choir, the two soprano soloists add that those who “hope in the 

Lord are blessed.” Mendelssohn has set the stage for the forthcoming contrasting 

and dramatic passage. 

                                                           

Quoted in Staehelin, “Der frühreife Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy,” 48, in the body of the article 
and in footnote 89. 

 
57 Psalm 40 is a Psalm of David directed to the choirmaster. It begins, “I waited patiently 

for the Lord; he inclined to me and heard my cry. He drew me up from the pit of destruction, out 
of the miry bog, and set my feet upon a rock, making my steps secure. He put a new song in my 
mouth, a song of praise to our God.” (Psalm 40:1-3a ESV) 
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Following the moment of reflection and confidence of “Ich harrete des 

Herrn,” the scene of greatest conflict in Lobgesang occurs. Known as the 

“Watchman Scene,” the text of the fifth segment of the Kantate portion portrays 

the angst that arises when spiritual doubts and fears cloud a Christian’s 

confidence.58 Volleying back and forth here is the sense of being overtaken by the 

fear of hell and the accompanying sorrow and darkness that come with that fear 

versus the encouragement from God to awaken from that dismal state and “arise 

from the dead” and receive God’s light. Not only is the representation of this 

struggle strikingly placed at this point in the Kantate, but it also clearly 

communicates the themes of the Leipzig festival for which it was written,59 

especially that of the victory of divine light over eternal darkness. To emphasize 

this concept, the tenor is left to pose the question, “Watchman, will the night 

soon pass?” As the quoted scripture from Isaiah 21 (verses 11-12) models, the 

tenor is at first given the answer that he should ask the question again. Then, 

finally, after his third iteration of the question, a soprano soloist is appointed to 

                                                           

58 Mendelssohn understood the inevitability of this conflict. See footnote 38 above, which 
pertains to Felix’s statement in his Confirmation Confession: “It [Christianity] gives us light, 
where we are in need of elucidation of the most important tenets and are still doubtful and 
wavering back and forth, [it gives us] power where everything around us is against us and our 
human powers are not sufficient.” 

 
59 Todd, “On Mendelssohn’s Sacred Music,” 181. Todd summarizes: “But the festival 

honored more than printing: it championed the Gutenberg Bible as the lamp that had 
disseminated spiritual enlightenment in German realms. And, Gutenberg’s technological 
advance was linked to Luther and the spread of the Reformation; as it happened, the second day 
of the festival, 25 June, coincided with the commemoration of the Augsburg Confession, one of 
the signal events in the Lutheran calendar.” 
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proclaim the answer from the Book of Romans (chapter 13, verse 12): “The night 

is past!” 

Erupting from the soprano’s proclamation comes the orchestra followed 

by the chorus expounding on the beginning of Romans 13:12, which the soprano 

just sang, and filling in the remainder of the verse: “. . . day is at hand. Let us cast 

off the works of darkness, and put on the armor of light.” Mendelssohn hereby 

placed an exclamation point on the message of the victory of divine light over 

eternal darkness. Angst, doubt, and fear are all dispelled and what remains, in 

this interpretation, is to walk in the light that God has provided.  

It would be logical to assume that this chorus is the pinnacle of the entire 

work. But, with the subsequent movement, Mendelssohn shows that such an 

assumption would have been premature. 

The climax to Lobgesang is a Lutheran chorale, one that the members of the 

original audience would likely have known: Nun danket alle Gott (“Now Thank 

We All Our God”).60 This chorale was particularly special in that it carried with it 

at least two layers of significance. Nun danket alle Gott was penned by a pastor in 

                                                           

60 Nun danket alle Gott, text by Martin Rinckart (1586-1649)—a St. Thomas, Leipzig 
chorister turned minister—from 1636, coupled with a tune by Johann Crüger (1598-1662), from 
1647, which first appeared together in 1648 in the Berlin edition of Praxis Pietatis Melica. Johann 
Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) incorporated both Rinckart’s words and Crüger’s tune in 1730 into his 
cantata by the same title, BWV 192. Mendelssohn’s first setting of Nun danket alle Gott (along with 
Allein Gott in der Höh’ and Allein zu dir, Herr Jesu Christ) may have been a chorale exercise 
completed for his composition instructor, Carl Friedrich Zelter (1758-1832), in October 1819 when 
Felix was 10 years old. See Todd, Mendelssohn: A Life in Music, 46. 
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Eilenburg, Germany during the time of the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648); he 

wrote this poem of faith to comfort his parishioners around the time of the great 

pestilence of 1637.61 Despite the magnitude of the suffering that surrounded him, 

Martin Rinckart (1586-1649) made the following the first verse: “Now thank we 

all our God / With hearts and mouth and hands; / Who wondrous things has 

done, / To us and all ends [of the world], / Who, from our mother’s womb / 

And our childbirth, / With countless [works] of good, / And still has much to 

do.”62 Because Nun danket alle Gott’s origin reflected its background of a people 

battling the plague, by Mendelssohn’s placement of it at the climax of Lobgesang, 

it became a powerful and memorable revelation of perseverance and fortitude in 

the face of the worst kinds of adversity. 

In addition to the spiritual significance of Nun danket alle Gott, with its 

grounding in a difficult episode in German history, the chorale also holds 

nationalistic implications. During the Seven Years War (1756-1763) between the 

Kingdom of Britain (which included Prussia) and the Kingdom of France (with 

the Austria-led Holy Roman Empire at the point), the two factions engaged one 

another on 5 December 1757 in and near the city of Leuthen in then-Prussian 

                                                           

61 Pastor Rinckart was known to have performed forty or more funerals per day during 
the height of the plague. 

 
62 Original text: Nun dancket alle Gott / Mit Hertzen Mund vnd Händen / Der grosse Dinge 

thut / An vns vnd aller Enden / Der vns von Mutter Leib / Vnd Kindes Beinen an / Vnzehlig viel zu gut / 
Vnd noch j[e]tzund gethan. 
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Silesia (which is now part of Poland).63 Although King Frederick the Great’s 

(1712-1786) Prussian army was grossly outnumbered by Prince Charles of 

Lorraine’s (1712-1780) and Count Leopold Joseph von Daun’s (1705-1766) 

Austrian forces (39,000 men and 170 pieces of artillery to 66,000 men and 210 

guns), by the use of terrain advantages and “sleight of hand,” Prussia thoroughly 

routed Austria to gain control of Silesia, the primary ground of contention in the 

war.64 Known as Frederick the Great’s “greatest victory,”65 the Battle of Leuthen  

encouraged Frederick to continue his original grand-strategic design of 
seeking political victory on the battlefield. For the rest of the Seven Years 
War, as long as a Prussian army remained in the field under his 
command, Frederick accepted no military or diplomatic setback as final. 
In his mind the chance always remained of another, even greater Leuthen: 
a battle that would turn the tide definitively in Prussia’s favour.66 
 

It is what immediately followed the Battle of Leuthen that earned Nun danket alle 

Gott its permanent nationalistic connection. As told by Dennis Showalter, 

As individual Prussian regiments rallied and reorganized, they followed 
their King. At first they marched in silence, each man busy with his own 
thoughts and emotions. Then someone struck up a hymn: “Now thank we 
all our God.” The tune and the words were known to everyone, Lutheran 
or Evangelical, Catholic or unbeliever, in the ranks of Frederick’s army. 
Man after man took up the words of what has ever since been known in 
Germany as the “Leuthen Chorale.” For the pious it was an affirmation of 

                                                           

63 For a complete description of the Battle of Leuthen, see Dennis Showalter, Frederick the 
Great: A Military History (Barnsley, England: Frontline Books, 2012), 186-200. 

 

64 Showalter, Frederick the Great, 190ff. 
 
65 Ibid., 199.  
 
66 Ibid.  
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God’s power over the King’s enemies. For the sceptics it was as good a 
way as any of proving one was still alive.67 
 

This is the very hymn Mendelssohn made the climax of Lobgesang. With its 

spiritual and nationalistic significance intertwined with how well-known it 

would have been, Nun danket alle Gott was calculated by Mendelssohn to have an 

enormous impact upon the people in the St. Thomas Church in June of 1840, 

people their new King Friedrich Wilhelm wished to mold into productive and 

obedient “Christian-German” citizens.68 If Mendelssohn had limited himself to 

only the first stanza of Nun danket alle Gott in Lobgesang, he could have 

accomplished multiple objectives, given its association with the people on both 

spiritual and nationalistic levels. Principal among these designs would have been 

to offer communal thanksgiving to God for intervening on the side of light 

against the darkness.69 But, Felix did not stop with the first verse. 

Though the first strophe of Nun danket alle Gott resembles a psalm that 

could be equally accepted in Christian and Jewish circles alike, the second verse 

                                                           

67 Ibid., 197. 
 
68 See footnote 45 above which references Toews, “Musical Historicism and the 

Transcendental Foundations of Community,” 183. 
 
69 See Ryan Minor, Choral Fantasies: Music, Festivity, and Nationhood in Nineteenth-Century 

Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 46. It is Minor’s opinion that Lobgesang, 
as a kind of communal Te Deum, seeks the participation of the audience (probably not audibly 
during a concert) during and after the symphony is presented. He writes, “[Lobgesang] is itself a 
song of praise. Yet by seeking to generate further song, the work in turn invests itself with the 
figurative power to imagine and call forth future acts; the Lobgesang confers upon its own singing, 
as well as singing in general, a generative force.” 



41 
 

Mendelssohn included in Lobgesang (which was the third and final stanza written 

by Martin Rinckart) is unmistakably Christian as it invokes the trinity: 

Praise, honor and glory be to God, the Father and the Son. 
And to His Holy Spirit on most high heaven's throne. 
Praise to the triune God, Who parts night and darkness from  
light and dawn. Our song in thanks to Him.70 
 

Here, at the zenith of Lobgesang, Mendelssohn revealed once and for all that the 

“Lord” who is praised and whose wondrous deeds are proclaimed throughout 

its duration is the triune God of Christianity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. If this 

were not his intent and he held, as a man who was Jewish by heritage, any 

animosity—or, even, ambivalence—toward Christianity, he could simply have 

avoided verse two (original verse three), quoted the true second stanza, instead, 

which would have sustained the chorale’s psalm-like affinity,71 or he could have 

selected any other text that would not have referenced the Trinity for this pivotal 

passage. But he did set the trinitarian strophe of Nun danket alle Gott. And, as we 

shall see, for this stanza he directed all chorus members to declare the melody 

only—in octave unison and forte—as if with one unified voice offering praise to 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The thirty-one-year-old Felix Mendelssohn 

                                                           

70 Original text: Lob’ Ehr’ und Preis sei Gott, / dem Vater und dem Sohne / und seinem heil’gen 
Geist / im höchsten Himmelsthrone. / Lob dem dreiein’gen Gott, / der Nacht und Dunkel schied / von Licht 
und Morgenroth, / ihm danket unser Lied. 

 
71 Original verse two text: Der ewig reiche Gott / Woll uns bei unsrem Leben. / Ein immer 

fröhlich Herz / Und edlen Frieden geben, / Und uns in seiner Gnad, / Erhalten fort und fort / Und uns aus 
aller Not / Erlösen hier und dort. 
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Bartholdy, who had been baptized and confirmed Lutheran, who was known by 

those close to him to hold to the Protestant creed, and who constructed the 

ultimate order of the libretto for Lobgesang himself, made here a public and bold 

statement of the Christian faith he had confessed when he was sixteen-years-old. 

 After the chorale-centered high point of Lobgesang, what remains is two 

summation movements, one for the soloists and one for the chorus, that focus 

attention once again on praising God. The solo tenor and solo soprano carry the 

message of the eighth movement of Lobgesang’s Kantate. They sing, in response 

to what has just been declared, that they will always sing God’s praise, 

specifically because God hears their cries and saves them from wandering, deep 

darkness, and enemies that surround them. They also declare that God has done 

great things for them and is always deserving of their praise. Then, the final 

chorus (Schlußchor) concludes the Kantate—and the entire symphony—with an 

emphatic call to “all things” to praise the Lord. “People,” “Kings,” “Heavens,” 

and “Earth” are individually and collectively admonished to bring the Lord 

“honor and might.” “Let everything thank the Lord.” Lobgesang comes full circle 

when, at the very end, the opening text is repeated, “Let everything that has 

breath praise the Lord,” this time—because the “spiritual journey” of the libretto 

has been traversed—with a more complete understanding of what Mendelssohn 

meant when he included the word “everything” and why he believed the Lord is 

always to be thanked and praised. 
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  With an analysis of the libretto to Lobgesang showing clear evidence of 

Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s Christian convictions, there is much that can be 

said about how Mendelssohn wrote the music for Lobgesang in such a way that 

the message he had intended to communicate was reinforced. A full formal 

analysis of the symphony has already been proffered by other scholars and is 

well beyond the scope of this study. The emphasis here will be to illuminate how 

Mendelssohn wrote music for Lobgesang to magnify the Christian message he had 

built into its libretto. At the same time, his personal spiritual stance will be seen 

to be all the more evident and on display in Lobgesang through its music.72 

 

Lobgesang as Faith Statement: General Observations 

 As a segue into a discussion of Lobgesang’s music, it will be instructive to 

briefly explain the symphony’s musical ancestry. Lobgesang’s reception history 

has suffered most when it has been unfavorably compared with the Symphony 

No. 9 of Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827).73 Although not obvious at first 

glance, the form of Lobgesang is significant and unique. Because of its inclusion of 

                                                           

72 To offer assistance with the technical aspects of Lobgesang as discussed in the foregoing, 
a schematic chart of the work appears on page 80 as Illustration 3. Credit: Wolfram Steinbeck, 
“Die Idee der Vokalsymphonie. Zu Mendelssohns Lobgesang,“ Archiv für Musikwissenschaft 53,  
no. 3 (1996), 224. 

 
73 See Todd, Mendelssohn: A Life in Music, 397-400. Among the work’s detractors have 

been Mendelssohn friend-turned-adversary A. B. Marx (1795-1866)—who decried the work as 
“an ill-conceived imitation of the Ninth”—and, hardly surprisingly, Richard Wagner (1813-1883), 
who criticized the work as being “unoriginal” and a “foolishly uninhibited piece.”  
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vocal parts and its seemingly unconventional symphonic structure, it is tempting 

to pigeonhole Lobgesang as a universal symphonic statement modeled after 

Beethoven’s choral symphony. Such a restrictive view ignores its formal heritage 

in Protestant sacred music as proposed by John Toews and Stephen Town. 

Toews asserts that Lobgesang combines “the forms of traditional Protestant sacred 

music (epitomized by the revival of Bach) and classical symphony (epitomized 

by the cult of Beethoven) in a synthetic conception of ethical/cultural reform 

grounded in historical tradition and religious faith.”74  Stephen Town agrees, 

further emphasizing that “musical evidence points to the works of Bach and, 

more specifically, Handel, as antecedents.”75 Moreover, citing examples from 

Beethoven (not the Ninth) and Carl Maria von Weber (1786-1826), Town 

compares Lobgesang “to a category of composition prevalent in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries: the large-scale commemorative or 

occasional work with a strong sense of public involvement and educational 

intent.”76 These and most other modern scholars—including D. Kern Holomon 

                                                           

74 Toews, “Musical Historicism and the Transcendental Foundations of Community,” 
184. 

 
75

  Town, “Mendelssohn’s ‘Lobgesang’: A Fusion of Forms and Textures,” 24. 
 

76 Ibid., 19. The examples Town cites are Beethoven’s Das glorreiche Augenblick, composed 
for the Congress of Vienna in 1814, and Carl Maria von Weber’s Jubel-Cantate, commissioned for 
the fiftieth anniversary of the accession of Friedrich August I of Saxony in 1818. In fact, 
Mendelssohn conducted Weber’s Jubel-Cantate during the 25 June 1840 concert in which 
Lobgesang was premiered, as well as Handel’s Dettingen Te Deum, which is a commemorative 
work from 1743. 
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and Ryan Minor—concur that Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony was not 

Mendelssohn’s model for Lobgesang and that Lobgesang was written as an 

occasional or commemorative piece.77 Mendelssohn did not call Lobgesang a 

choral symphony. But he thought that referring to Lobgesang as an oratorio or a 

psalm-setting would have been inaccurate. So, at first, he called it a symphony 

and then, with encouragement from Klingemann, a “Symphonie-Kantate.”78 

 Beneath the surfaces of Mendelssohn’s Lobgesang and Beethoven’s Ninth it 

is apparent that the two works do not even share the same formal structure. The 

Ninth has three distinct and separated instrumental movements before the voices 

join in the monumental fourth movement. Related, but not the same, Lobgesang is 

organized into two large parts: An instrumental Sinfonia with three undivided 

and elided component sections “contained in one large compositional unit . . . 

succeeded by a great cantata of ten numbers for chorus, solo voices, and 

orchestra.”79 The proportions within the two works are also contrasting. The first 

three movements of Beethoven’s symphony span roughly two-thirds of the 

                                                           

77 See D. Kern Holoman, “Vox Humana: Choral Voices in the Nineteenth-Century 
Symphony,” in Nineteenth-Century Choral Music, ed. Donna M. Di Grazia (New York: Routledge, 
2013), 24: “Mendelssohn’s choral symphony of 1840 . . . is only tangentially related to the Ninth.” 
And Minor, Choral Fantasies, 49: “The Leipzig festival no more sought to return to Gutenberg’s 
Mainz than Mendelssohn’s Second seeks refuge in Beethoven’s Ninth” and “both biographical 
and historical context suggest that it was unlikely Mendelssohn would have considered the Ninth 
a model, or if so, a model to improve upon.” (45) 

. 

78 Todd, Mendelssohn: A Life in Music, 398. 
 
79 Town, “A Fusion of Forms and Textures,” 20. 
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duration of the entire work, leaving about one-third to the Finale. These ratios 

are reversed in Mendelssohn’s work, with one-third of the time devoted to the 

instrumental Sinfonia and two-thirds to the Kantate. Lastly, the works’ 

respective libretti differ dramatically. In the Beethoven the text is Friedrich von 

Schiller’s (1759-1805) stirring and humanistic An die Freude (1785) which, in its 

choruses, reaches for the favor of a distant God, as Lewis Lockwood notes that 

one of the poem’s “forms of imagery” is that of “all humanity” aspiring “through 

human Joy to reach God, who dwells above the stars.”80 The Mendelssohn 

counters this imagery with scripture and a chorale and constantly presents a call 

to all people to praise an ever-present God.81 Though there do exist certain 

similarities between the works—some that are obvious and some that are not—

Mendelssohn intended to create a new hybrid form with Lobgesang that was part 

symphony, part cantata.82 According to Larry Todd, as a hybrid, Lobgesang “is a 

broad historical review that relates the German past to the present and summons 

various musical icons—symphony, cantata, oratorio elements, responsorial 

                                                           

80 Lewis Lockwood, Beethoven: The Music and the Life (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, 2003). In his discussion of the Ninth, Lockwood says about Schiller’s poem that it 
contains two “forms of imagery,” with one of them “widening the poet’s outreach in the choruses 
to embrace all humanity, which aspires through human Joy to reach God, who dwells above the 
stars.” (422)  

 
81 Todd, Mendelssohn: A Life in Music, 400. 
 
82 Ibid., 397. 
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psalmody, and chorale—into the service of praising God.”83 The following 

discussion will demonstrate the various ways this observation is carried out by 

Mendelssohn in this work. 

 

Lobgesang as Faith Statement: Specific Observations 

Mendelssohn said that Lobgesang was composed, vocally and 

instrumentally, to the words “Everything that breathes, praise the Lord.” Indeed, 

precisely as he had expressed to Karl Klingemann, this verse from Psalm 150 

(number 6, the final verse of the psalter), frames the entire symphony. Its first 

utterance—which is displayed below as Musical Example 1—is known as the 

“motto motive” for Lobgesang. Played in unison by the trombones completely  

Musical Example 1. Lobgesang, I. Sinfonia 1. Maestoso con moto, mm. 1-3 

 

devoid of accompaniment or harmony, the motto rings out as a sort of clarion 

call to come and witness what is to come. Likened by some scholars to historical 

Magnificat chant head motives,84 Lobgesang’s motto theme is an ascending 

                                                           

83 Ibid., 400.  
 
84 For a summary of the possible similarities between Lobgesang’s motto motive and 

Magnificat head motives, see Roger Fiske’s “Introductory notes” to Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, 
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arpeggio from sol to mi with a medial arrival at do and a concluding descending 

semitone from fa to mi. Three of its primary eight beats are dotted-eighth, 

sixteenth figures which bestow upon the motto a heralding or fanfare effect. 

What makes this motive Lobgesang’s motto is Mendelssohn’s cyclical treatment of 

it:85 

1. The motto sounds at the beginning of the symphony; 

2. Its ascending sweep through chord tones and its dotted rhythms dominate 

both thematic and accompanimental material throughout the Maestoso con 

moto first segment of the Sinfonia; 

3. The clarinet’s recitative-like solo that bridges the Maestoso con moto with 

the Allegretto un poco agitato “emphasizes bar 2 of the cyclic theme”86; 

                                                           

Symphony No. 2, Lobgesang, Hymn of Praise, Op. 52, edited by Roger Fiske, miniature score EE 6724 
(London, Mainz: Ernst Eulenburg, 1980), iv-v, where it is explained that Sir George Grove 
proposed that the motive came from “the Intonation of the 2nd Tone for the Magnificat” (Grove, 
1879); Edward Dannreuther argued that it was the 8th Tone (1931); and Eric Werner said it was 
the 3rd Tone (1963). Given his intent that it be a personal and universal song of praise, it would 
certainly make sense if Mendelssohn’s starting place for Lobgesang was Mary’s song of praise at 
the time of the Annunciation, when she proclaimed, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my sprit 
rejoices in God my Savior.” (Luke 1:46-47 ESV) Fiske here also points out the first phrase of the 
motto has also been likened to the first theme of the finale of Mozart’s Jupiter Symphony. 

 
85 In a 22 April 1828 letter to Adolf Lindblad, Felix enthused over his affinity toward 

utilizing cyclical devices in his music, explaining “one of my principles!—the relationship of all 4 
or 3 or 2 or 1 movements of a sonata to each other and to their respective parts, so that one 
already knows, from the simple beginning throughout the entire existence of such a piece [cyclic], 
the secret that is in the music.” Quoted in Benedict Taylor, Mendelssohn, Time and Memory: The 
Romantic Conception of Cyclic Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 33. 

 
86 Fiske, “Introductory notes” to 1980 Eulenburg edition of Lobgesang, v. 
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4. It appears as a countersubject in the oboe parts from measures 74 through 

98 during the Allegretto un poco agitato second Sinfonia segment; 

5. It returns—with words attached to it—as the main theme and subject for 

the choral fugue in the first movement of the Kantate (after Mendelssohn 

used it as an anticipatory motive in preparation for the chorus’s first 

entry); 

6. The soprano solo melody in the Kantate movement two is created from its 

component cells; 

7. It can be heard in the outline of the “Die Nacht ist vergangen” theme of 

movement seven; 

8. And at the very end of Lobgesang, when Mendelssohn brings the 

momentum of an exulting fugue to a sudden halt, as seen in Musical 

Example 2, the motto is declared first by the trombones (exactly as at the 

opening of the symphony), followed immediately by only the tenors and 

basses of the chorus, and finally by the massed company ff one last time 

before the symphony concludes with “Halleluja, lobe den Herrn!” 
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Musical Example 2. Lobgesang, X. Ihr Völker, bringet her (Schlußchor), mm. 187-191 

 

Mendelssohn’s cyclical incorporation of the motto into Lobgesang reveals 

precisely what he meant when he instructed Klingemann that, first, “You 

understand, the instruments first praise in their own way”: The opening 

instrumental Maestoso con moto of the Sinfonia is entirely founded upon music 

that will later carry the commendation, “All that has life and breath, praise the 

Lord!”; and, second, “Then the chorus and the individual voices”: The Kantate 

begins with the motto with its appointed text adhered, first with the tenors and 

basses of the chorus alone (which makes the connection between instruments 

and voices all having “life and breath” self-evident), before quickly developing 
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into the subject of an exuberant choral fugue. First instruments, then voices, then 

everyone all together—“all that has life and breath”—praising the Lord. Hereby, 

Mendelssohn made plain his purpose for Lobgesang. And, in light of his 

individual spiritual understandings paired with the political climate of Emperor 

Friedrich Wilhelm’s Germany, the “Lord” that all things were called to praise 

was the triune God of Christianity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

 

Lobgesang as Faith Statement: Chorales and Pseudo-Chorales 

It is Larry Todd’s opinion that Mendelssohn was determined to bring 

elements of Protestant worship into the public concert hall and that “Lobgesang 

marked Mendelssohn’s most ambitious attempt to dissolve the barriers between 

concert music and functional church music.”87 To fulfill his goal of “injecting an 

element of spirituality into the concert hall,” Mendelssohn’s primary tool was his 

                                                           

87 Todd, “On Mendelssohn’s Sacred Music,” 182. Todd has also found the inverse to be 
true, that Mendelssohn’s “works intended for the concert hall began to encroach upon the 
domain of sacred music for the church.” (180) 
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use of chorales and “pseudo-chorales”(newly-composed tunes that resembled 

historical chorales) in his works.88 Both are present in Lobgesang.89 

In the libretto discussion above, the historical chorale Nun danket alle Gott 

received considerable attention as the apex moment in Lobgesang, so only a few 

more observations need to be added about this chorale in this portion of the 

study. When the chorus makes its entry in movement seven of the Kantate, it has 

just completed its triumphal fugue on “Die Nacht ist vergangen.” Then, 

unaccompanied but still at a mf dynamic, Mendelssohn wrote for the chorus to 

sing in seven parts the first stanza of Nun danket alle Gott: “Now thank we all our 

God, / with hearts, mouth and hands. . .” The “all” word in this leading line is of 

vital importance as it is at this climactic point in Lobgesang that Mendelssohn 

                                                           

88 Ibid., 180. Larry Todd coined the term “pseudo-chorale” in addition and as a successor 
to the “imaginary church music” designation for this tendency of Mendelssohn’s by Carl 
Dahlhaus in 1972 (and in Das Problem Mendelssohn). See Carl Dahlhaus, “Two Essays from Das 
Problem Mendelssohn (‘Foreword’ and ‘Mendelssohn and the Traditions of Musical Genre’),” trans. 
Benedict Taylor, downloaded from Academia.edu on 6 April 2017, 8. Todd defines “pseudo-
chorales” as “skillfully designed melodies that have a ring of familiarity and seem to connote 
collective, congregational worship” but are not actually historical chorales. Charles Rosen had a 
decidedly negative view of this Mendelssohn characteristic, denigrating it as mere “religious 
kitsch” in “Mendelssohn and the Invention of Religious Kitsch,” in The Romantic Generation, 569-
598 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995). For in-depth research and 
documentation of the influences of J. S. Bach, Friedrich Schleiermacher, Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe, and Karl Friedrich Schinkel on Mendelssohn’s use of chorales and pseudo-chorales, 
particularly in his oratorios and symphonies, see Eric Howard Holtan, “The Role of the Chorale 
in the Oratorios and Symphonies of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy” (DMA diss., University of 
Arizona, 2004).  

 
89 Speaking on Mendelssohn’s proclivity for including chorales in his compositions—

naming Lobgesang, Paulus, Elias, Christus, Athalie, and the organ sonatas for reference—Todd 
surmises, “Like an avowal of faith, they would have symbolized to the general public Felix’s 
musical Protestantism.” (Todd, “On Mendelssohn’s Sacred Music,” 180.) 
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called everyone who was present—on “stage” and in the audience—into a 

“societal act of collective music-making.”90 “The night is past” has been 

pronounced; the excitement of a prolonged fugue still reverberates; the choir 

now sings without any instrumental accompaniment; and, what the chorus sings 

is a chorale everybody knows: Nun danket alle Gott, the Leuthen Chorale, a 

communal offering of praise born of faith in the victory of the light even during 

the darkest of times. And, for the second, trinitarian, strophe, Mendelssohn 

brought the choir to the fore to declare praise to the triune God by singing the 

melody only in octave unison in a full-throated forte, this time with the orchestra 

joining in and turning Bachian configurations around the chorus.91 So moving 

was this moment to 1840 audiences, both in and out of Germany, that when 

Lobgesang had its London premiere (in English translation by Alfred Novello) at 

Birmingham on 23 September 1840, “the audience rose to attention for the 

climactic chorale of the Cantata movement, a response previously reserved for 

the Hallelujah Chorus.”92 They may have been inspired by Mendelssohn’s 

treatment of the chorale text, which included a call to praise the Holy Trinity: 

                                                           

90 Minor, Choral Fantasies, 46-47: “the composition’s [Lobgesang’s] animating force lies not 
in its immanent musical construction alone, but rather in the societal act of collective music-
making that constitutes its sphere of reference.” 

 
91 Much like having a cantus firmus melody with configurations swirling around it as with 

a Chorale Prelude for organ by Bach. 
 
92 Toews, “Musical Historicism and the Transcendental Foundations of Community,” 

184. 
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“Praise, honor and glory be to God, / the Father and the Son. / And to His Holy 

Spirit / on most high heaven's throne.” 

 

Lobgesang as Faith Statement: The Sinfonia 

“Imaginary church music,” including “pseudo-chorales,” provides 

integral points of contact between performers and audiences throughout 

Lobgesang.93 In the Sinfonia, which, according to Todd, “impresses as an 

instrumental composition aspiring toward imaginary church music,” each of the 

three sections contains melodies that were newly-composed but still rang as 

familiar.94 The Maestoso con moto first part is dominated by the symphony’s 

motto. Creating a familiar, worship-influenced atmosphere from the work’s 

outset, Mendelssohn wrote the parts in “imitating responsorial psalmody—the 

trombones announce a formulaic intonation answered by the orchestra, 

establishing an alternating pattern between the two.”95 It is not until the chorus 

enters in approximately twenty-six minutes that the audience will be informed of 

the text Mendelssohn meant for this music. Further, in the Maestoso con moto, a 

cantabile second theme connotes a churchlike climate, especially as it is 

                                                           

93 See footnote 88 above. 
 

94 Todd, “On Mendelssohn’s Sacred Music,” 182. The sentence continues: “. . . while the 
cantata, with the addition of sacred texts, in turn approaches the condition of liturgical music.” 

  
95 Ibid. 
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introduced in octaves by clarinets, bassoons, and violas in measure 82 in the 

subtonic key of A-flat major (Musical Example 3). 

Musical Example 3. Lobgesang, I. Sinfonia 1. Maestoso con moto Second Theme, mm. 82-90 

 

To bridge the Maestoso con moto to the second part of the Sinfonia, a solo clarinet 

plays a chant-like recitative that dissolves from p to pp and comes to rest on a 

finalis-type D, which is the dominant note to the Allegretto un poco agitato’s key of 

G minor. 

 The Allegretto un poco agitato scherzo and trio emerges from the 

transitional clarinet recitative with a second type of liturgy-like dialog. In six-

eight time, a legato melody (at first in the violin I and violoncello parts) is 
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juxtaposed with a walking pizzicato and staccato rhythmic ostinato of three eighth 

notes (in the clarinet and other string parts) that echoes the recurring rhythm 

within the melody (Musical Example 4). The effect here can be compared to a 

spoken litany with the legato melody perhaps representing the pastoral leader 

and the staccato and pizzicato responses standing in for the congregation’s lines. 

Musical Example 4. Lobgesang, I. Sinfonia 2. Allegretto un poco agitato, mm. 1-4 Dialog 

 

After a binary statement of this “lilting scherzo”96 is accomplished, the key 

changes mode to G major for the trio and a variation on the previous litany 

concept. Here, Mendelssohn penned a conversation between the winds, who 

speak a newly-composed pseudo-chorale, and the strings, who reflect on the 

                                                           

96 Todd, “On Mendelssohn’s Sacred Music,” 182. 
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antiphonal “scherzo” legato and staccato themes just introduced.97 Ryan Minor 

observes that “Mendelssohn cleverly inserted the Lobgesang's opening motto into 

the oboe line.”98 Further, Mendelssohn adapts it to the compound meter and 

renders it a resemblance to the legato theme in the preceding scherzo. As the 

instruments are still “praising the Lord in their own way,” it is reasonable to hear 

in this music a discourse between two entities: On one side, the pseudo-chorale 

played by the winds, with its reliance on homophony and with its Lutheran 

semblance, could equate to a unified group of faithful Christians who stand firm 

in their faith. They agree, in principle (as the presence of the motto may be 

communicating), that “all that has life and breath” is called to “praise the Lord.” 

On the other side, the legato and staccato themes played by the strings, with its 

organic counterpoint and short and sometimes interrupted phrasing, might share 

a kinship with those who were “doubtful and wavering back and forth” that 

Felix mentioned in his Confirmation Confession. This “wandering” covey seems 

timid at first about its participation in the parley as its dynamic remains soft even 

                                                           

97 According to Todd, the pseudo-chorale here provides “another allusion to an 
imaginary sacred melody . . . with phrases that sound at once familiar and unfamiliar.” (Todd, 
“On Mendelssohn’s Sacred Music,” 182.) Ryan Minor, following the lead of Wulf Konold, refers 
to the pseudo-chorale as a “fantasy chorale” and “not only because the melody is literally made-
up. The chorale is also a ‘fantasy’ by the instruments in that it prefigures the ‘real’ chorales of the 
vocal section; rising out of a singular elegy, it is a projection of the communal celebration to 
come.” (Minor, Choral Fantasies, 41.) 

 
98 “The contrasting chorale melody appears to be new, although Mendelssohn cleverly 

inserted the Lobgesang’s opening motto into the oboe line.” (Minor, Choral Fantasies, 41.)  
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as the pseudo-chorale’s phrases grow louder and more expressive. With each of 

the eight musical couplets in this section, Mendelssohn cultivated intensity 

between the disparate forces by keeping the pseudo-chorale solid and 

consistently segmented while the wandering themes develop from three to five 

measures in length and up to forte in dynamic. Finally, however, the unified 

masses get the last word—fortissimo with multiple sforzandi—with a phrase that 

is indistinguishable from the final line of another famous Lutheran chorale, Ein 

feste Burg ist unser Gott (Musical Example 5). 

Musical Example 5. Lobgesang, I. Sinfonia 2. Allegretto un poco agitato, mm. 503-508  
 Pseudo-Chorale Ending 

 
With that issue resolved, the Allegretto un poco agitato changes mode back to G 

minor and a concluding section that works as a development of the legato and 

staccato scherzo themes. 
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Before leaving the scherzo, there is another comment to make. During the 

conversation between the pseudo-chorale and the scherzo themes, Mendelssohn 

appears to have intentionally tipped his hat to the mighty Beethoven Ninth. The 

reader will recall the dialog that occurs between the violoncello and contrabass 

sections and the rest of the orchestra at the opening of the Finale in the Ninth. 

For 76 measures, the celli and basses wander via recitative through and past 

themes taken from the first three movements of the symphony, rejecting each 

one in turn. When at bar 77 a snippet of the An die Freude chorale is intoned, it 

becomes apparent that the right tune in the right key has been reached. The celli 

and basses execute one last recitative, which closes with a half-cadence on A 

followed by an authentic cadence on D by the orchestra; the wandering is 

finished, the lower strings introduce the An die Freude chorale in its entirety from 

bar 92 forward, and the forsaken themes are never heard from again. 

 When comparing Mendelssohn’s dialog found in the Allegretto un poco 

agitato in Lobgesang with the one at the onset of the Finale in Beethoven’s Ninth 

Symphony, there appear some distinct similarities. Both of the exchanges are 

appreciably lengthy (the Mendelssohn is 53 measures long) with the effect of a 

conversation between two factions being inescapable; they are in major keys that 

are common to hymn tunes—G major and, ultimately, D major; one incorporates 

a newly-composed pseudo-chorale (the Mendelssohn) while the other (the 

Beethoven) serves as introduction to a pseudo-chorale; both of the discourses pit 
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a larger instrumental group against smaller instrumental forces with the small 

ensemble seemingly wandering from place to place; both precede the initial 

entries of the voices, which will come after just a little more waiting; and they 

both arrive at a peaceful place at a piano dynamic. It can also be noted that when 

in Lobgesang the motto motive is played in its entirety (in movements 1, 4, and 

10), Mendelssohn highlights lower voices (either trombones or the tenors and 

basses of the chorus in unison) exclusively, perhaps following Beethoven’s lead 

when he featured celli and basses to introduce his pseudo-chorale in the Ninth. 

With all that these two isolated passages share in common, it seems likely that 

Felix—who certainly knew Beethoven’s works well—was, in fact, influenced to 

some extent by the Finale from the then sixteen-year-old choral symphony when 

conceiving and composing the Allegretto un poco agitato for Lobgesang.  

 Where the two dialogs differ remarkably is with what each one seems to 

infer from its respective parley. It is well established that Beethoven intended for 

his musical musing to represent a rejection of previous themes leading to the 

acceptance of the tune—a pseudo-chorale—that would propel the music to a 

place where a “symphony” had never gone before.99 For Mendelssohn, nothing is 

                                                           

99  Lockwood, Beethoven, 434. Beethoven, of course, wrote the words himself for the initial 
baritone recitative: “O Freunde, nicht diese Töne! Sondern lasst uns angenehmere anstimmen, 
und freudenvollere.” Lockwood states, “This is the crux of the finale, on which everything now 
depends. The baritone, as if stepping outside the picture frame, in effect addresses the other 
singers, soloists and chorus, and beckons them to join in what now must be not just a symphonic 
finale but a specifically vocal celebration of joy and brotherhood.” (434-435) 
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forsaken as it would seem that “wandering” and “doubts” are tolerated as 

normative because, when the pseudo-chorale concludes, the music that follows is 

based on the scherzo motives that were obviously not rejected. On the way to the 

upcoming Adagio religioso of the Sinfonia, all is at peace in the developing land of 

the legato and staccato themes as they disintegrate through a last melodic word by 

the cellos into a pianissimo yet solid tonic cadence. As might be anticipated from a 

glance at their unique outputs, Beethoven comes across in the epic Finale as 

always progressive and looking forward and Mendelssohn in this trio seems 

content with accommodating the past and the present together while he 

progresses through the creation of this new hybrid of his own design.100 

 The D major Adagio religioso third segment of the Sinfonia has as its main 

theme—in fact, its only theme in this monothematic movement—a pseudo-

chorale. According to Ryan Minor, this “opening hymn signals a return to 

communal singing as the basic reference point for the composition.”101 Even 

before the voices embark on their part of the Lobgesang journey, Mendelssohn 

ensures the instrumental music maintains its function as a kind of Te Deum, a call 

to all to participate in “praising God and remembering divine deliverance from 

                                                           

100 See Greg Vitercik, “Mendelssohn as Progressive,” in Mendelssohn Perspectives, Nicole 
Grimes and Angela R. Mace, eds. (Farnham, Surrey and Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing 
Limited, 2012), 71-88. “Mendelssohn’s music only rarely aspires to provoke, but if his larger 
forms fail to astonish, it is too often likely that we simply are not paying attention.” (71) 
 

101 Minor, Choral Fantasies, 42-43. 
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darkness.”102 With this pseudo-chorale, Mendelssohn made the final 

preparations for the “chorus and individual voices” to praise God in their way. 

 

Lobgesang as Faith Statement: The Kantate 

As already mentioned, the Kantate portion of Lobgesang proceeds 

organically from the Sinfonia through the motto motive. However, before the 

chorus flies into its fugue on the motto’s text—“Alles, was Odem hat, lobe den 

Herrn!”—Mendelssohn first establishes the vocalists’ presence with fifteen 

measures of the same text (Psalm 150:6) sung in strongly chorale-like four-part 

homophony. The communal call to praise and thank the Lord is powerfully 

presented in this passage. Woodwinds in pairs, four horns, two trumpets, three 

trombones, timpani, and a full complement of strings fortify the fortissimo choral 

forces in rallying “All that has life and breath” to “praise the Lord!” Since the text 

is introduced with homophony, those assembled would have clearly understood 

the words so that, when the chorus broke off into its celebratory fugue, the 

people would know and be able to follow what the singers were saying. This 

would support Ryan Minor’s view, as already referenced, that all of Lobgesang 

was written to be communal and involve everyone in the act of praising God. 

                                                           

102 Ibid., 39.  
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Mendelssohn deemed this Kantate-commencing moment so festive that 

one fugue was not enough for it. As soon as the fugue on Psalm 150:6 reaches its 

final cadence, another fugue strikes up on the next verse in the libretto, Psalm 

33:3: “Praise the Lord with stringed instruments, praise Him with your songs.” 

This text is fulfilled even as it is being experienced. Mendelssohn’s setting of the 

third verse, Psalm 145:21,103 incorporates stretto entries but never graduates to a 

fugue, remaining jubilant and massive all the way to its conclusion in the 

symphony’s home key of B-flat major. 

There is no time to catch any breath as Mendelssohn, in keeping with his 

established practice of minimizing full breaks between movements, predictably, 

elided Kantate movement one to movement two, and there is only one measure 

of woodwind sixteenths before the soprano soloist sings Felix’s interpretation of 

Psalm 103, verses 1-2.104 Dotted rhythms abound in this Molto più moderato ma con 

fuoco105 aria, giving it a confident character. Even more, Mendelssohn made the 

musical effect ethereal and the textual underlay clearer by writing parts to be 

sung by the sopranos and altos of the chorus during this solo. The resulting 

sound hearkens back to the Allegretto un poco agitato dialog as the choral parts are 

                                                           

103 “And let all flesh praise His Holy Name.”  
 
104 “Praise the Lord, my soul, and all that is within me, praise His Holy Name! Praise the 

Lord, my soul, and forget not all the good things He has done for you!” 
 
105 In the original version of Lobgesang—which was performed in Leipzig on 25 June 1840 

and in Birmingham on 23 September 1840—the tempo designation here was moderato. 
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present for only a bar or two at a time and serve mostly as a simultaneous echo 

of what the soloist proclaims. 

Enter next the contrast of a minor key—G minor, just like the scherzo—

and a tenor soloist with a recitative and aria. His message of redemption along 

with a prompt to tell others about it106 is repeated by the chorus in the following 

movement, with extra emphasis placed on the comforting words, “He counts all 

your tears in the time of need.” According to Ryan Minor, at moments such as 

this, Mendelssohn offers “a consoling antidote to individual melancholy; it is 

more an available comfort than a vanquishing force.”107 Consolation is definitely 

the focus of the next movement of the Kantate. 

Number five is a soprano duet plus SATB chorus in E-flat major with 

accompaniment from woodwinds, strings, and an obbligato horn. In his review 

of Lobgesang’s premiere, Robert Schumann (1810-1856) likened this movement 

“to a glimpse of heaven adorned with Raphael’s Madonnas.”108 Though 

Mendelssohn was prone to “unrelenting self-criticism” and would “tinker with 

his piece(s) repeatedly and to revise [them], in places exhaustively” (and he did 

                                                           

106 Mendelssohn pointed out in his Confirmation Confession the need to evangelize: “For 
we cannot possibly be indifferent whether or not our fellow-men possess and acknowledge the 
true religion.” 

 
107 Minor, Choral Fantasies, 44. 
  
108 Robert Schumann, „Gutenbergfest in Leipzig,“ Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 13, no. 2 (4 

July 1840), 7-8. 
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in fact rewrite much of Lobgesang between its first and second German 

performances), “Ich harrete des Herrn” remains today exactly as Schumann 

heard it in the Thomaskirche in Leipzig on 25 June 1840.109 The duet provides a 

calm and intimate moment of meditative prayer during which the promises and 

presence of God are affirmed. In so doing, it also prepares a platform of faith and 

confidence from which to enter the uncertain wilderness dramatized by the 

Watchman Scene. 

The original version of Lobgesang contained only the first half of what 

comes next. What is now the Watchman Scene is a series of predominantly 

minor-keyed recitatives and ariosos that show Mendelssohn at his most operatic. 

The first section, which amounts to roughly one-half of the scene’s text,110 pits 

wandering in darkness against the light that God will give. God’s “voice” here is 

insistent (“Er aber spricht: Wache auf!”), which Mendelssohn portrays with short 

                                                           

109 Christian Martin Schmidt, “Program Notes” for Chailly in Leipzig: Inaugural Concert 
(Gewandhaus zu Leipzig, 2-5 September 2005), Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1809-1847): “A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream—Overture,” op. 21 (Original 1826 version) and “’Lobgesang’ in B-
flat Major,” op. 52 (1840 premiere version), GewandhausChor, Chor der Oper Leipzig, and 
Gewandhausorchester directed by Riccardo Chailly (London: Decca Music Group Limited 475 
6939, 2005, CD), 7. There is one significant difference between the original and final versions of 
“Ich harrete des Herrn”: The original ending lands on G while the final form ends on E-flat. The 
following movement (“Stricke des Todes”) is in the key of C minor. In the original, the closing G 
functions as a dominant to the next key. In the final version, the E-flat major sonority serves as a 
pivot chord to the key of its relative minor. 

 
110 “The sorrows of death had overtaken us, and the fear of Hell had found us, we 

wandered in darkness. But He said: Awake, you who sleep, arise from the dead, I will enlighten 
you.” (Psalm 116:3 and Ephesians 5:14) 
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forte phrases and a held note that climbs to a G-flat for the word “auf!” The high 

point, however, is an A-flat for the word “ich” (of “ich will dich erleuchten”) as if 

to insinuate God needed to speak more emphatically in order to be heard. 

Mendelssohn placed this high A-flat within a B-flat minor-seven sonority (m. 32); 

the ensuing line descends through A-flat major chord tones (and a I �
�
  V7 I 

progression in A-flat) until it comes to rest on the last syllable of the word 

“erleuchten” on an A-flat an octave lower and a forte A-flat major chord with an 

added sforzando. All this is to show how Mendelssohn did not place the emphasis 

on conflicts or inner turmoil among people111 but on God’s willingness to bestow 

light upon them. Such an understanding of this passage in Lobgesang relates well 

with Felix’s Confirmation Confession when he wrote, “But if we accept and 

follow Christ’s teachings, then our hearts will soon be aware that Christ’s 

teachings are from God, not coming from him[self], so that we see that 

Christianity gives light, strength, and comfort in times of need.” 

When he added the second part of the Watchman Scene, Mendelssohn 

increased the intensity considerably. The text finds the people back in the 

wilderness (“Wir riefen in der Finsternis”) and begging God to tell them if the 

night is past.112 As the question was required of Isaiah to be asked three times, 

                                                           

111 “Stricke des Todes hatten uns umfangen, und Angst der Hölle, hatte uns getroffen, 
wir wandelten in Finsternis.“ (Psalm 116:3)  

 
112 “Hüter, ist die Nacht bald hin?” (Isaiah 21:11b) 
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Mendelssohn took the cue to include another series of short phrases that 

ascended to ever-higher held notes. Episode one moves up to a pianissimo E 

(above middle-C) for the word “hin” (mm. 85-88). The second episode peaks on 

an F-sharp (mm. 102-105), still somewhat subdued. The third episode (mm. 106-

126) is the most emphatic as Mendelssohn navigated the tenor soloist through a 

forest of expressive instructions: crescendo, poco a poco accelerando, Recit., a tempo, 

forte, più forte, sforzando, fortissimo, ad lib., dim., and fermata. The apex pitch is 

revealed as a G-sharp that is part of an E7 sonority (mm. 120-121), suggestive of a 

tonic of A minor, a harmony which is particularly dissonant at first while the 

flutes and oboes sustain an F-natural minor ninth. Then, finally, the answer to 

the people’s plea is provided when the soprano soloist proclaims in a heroic D 

major, “Die Nacht ist vergangen!” (Musical Example 6), her text taken from the 

Book of Ephesians (chapter 5, verse 14). 

Musical Example 6. Lobgesang, VIb: Stricke des Todes (“Watchman Scene” conclusion),  
 mm. 119-130 
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It is certainly significant that the solution that Mendelssohn proffered for a 

person being ensnared by death and hell, suffering distress and anguish, and, 

ultimately, being engulfed by eternal night came from the New Testament, 

where Jesus Christ is known as the victor over death, hell, distress, and anguish 

and is hailed as the “Light of the World.”113 Therefore, given his command of the 

Bible, his personal avowal of faith, and his reputation in 1840 as a Lutheran 

Christian, it is reasonable to understand that in this moment of Lobgesang—and 

throughout Lobgesang—Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy was making a public 

statement of 1) his own Christian faith, and 2) his concern that his “fellow-men 

possess and acknowledge” what he had come to know as “the true religion.”114 

In Lobgesang, the soprano soloist’s announcement of the night being past is 

portrayed by Mendelssohn as being good news, such good news that the chorus 

should then celebrate by singing a jubilant fugue based on the complete verse 

from which the soprano quoted: “The night is past, day is at hand. Let us cast off 

the works of darkness, and put on the armor of light.”115 

Nun danket alle Gott follows immediately, confirming, in Mendelssohn’s 

vision, that it is God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who grants people blessings 

                                                           

113 John 9:5: “As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” John 8:12: “Again 
Jesus spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in 
darkness, but will have the light of life.’” 

 
114 See footnote 39 above regarding these quotes in Felix’s Confirmation Confession.  
 
115 Romans 13:12.  
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and is to be praised at all times. If Lobgesang were a Bach cantata, it would 

probably have ended with the chorale. But, Lobgesang does not end here. There 

are two concluding movements, as described above, and as a finishing touch, 

Mendelssohn reserved one last statement of the Symphonie-Kantate’s framing 

motto for the very end: “Let everything that has breath, praise the Lord!” 

After Lobgesang enjoyed its German premiere on 25 June 1840 and had its 

first British performance on 23 September 1840, Mendelssohn made extensive 

revisions to the work before it was heard twice that December in Leipzig.116 By 

and large—though Mendelssohn could not resist tinkering with it until it was 

published by Breitkopf & Härtel in September 1841—it was the December 1840 

rendering that became the “final” version of Lobgesang and upon which this 

study has concentrated. Much can be said about the profound changes and 

additions Mendelssohn made to the score and how these impacted the strength 

with which he made his proclamation of faith through it.117 Beyond the scope of 

this paper, a comparative study between the two performed renditions of 

Lobgesang would make an excellent undertaking and a fine follow-up project. 

 

                                                           

116 3 December 1840 for the Pension Fund of the Gewandhaus Orchestra. 16 December 
1840 at which the work’s dedicatee, King Friedrich August II of Saxony, was present. The 
revisions were complete by 27 November. Data taken from Roger Fiske, Introductory notes to 
1980 Eulenburg edition of Lobgesang, iii. 

  

117 Mendelssohn described his enthusiasm for the “improvements” in an 18 November 
1840 letter to Klingemann. Numbers 3, 6, and 9 of the present version did not exist in the original. 
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Lobgesang as Faith Statement: Praise by Voices and Instruments  

Referring back to what Mendelssohn wrote to Klingemann about 

instruments and voices praising God “in their own way,” we turn now to the 

relationship between Lobgesang and Mendelssohn’s broader output. Specifically, 

there appear to be similarities between Lobgesang and Mendelssohn’s previously-

composed Italian (1833-1835) and Reformation (1830-32) Symphonies. 

Although Lobgesang is in B-flat Major and the Italian Symphony is in A 

Major, they have a component figure that is readily recognizable as shared. One 

who has heard the Italian Symphony will remember the repeated motive that 

occurs in measures 10-14 and measures 376-380 of the Allegro vivace first 

movement (Musical Example 7). 

Musical Example 7. Italian, I. Allegro Vivace, Beginning, mm. 1-18 

Though it has been demonstrated that this rhythmic figuration and its variations 
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are common to Mendelssohn’s works,118 the actual pitch choices, respective of 

their keys, are the same on six occasions in Lobgesang’s first movement, here as 

they first appear in Musical Example 8. 

Musical Example 8. Lobgesang, I. Sinfonia 1. Maestoso con moto, Primary Theme, 
mm. 22-26 

 
 

And, comparing Mendelssohn’s Reformation and Lobgesang Symphonies, 

the famous quotation of the Lutheran chorale Ein feste Burg at the end of the 

Reformation appears in the trio section of the Allegretto un poco agitato of 

Lobgesang’s Sinfonia. As displayed above, the final phrase of the Ein feste Burg 

melody ends the pseudo-chorale in Lobgesang and can be found six times in 

Reformation’s fourth movement (Musical Examples 9 and 10). 

 

 

 

                                                           

118 J. Weldon Norris, “Mendelssohn’s Lobgesang, Opus 52: An Analysis for 
Performance” (DM diss., Indiana University, 1974), 64. 
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Musical Example 9. Reformation, IV. Allegro maestoso (Chorale: Ein feste Burg ist unser 
Gott), mm. 315-326 

 

Musical Example 10. Lobgesang, I. Sinfonia 2. Allegretto un poco agitato, mm. 503-508 
 Pseudo-Chorale Ending 

 

In light of his stated opinion that instruments and voices each can praise 

God “in their own way,” it is a reasonable leap to suggest Mendelssohn quoted 

his Italian and Reformation Symphonies, purely instrumental compositions, in 

Lobgesang in order to express that, just as the instrumental opening movements of 

Lobgesang were written as “instrumental praise,” so too were his other 
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instrumental works, including his Italian and Reformation Symphonies. In so 

doing, Mendelssohn may have been expressing that all of his music, both vocal 

and instrumental, had been written to praise God, the God he recognized as 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and who had bestowed upon him the gift of music. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 

 “Let everything that has breath, praise the Lord.” Felix Mendelssohn 

Bartholdy composed what came to be known as his Symphony No. 2 in B-flat 

Major, but that he called Lobgesang and labelled a “Symphonie-Kantate,” to these 

words. On paper, it is evident that in Lobgesang everything and everyone does 

praise the Lord. Framing the work with a motto that had both vocal and 

instrumental components, Mendelssohn constructed a towering statement that in 

the spirit of a Te Deum was both personal and universal and invited all people to 

praise God, offered a demonstration of that praise along with a vehicle for its 

expression, and made it readily clear through word choice and musical 

composition why all were called to praise God. 

 Incorporating the concepts of familiarity, repetition, and reference, 

Mendelssohn cultivated the participation of all—both on the stage and in the 

audience—in the act of praising. Repeated texts and musical motives made 

Lobgesang accessible. Familiar chorales and music that seemed somehow 

recognizable kept audiences engaged. A storyline that had a “happy ending” 

with the “good guys” winning held attention and was organically satisfying. 

And the most familiar music in Lobgesang—a Lutheran chorale—was placed at 

the work’s climax so that it would have the most powerful impact upon its 

audiences. All this made a good recipe for a very serviceable and successful 

large-scale choral work, particularly at the event for which it was commissioned. 
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 Lobgesang also reveals as much about its composer as it exposes of its own 

original time and place. By thoughtfully coordinating a libretto that he esteemed 

would best dramatize the conflict between eternal darkness and light, with 

victory going to the light, Mendelssohn revealed his Lutheran training and his 

biblical knowledge. Though born Jewish, as discussed above, Felix was baptized 

at the age of seven. When he was sixteen—at the time he was creating his first 

musical masterpieces—he capped two years of comprehensive catechetical 

training with his Lutheran pastor by publically declaring his allegiance to the 

triune God of Christianity and to the Lutheran Church. His words in his 

Confirmation Confession were borne out by the testimony of those who knew 

him. It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that he was, somehow, 

“converted to Judaism.” Answering how and why this happened would provide 

a superb next step to this study. 

 Modern scholars, beginning with the often-criticized Eric Werner, have 

freely spoken of Mendelssohn’s true conversion and complete assimilation to 

Christianity. R. Larry Todd, Jeffrey Sposato, Leon Botstein, Peter Ward Jones, 

Colin Eatock, Ryan Minor, and Michael Steinberg are all on record with succinct 

statements such as, “Felix Mendelssohn’s Lutheranism is not in dispute.”119 If 

this assessment is accurate, then our findings should be different from what 

                                                           

119 Steinberg, “Mendelssohn and Judaism,” 28. 
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Colin Eatock has deduced, “Today, although Mendelssohn’s musical reputation 

has risen substantially in the years since World War II, his essential Jewishness 

has often been accepted a donné.”120 

 To illustrate why this paradox is so fascinating, kindly allow a brief 

departure into the world of sports. Example one is the great (“The Greatest”) 

professional boxer, Muhammad Ali. Muhammad Ali’s name when he was born 

in Louisville, Kentucky on 17 January 1942 was Cassius Clay. Around the time 

he made his conscientious objection to participating in the Vietnam War, he 

announced that he had converted from Christianity to Islam and that he had 

changed his name to Muhammad Ali. Muhammad Ali died on 3 June 2016. It is 

extremely difficult to conceive that anyone in our day or even one hundred years 

from now would refer to Muhammad Ali as “the Christian boxer, Cassius Clay.” 

 Professional basketball player Kareem Abdul Jabbar was arguably the 

finest college basketball player ever to take the court. However, when he played 

at UCLA for legendary coach John Wooden, his name was Lew Alcindor. When 

he was selected to play in the National Basketball Association, he revealed that 

he had converted from Christianity to Islam and that he had changed his name to 

Kareem Abdul Jabbar. Now that Jabbar has retired from his playing career, he 

                                                           

120 Eatock, “Mendelssohn’s Conversion to Judaism,” 78.  
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still makes public appearances. It is unimaginable that he would be introduced at 

any of these functions as “the Christian basketball player, Lew Alcindor.” 

 Lastly, Major League Baseball player Ty Cobb is almost universally 

“known” to have been a brawling, cussing, cheating, irritable racist bigot. 

Perhaps the best baseball player of all time, Ty Cobb’s reputation has tenaciously 

tarnished his stellar numbers from his twenty-four years (1905-1928) of playing 

the game. In 2015, an updated and thoroughly fact-checked biography entitled 

Ty Cobb: A Terrible Beauty methodically and convincingly set the record on Cobb 

straight.121 Certainly, Cobb was a fierce competitor; every game for him was “like 

a war.” But, though he got into his share of fights, it turns out he was very 

intelligent, savvy with money (he made his fortune not on baseball but on 

investing in Coca Cola and General Motors), took care of his friends, and was not 

a racist. (See Rogers Hornsby, among others, for that distinction.) Time will tell if 

his historical reputation will prove impenetrable or if the reviewable facts will 

become widely accepted and public perception will mutate to an objective and 

accurate assessment of who Ty Cobb really was. 

                                                           

121 Charles Leerhsen, Ty Cobb: A Terrible Beauty (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015). In 
the Epilogue, Leerhsen writes, “When the culture has a mind to convict someone, facts are like 
gnats, annoyances to be swatted away. In the fullness of time, Ty the Ripper’s body count only 
increased.” (400) Ty Cobb’s reception history has ridden a harrowing roller coaster, as has Felix 
Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s. 
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Despite all of the evidence to the contrary, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy 

remains habitually referred to as a Jewish composer. Understanding that 

Jewishness can be understood in terms of both a broad sense of identity 

(including heritage) and as a specific religious worldview, it is still misleading to 

refer to Mendelssohn as Jewish in a way that seems exclusively to deny his 

earnest Christianity. The designation can easily give the impression that he was, 

at best, apathetic to Christianity or, at worst, antagonistic toward Christianity. 

This study and the opinions of those who knew him and those who know a lot 

about him today would indicate Mendelssohn embraced Christianity. What is 

different about the case of Jacob Ludwig Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy that this 

part of his reputation is so resistant to change? He converted to Christianity. He 

changed his name. Yet, in his instance, these facts do not seem germane. His self-

identification as having Jewish lineage, Christian faith, and a longer name is 

ignored. His own words and his Symphony No. 2, Lobgesang, offer ample 

evidence for viewing him today as he wished to be viewed: “as a German and a 

Christian.”122 

  

                                                           

122 Eatock, “Mendelssohn’s Conversion to Judaism,” 79.  
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Illustration 2. Title page of 1841 first edition of Lobgesang by Breitkopf & Härtel 
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Illustration 3. Schematic Chart of Lobgesang from Wolfram Steinbeck, “Die Idee der 
Vokalsymphonie. Zu Mendelssohns Lobgesang“ (Archiv für Musikwissenschaft 53, 
 no. 3 [1996]), 224. 
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