
Even though he did not in fact become the next Mozart, Felix Mendels-
sohn possessed a command of the musical syntax rivaled only by his 
great predecessor and in fact some of Mendelssohn's teenage works 
surpass those of the Austrian wonder at a comparable age. Unfortunate-
ly, in these early years, he endured the taunts of critics and pedantic 
academics who mistook his effortless grace for mere flamboyance and 
refused to take his works seriously. Even in the twentieth century, it was 
earnestly supposed that Mendelssohn's music was lacking in substance 
because he had been a child of privilege and experienced life only 
through rose colored glasses and off of silver spoons. Of his earliest 
years, two amazing masterpieces have emerged. These would be the 
Concerto for Violin, Piano, and String Orchestra in D minor and the 
Concerto for Two Pianos and Orchestra in E. Both were products of a 
fourteen year-old boy and both plumb depths and soar to heights most 
composers do not reach in a lifetime of trying. The two piano concerto 
exhibits an uncanny balance between the instruments such that they 
seem to blend perfectly and yet it is immediately obvious that a single 
instrument could not perform the work alone. Crafted as a birthday gift 
for his likewise musically precocious sister, Fanny, the piece was 
premiered by the two of them on her birthday, 14 November, in 1824. 
Given its scope and difficulty, it is evident both were virtuoso performers 
in addition to their creative bents. Conventionally arranged in three 
movements, the concerto opens in a pure, Classic vein with an extended 
introduction which Mozart could have written. At length the pianos enter, 
one at a time, and a spirited dialogue ensues. But very soon it is 
evident Mendelssohn has already veered across the line to Romanticism. 
Sweeping themes and chromatic surprises break out and surprise 

cadences and shifts in atmosphere abound. Throughout, the two pianos 
are equal partners -- evidence of Felix's respect for his sister's ability. 
The movement ends with a robust coda which could be the finale of a 
lesser work. The second movement is a surpassingly fine adagio and 
Mendelssohn again allows the orchestra the privilege of opening with an 
extended prelude before the pianos -- again, one a a time -- bring on a 
hesitant but lovely theme. The movement concludes with a long passage 
of marvelous triplets from both pianos against a soft, simple melody in 
the strings. It is perfect counterpoint but far too inspired to be a mere 
exercise. In the finale, the pianos announce themselves with a fluttering 
dialogue and the movement breaks out in great, symphonic stomping 
with both pianos weaving effortlessly through it. Mendelssohn successful-
ly builds tension and drama through an ascending motif in both soloists 
and orchestra and the work finally swerves to an amazing coda which 
features chilling pianistic pyrotechnics and an abrupt conclusion. The 
concerto is mature, large, and satisfying and in every sense a true 
Romantic piano concerto. That it is the work of an adolescent makes it 
wondrous.

Felix Mendelssohn-Barthody's Piano Concerto in A minor, the product of 
a fertile 13-year-old mind, is so generally unknown that most references 
-- especially older ones -- refer to the man as having composed only 
two concertos for the instrument, the Concerto No. 1 in G minor of 1831 
and the Concerto No. 2 in D minor of 1837 (as you can see, the A minor 
Concerto has never even earned its own number, as it was absent from 
the scene when numbers were allotted). It was composed during the 
spring of 1822, in between the first and second batches of string 

symphonies, and can be reckoned a musical melting-pot of 
eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century methods and means: 
Haydn meets Hummel, with a just a hint of Beethoven thrown in for good 
measure, though it seems that the teenage Mendelssohn wasn't yet quite 
sure what to do with the assertive Bonn-born composer's music.
 The A minor Piano Concerto is in the usual three movements, all 
cut-and-dried and independent of one another in the traditional way 
(though there is an attacca from the second movement to the third). It is 
thus quite unlike the Piano Concerto No. 1 of nine years later, in which the 
movements are, famously, all connected. The first movement is marked, 
simply, Allegro and begins with a full orchestral exposition; it has a mildly 
urgent main theme made from three consecutive pick-up gestures and a 
second subject set in the expected key of C major. When the soloist 
enters it does so in dramatic fashion, with a pair of sweeping arpeggios in 
octaves -- a taste of the ivory-tickling, sixteenth-note-filled virtuoso 
manner that Mendelssohn affects throughout the movement.
 The slow movement is an Adagio in E major with a lovely tune that rises 
and then descends without much ambition beyond that, but with great 
innocent grace. The pianist enters with a quasi-recitative passage, a 
throwback, perhaps, to Mendelssohn's Recitativo in D minor of 1820.
 The finale (Allegro ma non troppo) is in some ways a markedly greater 
achievement than the first movement; its flexible yet strong rhythmic 
framework and the little chromatic touches Mendelssohn throws in from 
measure to measure both reveal a more confident composer. Again, the 
solo writing is quite demanding -- not too much of a problem for young 
Felix, though, as he could always ask his older sister Fanny, then a better 
pianist than he, to play it for him! Academy Of St-Martin-in-the-Fields

director Neville Marriner
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Concerto In A Minor For Piano And Strings
1 Allegro 12:47
2 Adagio 7:28
3 Finale: Allegro Ma Non Troppo 6:19

Concerto In E Major For Two Pianos And Orchestra
4 Allegro Vivace 12:09
5 Adagio Ma Non Troppo 8:46
6 Finale: Allegro 8:37

Academy Of St-Martin-in-the-Fields
director Neville Marriner

BRENDA LUCAS            JOHN OGDON

MENDELSSOHN
Concerto in E major for two pianos & orchestra

Concerto in A minor for piano & strings


