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Mendelssohn’s Italian Symphony and Rossini’s Stabat Mater share several simi-
larities. Both works had a long evolution. Although Mendelssohn wrote his
symphony between 1831 and 1833, he refused to publish it, always planning to
revise it. It was not even performed in Germany until after his death. 1831 also
marked the genesis of Rossini’s composition. Having virtually retired from com-
posing in 1829, be reluctantly accepted the commission as a favor to a friend, but
only on the understanding that the Stabat Mater would never be published. Some
biographers suggest that he was intimidated by the popularity of Pergolesi’s Stabat
Mater. By 1832, Rossini had finished six movements before illness (or laziness)
made him delegate the completion of the work to the composer, Giovanni
Tadolini. Not until 1841 was Rossini inspired to produce an all-Rossini Stabat
Mater, and then only because it had, contrary to his wishes, come into the hands
of a Parisian publisher. Rossini won the subsequent lawsuit, assigned the work to
his own publisher, and allowed a premiere in Paris in 1842,

Both compositions enjoyed immediate success. The Italian Symphony was
called “a composition that will endure for ages, if we may presume to judge such
a work on a single performance.” The hard-to-please violinist, Paganini, upon
hearing the 1833 London premiere, was so impressed that he invited
Mendelssohn to play Beethoven violin sonatas with him. Even today, the
symphony’s impact has not diminished, often called the “best-loved” or “one of
Mendelssohn’s most perfect works.” The Stabat Mater cannot be considered the
most popular of Rossini’s works, but it, too, had a triumphant debut, though the
eccentric composer avoided the performance. Donizetti, who conducted the Italian
premiere, reported, “The enthusiasm is impossible to describe. Even at the final
rehearsal, which Rossini attended, in the middle of the day, he was accompanied
to his home to the shouting of more than 500 personis. The same thing that first
night, under his window, sincé'be did not appear in the hall.”™ b

The final similarity, and probably the most important of all; is' that both works
are truly Italian; both exude melody. Mendelssohn was inspired by his studies
and his travels, Rossini by his birthright. This brings us to the main difference

- between the two men. Mendelssohn, child prodigy and scholar, sophisticated

globe- trotter, almost single-handedly reintroduced the world to the long-obscure
composer, Johann Sebastian Bach. Rossini supposedly claimed, ‘Give me a
laundry list and I will set it to music,” but was often quite self-deprecating about
his serious musical training and his mental energy. Mendelssohn’s reputation has
remained solid throughout the vagaries of musical taste during the century-and-a-
half; Rossini’s stature has fallen and risen, his non-operatic music infrequently
performed. :

Mendelssohn visited Italy in 1830-31 and was inspired to begin work on
several compositions, including the A Major Symphony. The commission of a
symphony from the Philharmonic Society of London gave him the impetus to
finish it two years later in Berlin. The name, “Italian,” came from the composer
and its sheer melodiousness supports his choice. Each of the four movements
has at least three memorable tunes. The second movement, sometimes called the
“Pilgrim’s March,” supposedly was inspired by a procession heard by Mendels-
sohn in Naples or Rome. The final movement bears the name, “Saltarello,” an
Italian folk dance that includes a leap. Mendelssohn manages to intensify the
joyful melodies as he ends the symphony in A minor.

Most people would die happy after composing something as great as the
Italian Symphony, but this emotion seemed to elude Mendelssohn, A letter to his
sister in 1831 seemed optimistic: “I am making great progress with the Italian
Symphony. It will be the most amusing piece I have ever done, especially the last
movement.” However, before he was finished he claimed to have experienced



“the bitterest moments I have ever endured or could have imagined.” Only his
death in 1847 halted his plans to revise at least the last movement.

The “Stabat mater dolorosa” is a religious poem attributed to a thirteenth
century Franciscan monk, Jacopone da Todi, consisting of twenty three-line
stanzas of AAB rhyme scheme. The theme is the sorrowing mother of Christ at
the foot of the cross, whose suffering inspires the poet to desire to share the
anguish of both mother and son. Composers of each generation from the
thirteenth century to the present have written “Stabat Mater” settings.

The dilemma posed by Rossini’s Stabat Mater is whether the work is religious
or operatic. The criticism side of the debate includes the jauntiness of the tenor
aria along with its high D-flat, and the “oom pah” heartiness of the orchestra
during the quartet, both seemingly at odds with the text. Some critics have found
fault with the flamboyance of the Soprano I solo. However, we must remember
that the “Stabat Mater” poem is human rather than theological. Also, the Italians
of Rossini’s time expressed agony through beautiful melody. Alec Roberton, a
critic willing to examine his prejudices, described his first approach to the work:
“All I knew were records of tenors belting out ‘Cujus animam gementem,’ and
sopranos, ‘Inflammatus et accensus.” At these I tumned up my liturgical nose and
desired to hear no more. [However] my prejudices began to wilt as I read the
score.” Richard Wagner, hardly a defender of Italian opera, strongly approved of
the a capella chorus, “Quando corpus.” Historians credit the powerful G-minor
fugue of the final movement to influence on Rossini of the study of Bach
(“rediscovered” by Mendelssohn) during the years before he completed the

“Stabat Mater.” In the midst of all this learned debate, Dvorak’s remark, that;

Rossini could only address God in his own language, is probably the best answer
to the dilemma.

Mendelssohn and Rossini met once. Thé only report of their encountiink

sometime in the middle 1830's, comes from the young German who described

Rossini’s “intelligence, vivacity and polish at all times and in every word; and
whoever doesn't think him a genius must hear him hold forth only once, and he’ll

change his mind immediately.” One has to belicve that both composers would be -

pleased to have their music share a concert.
NOTES BY BONNIE THORESON::
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- CARMEN PELTON made her concert debut in the early 1980s at the Aldeburgh
Festival in England. Recognized as a powerful singer of contemporary music,
she has performed in Frank Galatis’ She Always Said, Pablo at the Goodman
Theater in Chicago and at the Kennedy Center, and she .was cast by Virgil
Thompson in the lead role of his The Mother of Us All, which she sang in major
revivals around the United States and in the 1983 telecast of the Kennedy Center
Honors in tribute to Mr. Thompson. Ms. Pelton’s engagements in recent seasons
have included performances of Stephen Albert’s Flower of the Mountain with the
Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra in both Saint Paul and Chicago, works of J. S.
Bach with the San Francisco Symphony, Messiah with the Seattle Symphony, and
appearances with the Rochester Philharmonic, the Orpheus Chamber Orchestra,
the Pro Arte Chorale at Alice Tully Hall, New York’s New Music Consort, and
the Smithsonian’s 20th Century Consort. She has returned to the Aldeburgh
Festival to sing Mozart concert arias, and her many opera appearances include per-
formances with Glimmerglass Opera as Tamiri in Il Re Pastore, with Tulsa and
Omaha Operas as Queen of the Night in Die Zauberflote, and with Lyric Opera of
Kansas City as Mrs. Ford in The Merry Wives of Windsor. Pelton is an Artist-in-
Residence at the University of Washington School of Music.
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American bomn mezzo-soprano EMILIE BERENDSEN has performed extensively
throughout the United States, Europe and the Middle East. She has appeared as
soloist with such orchestras as the Seattle Symphony, Honolulu Orchestra, the
Israel Philharmonic, the Buffalo Philharmonic, and many European symphony
orchestras. In addition to her orchestra and recital work, Berendsen has been a
member of the Seattic Opera, the Central City Opera Company, the New Israel
Opera and the Dutch National Opera. While she regularly performs the standard
repertoire, Berendsen is also active in the field of contemporary music. She has
participated in such series as New Dimensions in Music, Acoustica, and The
Group of New Music, in Israel; with Continuum in New York, and with many of
the new music groups in Europe. She is a permanent member of The Group for
New Music, with which she has introduced the music of George Crumb, Henri
Pousseur, Stefan Wolpe and Giacinto Scelsi to Isracli audiences. She has
recorded for Koch International, Folkway Records, Symposium and Romantic
Robots. Berendsen is a Professor of Music and Head of the Voice Division at the
University of Washington School of Music.

Korean lyric tenor PIL-SUNG KIM, the winner of the Metropolitan Opera
National Council Audition and the Seattle Civic Opera Audition has built his
career not only as an opera singer but also as a respected concert singer from
Seattle, San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York to Austria, Germany, Italy,
Switzerland and Korea. He first studied Composition at the Yon-Sei University
in Seoul and later at the University of Washington where he studied with William
Bergsma, Robert Feist and Abraham Kaplan, and eamed a Master degree both in
Composition and Orchestral Conducting. He studied voice with Wemer Hollweg,
and Rudolf Knoll at the Mozarteum in Salzburg.

‘NORMAN SMITH, 4 Seaiile native, holds the Master of Music degree froi the

University of Washington where he was a student of Leon Lishner. For séveral
years he sang leading bass roles in the opera theaters of Krefeid and Essen, Ger-
many. Since returning to Seattle he has sung with the Seattle Symphony, Seattle
Opera, and many other regional organizations. His annual performances with the
Northwest Chamber Orchestra’s popular “Royal Holidays at the Court of Ver-
sailles” inspired The Seattle Times’ Melinda Bargreen to write “He is an 18 karat
bass in a world of pale imitations.” In addition to his many guest appearances,
Smith is the bass soloist at Seattle’s Temple Beth Am, and is Cathedral Soloist at
St. James Cathedral. In Europe he recorded for the Kirchenmusik label.

ABRAHAM KAPLAN, conductor

“An evening of choral splendor.” - The New York Times (Headline}.

“Thank you deeply and sincerely for yours plendid work.” - Igor Stravinsky.

“A heaven-sent maestro” - Leonard Bemstein,

Mr. Kaplan has appeared as guest conductor with Toscanini’s NBC Symphony,
The Israel Philharmonic, The San Francisco Opera, The St. Louis Symphony, The
Marlboro Orchestra and many others.

Highlights in Mr. Kaplan’s career include: 1970 Command Performnce in the
White House in honor of President Urho Kekkonen of Finland. A Command
Performance in honour of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II and His Royal High-
ness The Duke of Edinburgh on their 1983 visit to the USA. 1954 tion of
the world premiere of Darius Milhaud's opera “DAVID” in Jerusalem. 1963
Preparation of the world premiere of Leonard Bernstein’s 3rd Symphony
“KADDISH” in Tel-Aviv Israel. 1973 Preparation of The Camerata Singers for
performances of most of Jgor Stravinsky's choral works at The New York Phil-
harmonic’s Stravinsky Festival.
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