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Mendelssohn’s Education in and Practice of Composing Variations for Piano:
From the Perspective of Construction Principle of Interval Canons

MISHIMA Osamu

This paper considers Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s (1809-1847) variations for piano from the
perspective of his education, specifically education about the construction of interval canons. Mendelssohn
studied composition and music theory under Carl Friedrich Zelter (1756-1832) around 1820. Teacher and
student focused on variation form, especially variations for violin and piano (MWV-Z1-98) and variations for
piano (Z1-119). In the former, the variation technique of rhythmic acceleration and fugato were used, and these
techniques were also applied to Mendelssohn’s variations for piano in later years. In the latter, the combination
of double variations and a part of traditional interval canons was used, but these techniques were not applied
to any of his variations after leaving Zelter’s lessons. Why then did they study double variations and interval
canons and combine them in the lessons?

In the variation, Z1-119, a combination of double variation and interval canons, Variation 1 is a canon
at the unison (or the octave), Variation 3 is a canon at the third, and Variation 5 is a canon at the fifth. The
number of respective canons or the interval of imitation, 1, 3, and 5, corresponds with the number of variations
(or the interval) from Variation 1 to respective canonic variations (Variation 3, Variation 5). That is, the
number of the interval of imitation exactly reflects the ordinal number of canonic variations, which can thus
be recognized as the principle constructing interval canons. This simple construction principle in which the
number of the interval of imitation corresponds with the ordinal number of variations can be easily used unlike
traditional interval canons that use all the interval of imitation from the unison to the octave.

This construction principle applies to another double variation (MWYV Q7, the second movement)
composed by Mendelssohn for Zelter’s lessons around the same time. This construction principle applies
to the movement, which is a variation composed by Mendelssohn three years later (MWV Q14, the third
movement), and the variation for piano, which is the exclusive variation published during his lifetime (Op. 54,
MWYV U156). Therefore, it can be considered that Mendelssohn learned this construction principle during
lessons from Zelter and subsequently applied the principle to his own variations. It has been pointed out that
Mendelssohn attempted to apply principles he learned during his study with Zelter in the early 1820s to his
matured art. If so, in order to understand the above-mentioned construction principle, double variation and
interval canons might have been combined.

Applying this construction principle is a more practical approach to composing by adapting old
tradition to contemporary composition of the time rather than using only interval canons. Zelter led
Mendelssohn to the tradition of 18th century music, and Mendelssohn applied traditional styles to his own
compositions. Thus, Mendelssohn’s application of the construction principle to link the education and practice
of the variations is explained as his adaptation to the traditional and strict interval canons in the 19th century.
This explanation provides a new perspective on the study and the playing of Mendelssohn’s works.
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