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Mendelssohn and Beyond: Leipzig’s Musical Institutions 

and the Making of Civil Identity, 1830-1848 

Kate Perry 

 

 

n the morning in April of 1843, the burghers 

of Leipzig, in Saxony, Germany, gathered 

inside the Gewandhaus concert hall for a 

rather unusual performance. Felix Mendelssohn, the 

director of the Gewandhaus concert series and 

himself a renowned composer and pianist, was 

performing the last in a series of subscription concerts 

organized to raise money for a monument to the great 

eighteenth century composer and Leipzig 

Thomaskantor Johann Sebastian Bach. The 

monument was to be the first of its kind in 

Germany—a testament both to Bach’s importance to 

the city and to the Bach revival that Mendelssohn was 

already carrying out on a national scale. Dozens of 

Leipzig’s first citizens—including the railroad 

magnates August Olearius and Carl Lampe, the bank 

director Gustav Moritz-Clauss, and the music 

publisher Hermann Härtel—signed Mendelssohn’s 

handwritten subscription list and presumably 

attended the performance.1 After the concert was 

over, the attendees walked to the St. Thomas School, 

where the monument was unveiled and a short speech 

was given by representatives of the city council.2 This 

episode illustrates how what we normally think of as 

a national phenomenon—the Bach revival in the 

German speaking lands in the early nineteenth 

century—unfolded at a very local level. It also points 

to the role that important non-musical citizens played 

in organizing and promoting the memorial—although 

Mendelssohn was unquestionably the chief instigator 

of the project, it was funded by a large portion of the 

                                                 
1 Wm. A. Little, Mendelssohn and the Organ (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 415-428. This book contains a number 

of very useful appendices, one of which includes a facsimile of the handwritten subscription list to Mendelssohn’s 1840 organ 

recital, along with a transcription by Little of the names on the list. 
2 “Die Enthüllung des Denkmals für Johann Sebastian Bach,” Leipziger Illustrirte Zeitung, Band 1, No. 2, July 8, 1843: 25-26. 
3 John Michael Cooper, “Knowing Mendelssohn: A Challenge from the Primary Sources,” Notes 61, no. 1 (2004), 35-95. 

town’s social and economic elite, and the Leipzig city 

council presided over the ceremony. 

A wealth of musicological and historical research 

already exists on Felix Mendelssohn. Several 

biographies of the composer have been published, 

most recently Larry Todd’s nuanced and 

comprehensive Mendelssohn: A Life in Music (2005). 

Attention has been paid to his Jewish heritage, his 

influence in establishing a tradition of musical 

classicism at the Leipzig Conservatory, and his 

compositional habits, although Mendelssohn scholars 

note that a considerable number of his thousands of 

letters remain unpublished.3 But Mendelssohn has 

primarily been analyzed in isolation, as a composer, 

not as a writer whose prose contributed directly to the 

fashioning of Leipzig’s civic culture. Mendelssohn, 

along with a tight-knit circle of the city’s elite, 

constructed a new identity for Leipzig that drew its 

power from the town’s musical institutions and 

history. 

Only one scholar has written what one might call 

a cultural history of Leipzig in Mendelssohn’s time. 

Antje Pieper, in her book Music and the Making of 

Middle-Class Culture: A Comparative History of 

Nineteenth Century Leipzig and Birmingham, 

analyzes “the ways and means by which the middle 

class [in these two towns] fashioned a cultural ideal 

as well as the institutions through which this ideal 

could be visibly and audibly expressed.” Pieper 

focuses on the Gewandhaus orchestra in Leipzig, 

arguing that it represented the “religious, 

O 



Mendelssohn and Beyond | Kate Perry    | 14 | 

 

philosophical and aesthetic foundations of cultural 

practices” in Germany.4 Like other scholars such as 

Carl Schorske, who has analyzed the architecture of 

Vienna’s Ringstrasse as an expression of the values 

of the city’s liberal elite, Pieper attributes the cultural 

engagement of the Leipzig burghers to a desire to 

develop a distinct class identity.5 

Pieper’s analysis is quite insightful, yet it falls 

short in two ways: while acknowledging the active 

participation of Leipzig’s elite in the musical life of 

the city, it lays much of the impetus for cultural 

development on impersonal philosophical forces, 

and, in attempting a transnational comparison that 

takes Leipzig and Birmingham as models, sometimes 

renders ‘Leipzig’ synonymous with ‘Germany’ and 

‘Birmingham’ with ‘Britain.’ In contrast to Pieper, I 

focus not on philosophical texts or musical journals 

but on the letters, memoirs, and newspapers written 

by Mendelssohn and other Leipzig citizens, and I 

dwell precisely on the way they used language to 

distinguish Leipzig from other German cities.  

This study explores how musical culture, and 

particularly the Gewandhaus orchestra, contributed to 

Leipzig’s civic identity in the Vormärz period (1830-

1848), which roughly coincides with the period of 

Mendelssohn’s tenure at the Gewandhaus (1835-

1847).   

The relationship between music and German 

national identity has already been mapped by Celia 

Applegate and Pamela Potter, who argue that “the 

links between music and German identity can more 

often than not be traced to writers, thinkers, 

statesmen, educators, impresarios, demagogues, and 

audiences, but only occasionally to composers.”6 The 

recognition that non-composers play a crucial role in 

shaping musical identity is an important insight that I 

will address here, but I want to expand Applegate and 

Potter’s analysis to focus on regional and local 

identities as well. No prior study has done this: 

Pieper, although she argues that the Gewandhaus, as 

an apolitical instrument of musical classicism, did not 

                                                 
4 Antje Pieper, Music and the Making of Middle-Class Culture: A Comparative History of Nineteenth Century Leipzig and 

Birmingham (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), xii. 
5 Carl Schorske, “The Ringstrasse, its Critics, and the Birth of Urban Modernism,” in Fin de Siècle Vienna: Politics and Culture 

(New York: Vintage Books, 1981). 
6 Celia Applegate and Pamela Potter, Music and German National Identity, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 3. 
7 Vom Wiener Kongress bis zum Ersten Weltkrieg, Geschichte der Stadt Leipzig: von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart, ed. Susanne 

Schötz (Leipzig: Leipzig University Press, 2018), 113. 
8 Pieper, Music and the Making of Middle-Class Culture, 19-20. 

contribute to any incipient sense of German national 

identity, implies that it and other musical institutions 

like it contributed to a bourgeois class identity that 

was national in scope. 

I argue that the identity Mendelssohn and his 

fellows created through writing about music was 

primarily not a national or class identity but a civic 

one—it was defined in terms of public service to the 

city, and its contours were explicitly bounded by the 

distinctions between Leipzig and other German 

towns. To prove this I show, first, how serving on the 

Gewandhaus Board of Directors became a kind of 

public duty for Leipzig’s elite and, second, how 

Mendelssohn strengthened this connection by 

constructing the orchestra itself as a civic service in 

his letters to the city council. Finally, I take a step 

back to analyze how Mendelssohn and others 

differentiated Leipzig from its neighbors Dresden and 

Berlin, and to show how Leipzig’s musical culture 

became a key part of this differentiation. 

 

Portrait of a Town 

In 1830, Leipzig was a town of about 41,000 

inhabitants.7 Situated at an ancient crossroads, it had 

long been a hub of regional trade, and had a large 

merchant class. The town also possessed a university, 

a flourishing book and music publishing industry, and 

a staunchly Lutheran church. Unlike the nearby 

Saxon capital of Dresden, Leipzig had never been a 

court town. Its roots were almost entirely bourgeois, 

and this was reflected in the character of its cultural 

institutions: the forerunner of the Gewandhaus had 

been founded by a group of twelve merchants in 

1743, and took its name from the textile hall in which 

it had once been housed.8 Its management consisted 

of a Board of Directors, drawn mainly from among 

the city’s merchants and lawyers.  

Revolution convulsed Leipzig, along with the rest 

of Saxony and Europe, in 1830. The inciting event 

was the Catholic monarchy in Dresden’s attempt to 

curtail celebrations of the three hundredth 
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anniversary of the Augsburg Confession, but the 

underlying causes included the falling economic 

status of artisans and day laborers, and the lack of 

political representation for newer up-and-coming 

merchants.9 After a year of protests and negotiations, 

the Dresden government agreed to a new constitution, 

ratified in September of 1831. In Leipzig, the old 

conservative Magistrat (city council) was replaced 

with a new Stadtrat consisting of nine salaried 

members who served for life, and twelve unsalaried 

temporary members.10 While the new government 

still offered fairly limited representation, it did open 

the door to a younger generation of wealthy 

merchants and book dealers, many of them fairly 

recent immigrants to the city. 

The decade after 1830 witnessed the birth of 

many new cultural and civic institutions, most of 

them founded by the up-and-coming politicians who 

had gained ascendancy in the Stadtrat. In 1834, a 

group of local businessmen and entrepreneurs, among 

them Gustav Harkort, Carl Lampe, and August 

Olearius, founded the Leipzig-Dresdner Eisenbahn 

Compagnie, which built the first long-distance 

railroad in Germany between Leipzig and Dresden.11 

In 1836, Lampe and Hermann Härtel, a Leipzig 

publisher, founded the Leipziger Kunstverein, an 

organization that would ultimately sponsor Leipzig’s 

chief art museum. Leipzig’s first illustrated 

newspaper, the Leipziger Illustrirte Zeitung, and the 

Leipziger Bank also date to this period. Social 

historian Susanne Schötz, in her edited volume on the 

history of Leipzig, suggests that, in the absence of 

official political parties (which were forbidden in the 

German Confederation at this time), these new 

institutions provided the elites of Leipzig with a 

setting in which to exchange ideas and build political 

allegiances.12 Antje Pieper, similarly, describes 

Leipzig’s voluntary associations as providing 

                                                 
9 Schötz, Geschichte der Stadt Leipzig,114. 
10 Schötz, 124. 
11 W. O. Henderson, Friedrich List: Economist and Visionary, 1789-1846, (Totowa: Frank Cass Publishing, 1983), 135. 
12 Schötz, Geschichte der Stadt Leipzig, 135. 
13 Pieper, Music and the Making of Middle-Class Culture, 3. 
14 Pieper, 5-7. 
15 Schötz, Geschichte der Stadt Leipzig, 395-397. 
16 Alfred Dörffel, Geschichte der Gewandhausconcerte zu Leipzig vom 25. November 1781 bis 25. November 1881 (Leipzig: 

Breitkopf und Härtel, 1884), 230-234. Dörffel provides a complete list of all members of the Gewandhaus Board from its founding 

in the 1700s up to 1881. The list includes the dates each member served, as well as their occupation and any other contributions 

they made to the life of the city. 

platforms for the formation of bourgeois public 

opinion and cultural taste.13 In both cases, cultural 

institutions become convenient sites for the creation 

of a common identity, one which held additional 

political and social significance that stretched far 

beyond the institution’s official scope. Nowhere was 

this additional significance more evident than in the 

composition of the Gewandhaus orchestra’s board of 

directors. 

 

The Gewandhaus Board: Seat of Leipzig’s 

Commercial and Political Elite 

As Pieper has already noted, the Gewandhaus 

Board members were part of a tightly knit group of 

elites who were remarkably active in many areas of 

Leipzig’s cultural, commercial, and political life.14 

Hermann Härtel, the co-founder of the Leipziger 

Kunstverein, also served on the Gewandhaus Board 

and commissioned an extravagant villa filled with 

Italian artwork on his family property.15 Many of the 

Gewandhaus Board members were prosperous 

merchants in the silk and music publishing industries, 

and ran some of the largest businesses in the city. 

Others were well-known lawyers.16 Yet the single 

most obvious pattern that emerges is the close ties 

almost all board members held to the city and state 

government. 

It will be useful to begin with some statistics. In 

the twelve-year period of Mendelssohn’s tenure at the 

Gewandhaus, nineteen people served on its board of 

directors. Of these, nine served on the Leipzig City 

Council either before or after 1830, and thirteen were 

involved in state or local politics in some capacity. 

The majority of the Gewandhaus Board members, 

then, were also active contributors to city politics. 

Particularly interesting in this regard is the fact that 

both of Leipzig’s mayors during the Vormärz, 

Christian Adolf Deutrich and Johann Carl Groß, were 

board members. No prior mayor of the city had been 
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a member of the Board, but all the mayors after this 

period, from 1848 through the 1880s, were also board 

members.17 This suggests that serving on the 

Gewandhaus Board became a kind of civic duty for 

the mayor of Leipzig, and moreover, that it became a 

civic duty during the period of Mendelssohn’s tenure 

at the Gewandhaus. 

Since most of the members of the Gewandhaus 

Board served for life, many of them were inevitably 

involved in both the direction of the Gewandhaus 

concerts and the government of the city at the same 

time. This was the case for Moritz Seeburg, a 

permanent (and therefore paid) member of the city 

council from 1831 and a member of the Gewandhaus 

Board from June 10, 1840 until his death in 1851.18 

In a series of letters to Seeburg dated one month after 

the latter’s election to the Gewandhaus Board, 

Mendelssohn treats him as an intermediary between 

himself and the city council, offering his opinions on 

whether and how the city should take over control of 

the orchestra’s financing as an official 

Stadtorchester, or city orchestra.19 Seeburg’s roles as 

a board member and as a city councilor here are 

scarcely separable—even before the Gewandhaus 

became an official civic institution, its affairs were 

being run almost entirely by public officials. 

Several of the Gewandhaus Board members 

served not only in the city government but in the state 

government headquartered in Dresden as well. 

Johann Paul von Falkenstein, a member of the Board 

of Directors from 1839-1844, is a prime example.20 

Falkenstein was not a Leipzig native, but had moved 

there at the age of fifteen to study at the University.21 

He quickly became involved in state politics, 

occupying the post of Kreisdirektor, or regional 

governor, in Leipzig for some years before moving to 

Dresden. Throughout his life, however, he 

maintained close ties to Leipzig, and later in life, as 

                                                 
17 Dörffel, Geschichte der Gewandhausconcerte, 230-234. 
18 Schötz, Geschichte der Stadt Leipzig, 127; Dörffel, Geschichte der Gewandhausconcerte, 233. 
19 Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Briefe aus Leipziger Archiven, ed. Hans-Joachim Rothe and Reinhard Szeskus (Leipzig: VEB 

Deutscher Verlag für Musik, 1972), 101-106. Interestingly, Mendelssohn does not mention the fact that Seeburg was also a 

member of the Gewandhaus Board—it is not clear whether he was not yet aware of this fact, or whether Seeburg had not yet 

assumed his duties.   
20 Dörffel, Geschichte der Gewandhausconcerte, 233. 
21 Johann Paul von Falkenstein, Dr. Johann Paul Freiherr von Falkenstein: Sein Leben und Wirken nach seinen eigenen 

Aufzeichnungen, edited by J. Pekholdt (Dresden: R. v. Zahn, 1882), 15. 
22 Little, Mendelssohn and the Organ, 416-428. Little interprets one of the messier signatures as reading “C. Campe,” but I think it 

more probable that this was Carl Lampe. Three Webers and one Harkort signed the list, but without including their first names or 

initials, and these two names were common enough in Leipzig that it is difficult to identify them with any certainty.  

Minister of Culture for the Saxon crown, he greatly 

increased the status of the university. Falkenstein was 

a key mediator between the Saxon crown and the 

Leipzig city council on several occasions, for 

example during the building of the railroad between 

the two cities. He also played an important role in the 

founding of the Leipzig Conservatory, petitioning the 

king of Saxony to allow Mendelssohn to use state 

funds for the establishment of the school in Leipzig 

rather than in Dresden. Falkenstein is particularly 

important to this study because he was a state official 

with strong local loyalties. In his life story it is 

possible to see how a politician who valued Leipzig’s 

standing compared to other cities found it vital to 

support the city’s musical institutions. 

The members of the Gewandhaus Board were not 

the only prominent Leipzigers who were interested in 

the orchestra’s concerts. The names on 

Mendelssohn’s Bach concert subscription list include 

many of the most important figures in Leipzig’s 

public life. In addition to the Gewandhaus Board 

members Limburger, Keil, Gruner, Härtel, Moritz-

Clauss, Dörrien, Seeburg, Röchlitz, and Gaudlitz, the 

list names people who had no official connection to 

music, including the railroad magnate August 

Olearius, merchant and art collector Adolf Heinrich 

Schletter, and book publisher Heinrich Brockhaus. 

Carl Lampe, Johann Jakob Weber, the publisher of 

the Leipziger Illustrirte Zeitung, and the railroad 

magnate Gustav Harkort may also have added their 

names to the list.22 The fact that so many of Leipzig’s 

commercial and political elite felt inclined to 

contribute to a concert reviving Bach’s works 

suggests that music in the city had taken on another 

meaning beyond the purely artistic. Railroad 

magnates, merchants, and even the mayors of Leipzig 

were not beginning to take an interest in the city 

orchestra because all of them were lovers of music 
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(although no doubt many of them were). Rather, the 

Gewandhaus was one of a number of cultural and 

commercial institutions being used by a politically 

powerful and tightly interconnected elite within the 

city to construct a common identity. This identity 

was, as Pieper has noted, bourgeois, but it was also 

particularly tightly connected to the city government 

and hence to the city itself.  

 

Mendelssohn and the Gewandhaus as Civic 

Service 

Although the elites of the city played a role in 

linking the Gewandhaus to Leipzig’s civic identity, it 

was Mendelssohn himself who was most important in 

effecting this transformation, as we can see by 

looking at the letters he wrote to the city council 

during his time as music director. Given 

Mendelssohn’s zeal in organizing and performing the 

subscription concerts for the Bach memorial, it is 

surprising to learn that he considered its 

establishment only a secondary goal. In an 1839 letter 

to his friend and mentor Ignaz Moscheles, 

Mendelssohn wrote:  

 

If in Halle for Handel, in Frankfurt for 

Mozart, in Salzburg for Mozart, in Bonn for 

Beethoven they want to develop a proper 

orchestra, that can properly play and 

understand these works, then I’m all for it—

but I’m not for their stone monuments, where 

the orchestras themselves play like stones 

(noch ärgere Steine sind), and not for their 

conservatories, where there is nothing to 

conserve. My hobbyhorse is now our poor 

orchestra and its improvement; I have just 

worked out, after untold running about, 

paperwork, and torment, a raise of 500 

Thalers for them, and before I go away from 

here, they must have more than double that; if 

the city does this, then she can also put up a 

monument to Sebastian Bach in front of the 

St. Thomas School. But first the raise.23   

 

Mendelssohn cared deeply about the orchestra as a 

living monument to Leipzig’s musical past, and he 

was prepared to go to considerable trouble to 

                                                 
23 Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Briefe aus Leipziger Archiven, 8-9 (translation by the author).  
24 Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, 101. 
25 Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, 101 (translation by the author). 

demonstrate its civic importance to the city’s leaders. 

Mendelssohn conducted two campaigns to secure the 

status of the orchestra. The first, which occurred over 

the course of 1839-1840, concerned the 500 Thaler 

raise mentioned above; the second, conducted in 

1843, came in response to the new contract negotiated 

between the orchestra and Carl Christian Schmidt, the 

director of the Leipzig Theater. Both campaigns 

reveal Mendelssohn’s skill in portraying the orchestra 

as a vital civic body. 

Mendelssohn proposed in his letters that the 

Gewandhaus members be treated not as private artists 

but as civic employees. Already in 1839, when 

Mendelssohn secured the 500 Thaler raise mentioned 

above, the question of municipalizing the orchestra 

was being discussed. The city council had evidently 

proposed that, along with providing the raise, the city 

should also give the orchestra the official name of 

Stadtorchester, and take over management of the 

orchestra’s pension fund, into which surplus wages 

were placed by the musicians to provide for the needs 

of elderly and infirm players.24 In a letter to Moritz 

Seeburg (see section 1), Mendelssohn argued that, 

although the creation of a city orchestra would be 

  

very desirable…it seems to me indispensably 

necessary, that the city also truly hire the 

orchestra, that is, first choose them…then 

pension them…in a word, regard them as 

public officials, and this can only happen if 

the city secures the orchestra as surely against 

any possible shortfall of their wages from the 

theater and the concert hall as up until now 

only the wages from the church have been 

secured.25   

 

Mendelssohn wanted the city not only to recognize 

the orchestra officially, but to supply its funding as 

well. He petitioned to make the orchestra financially 

independent of possible fluctuations in public 

interest, and he asked that its members be paid as 

public officials, that is, as workers who provided a 

vital public service to the city. Mendelssohn’s request 

was not heeded. On September 26th, 1840, the 

Gewandhaus was given the honorary title of 
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Stadtorchester, but the city council did not guarantee 

perpetual funding for the orchestra.26 Yet 

Mendelssohn’s advocacy on behalf of the orchestra 

continued, and he continued to argue that its members 

deserved higher pay because they provided an 

important service to the city. 

In 1843, Mendelssohn once again jumped to the 

orchestra’s aid, this time in response to a new contract 

negotiated between the musicians and Carl Christian 

Schmidt, director of the Leipzig Theater. Schmidt had 

offered the orchestra a 300 Thaler raise rather than the 

1955 Thaler one they had requested, and threatened 

to negotiate with the city council to hire a new 

Theater orchestra if he could not reach favorable 

terms.27 Once again, Mendelssohn’s response 

highlighted the orchestra’s right to steady wages from 

the city itself. In a letter to the city council on October 

3rd, he wrote:  

 

in days like the present, when so much is said 

about intellectual qualifications, there is one 

thing absolutely certain, that it is possible for 

justice and injustice, fairness and unfairness, 

to exist in the remuneration of intellectual 

services; that this does not depend upon the 

goodwill, more or less, or on the favour of 

those who pay, but that a positive right exists, 

which he has the privilege of claiming who 

devotes his life to an intellectual vocation, and 

can therefore legitimately demand that his life 

should be sustained, if he carries out his 

calling well and blamelessly.28
 

   

The language of justice, fairness, and rights that 

Mendelssohn employed here, was, as he himself 

noted, a symptom of the times. It was the language of 

the liberal bourgeoisie that had first come to the fore 

in 1830, and that continued to champion 

constitutionalism and civil liberties for the remainder 

of the century. In imperial Vienna it was only in the 

1860s that these values found expression in the public 

                                                 
26 Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Briefe aus Leipziger Archiven, 101. 
27 Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, 113. 
28 Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Felix Mendelssohn to the Hoch Edelrath of Leipzig, October 3, 1843, in Letters of Felix 

Mendelssohn-Bartholdy 1833-1847, edited by Paul Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (London: Longman, Green, Longman, Roberts & 

Green, 1863). 
29 Carl Schorske, “The Ringstrasse,” 31. 
30 Letters of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy 1833-1847, 348. 
31 Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Briefe aus Leipziger Archiven, 112. 
32 Pieper, Music and the Making of Middle-Class Culture, 66-69. 

agenda of the ruling class, but in Leipzig, with its 

bourgeois roots, they manifested themselves much 

earlier.29 Mendelssohn took this language, which was 

originally political in nature, and extended it to the 

musical realm. Just as men’s political freedoms were 

no longer to depend on the goodwill or the favor of 

the ruler, so the payment of an orchestra should no 

longer depend on the approbation of its audience. 

Instead, the innate value of music, like the natural 

rights of man, deserved consistent recognition.   

However, Mendelssohn was not simply arguing 

that music had a beneficial effect on the public; he 

was demanding direct civic support for it. In 

requesting public funding for the orchestra, he was 

equating it not merely with other inherently valuable 

intellectual professions but with those occupations 

that directly benefit the welfare of a city—with brick-

layers, street sweepers, or even paid city council 

members. In short, Mendelssohn was ascribing a civic 

function to the orchestra. 

Mendelssohn offered two explanations for what 

this civic function might be. The first, which is only 

stated implicitly in the letters, supports Pieper’s 

analysis. In his letter of October 3rd, Mendelssohn 

mentioned in passing that music provided an 

“intellectual benefit” to the people of Leipzig.30 In 

another letter to the city council dated two days 

earlier, on October 1st, he also referred more than 

once to Leipzig’s Musikwesen, a rather untranslatable 

German word which we might render as “musical 

culture,” but which might also mean “musical 

essence” or “musical being.”31 According to Pieper, 

instrumental music, particularly music that fit into the 

category of musical classicism, was viewed by 

nineteenth century Germans as ennobling, 

educational—it both required an educated audience to 

be fully appreciated, and helped to further enlighten 

that audience.32 Musical education, like education in 

the other arts and sciences, was a form of Bildung—

the German word that means “education” but also a 
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deeper and more fundamental form of personal 

cultivation and development. Thus music could play 

a direct role in promoting Leipzig’s intellectual and 

spiritual life. The famous motto carved above the 

stage of the Gewandhaus supports this notion: res 

severa est verum gaudium—true joy is a serious 

matter. The orchestra, although a form of 

entertainment, had a vital public function as the 

bearer of refinement and culture.   

But this was not Mendelssohn’s primary 

argument in his letters to the city council. Instead of 

focusing on music’s spiritual benefits, he asserted 

outright that the orchestra increased the city’s 

prestige. In his campaign of 1843, Mendelssohn 

wrote that “the favourable and wide-spread musical 

reputation which Leipzig enjoys throughout the 

whole of Germany, it owes entirely and solely to this 

orchestra.”33 Nor were the effects of this reputation 

felt exclusively in musical circles. Mendelssohn 

demanded to know how the Gewandhaus musicians 

could remain underpaid “while the whole community 

thrives by their merits, and the city itself derives 

honour and profit from them?”34 The primary 

argument that Mendelssohn put forward in support of 

the orchestra in his letters to the city council did not 

concern the value of music to educated people in 

general; it concerned music’s practical value to the 

city of Leipzig in particular. The Gewandhaus 

orchestra provided a public service to the city not only 

in an abstract, intellectual sense, as a bearer of 

culture, but also in a very concrete one, as an 

institution that helped to distinguish and set apart 

Leipzig as a town. It was because of this latter 

function, primarily, that Mendelssohn argued the 

orchestra should receive regular wages from the city. 

Mendelssohn further strengthened this argument 

by comparing Leipzig to other German cities. In the 

October 3rd letter, Mendelssohn noted that “the pay 

which the orchestra in Frankfort-on-the-Maine 

receives from the theatre alone, is not only higher 

than it would be here…but it is almost without 

exception higher than it is here for the theatre, 

concert, and church music combined.”35 In another 

                                                 
33 Letters of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy 1833-1847, 348. 
34 Letters of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy 1833-1847, 348. 
35 Letters of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy 1833-1847, 346. 
36 Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Briefe aus Leipziger Archiven, 111. 
37 Letters of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy 1833-1847, 348. 

letter dated a few days earlier he appended a table, 

which included the wages paid for various functions 

to each section of the orchestra in Leipzig, Dresden, 

and Frankfurt.36 Mendelssohn pointed out explicitly 

that the meager wages of Leipzig’s orchestra could 

reflect poorly on the city’s prestige: “may not a 

refusal on [Schmidt’s] part, lead to the inference that 

this city considers its own musicians inferior to those 

of other towns of a similar class?”37 If Leipzig did not 

treat its orchestra well, it would expose itself to 

ridicule from other cities, because in some sense the 

status of the orchestra represented the status of the 

city itself. 

Mendelssohn himself undoubtedly cared about 

music’s spiritual benefits to Leipzig’s burghers. 

Indeed, his letter to Moscheles shows that he cared far 

more about the quality of the orchestra itself than 

about the external trappings, like monuments to long-

dead composers, that might bring Leipzig recognition 

as a center of musical learning. However, he was not 

above stooping to a more pragmatic level in order to 

convince Leipzig’s city council members to provide 

the orchestra with funds. Rather than emphasizing the 

general spiritual and intellectual benefit of music, 

Mendelssohn worked carefully in his letters to tie the 

well-being and status of the orchestra to that of the 

city itself. The language he used, though it did 

occasionally reflect the philosophical ideas of 

music’s universal and transcendent power that Pieper 

highlights in her analysis, relied much more on a 

vision of the orchestra as a public institution unique 

to Leipzig. The view of Leipzig as a Musikstadt, a city 

of music, may well originate here, in Mendelssohn’s 

written appeals to the city council. 

 

Leipzig, Dresden, and Berlin 

The struggle over the orchestra’s wages was not 

the only time when Leipzig’s status was defined in 

relation to other cities. In fact, Leipzig was repeatedly 

understood not as a member of some larger German 

entity, either national or regional, but as a place with 

its own distinct identity and culture. The career of 

Johann Paul von Falkenstein, the Gewandhaus Board 
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member who occupied several important positions in 

the Dresden court, illustrates this point. Falkenstein’s 

memoirs, which were published after his death in 

1882, provide insight into the uneasy relations 

between Leipzig and Dresden in the Vormärz 

period.38   

Falkenstein frequently painted himself as the 

intermediary between two rival cities. He described 

how members of the Leipzig city council disliked 

reporting to the new regional governing body 

imposed by Dresden after the revolution of 1830: the 

Kreisdirektion. According to Falkenstein, only his 

own good personal relationship with the Leipzig 

mayor (who was, incidentally, also a member of the 

Gewandhaus Board) saved the situation.39 Of course, 

Falkenstein may have exaggerated his personal 

influence over the Leipzig city council. But it is clear 

that the tensions between Leipzig and Dresden that 

had ignited in 1830 (when the suppression of 

Lutheran festivities triggered the revolution in 

Leipzig) continued throughout the Vormärz period. 

Falkenstein also dwells specifically on the 

differences between the two cities’ self-constructed 

identities. In 1844, when he left Leipzig to assume the 

post of Secretary of the Interior for the Saxon crown, 

he was sent off in style by the members of the 

Leipzig-Dresdner Eisenbahn Compagnie, who 

accompanied him on a specially commissioned train 

to Dresden.40 According to Falkenstein, “this unusual 

arrival as well as the generally evident distinction 

afforded me did in fact provoke, in certain Dresden 

circles…some resentment—for people held Leipzig 

to be very liberal, and, since I had achieved such great 

distinction in this liberal city, of course [held] me [to 

be] as well.”41 Dresden was supposedly conservative, 

Leipzig liberal; Dresden was the court capital, 

Leipzig the bourgeois university town. In their 

political orientations and social milieus, the two cities 

were already defining themselves against one 
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another, rather than as part of some larger Saxon or 

German entity. 

Against this existing backdrop of rivalry, 

Leipzig’s musical culture played a particularly 

important role in the differentiation between Leipzig 

and Dresden, and in a way that directly involved 

Falkenstein. In 1840, Mendelssohn wrote to 

Falkenstein, at this point still a Gewandhaus Board 

member and Kreisdirektor, with a request. The 

previous year, Heinrich Blümner, an old member of 

the Gewandhaus Board and a politician in the pre-

1830 city council, had died, leaving 20,000 Thaler to 

the Saxon crown for the establishment of “an 

institution of art and science” somewhere in 

Saxony.42 Mendelssohn petitioned that this money be 

used to found a conservatory of music in Leipzig, the 

city Blümner had served for so much of his life. In the 

decision of where to establish the new conservatory, 

the tensions between capital and university town 

came to a head: whichever town received the grant 

would become the de facto center of Saxon musical 

culture. 

In order to make the case for Leipzig, 

Mendelssohn pointed to several features that he 

claimed distinguished the musical culture of his 

adoptive city from that of its neighbors. First, while 

in other German cities “public amusements dissipate 

the mind, and exercise an injurious influence over the 

young…here…most of these amusements are more or 

less connected with music, or consist wholly of it.”43 

While it is difficult to imagine what “dissipated 

amusements” students elsewhere got up to that 

students in Leipzig did not, Mendelssohn’s assertion 

does suggest that he considered music not only to be 

a part of Leipzig’s official identity, but also to be 

deeply embedded in the local culture. Interestingly, 

Falkenstein echoed Mendelssohn’s view in his 

autobiography, claiming that his love of music 

protected him from falling prey to the excesses of 

Greek life at university.44 Therefore, both 



| 21 |  The Grinnell Historical Review 

 

Mendelssohn and other residents of Leipzig 

constructed the town’s musical culture as more 

pervasive and more morally beneficial than that of 

other towns. 

Mendelssohn also argued that Leipzig was 

especially rich in “that especial branch of art which 

must always remain the chief basis of musical 

studies—the more elevated class of instrumental and 

sacred compositions.”45 It was not only that Leipzig 

possessed a more deeply ingrained musical culture 

than other cities; it was also that the kinds of music 

available in Leipzig were of a more exalted type. 

Early nineteenth century German philosophers 

viewed instrumental music as having greater 

transcendent and spiritual potential than vocal music, 

because it might express what words could not.46 

Therefore, by defining Leipzig’s musical culture as 

primarily instrumental, Mendelssohn was carving out 

a place of additional prominence for his adoptive city, 

and distinguishing it from cities like Dresden, which 

were better known for opera. Mendelssohn’s claim 

did also ground Leipzig in an emerging national 

tradition—if the majority of German intellectuals 

valued the forms of music practiced in Leipzig above 

all others, then Leipzig might be said to have a 

particular claim to musical “Germanness.” However, 

this claim was being used not to tie Leipzig to other 

German cities but to raise it above them. 

Although the Saxon king attempted to convince 

Mendelssohn to found the conservatory in Dresden 

instead, Mendelssohn’s petition was ultimately 

successful.47 In April of 1843, the Leipzig 

Conservatory opened its doors. Among its founders 

were nearly all of the Gewandhaus Board members—

Moritz Seeburg, Heinrich Conrad Schleinitz, an 

attorney and amateur singer, the publisher Kistner, 

the banker and politician Johann Georg Keil, and 

Falkenstein himself.48 The founding of the 

conservatory, more than any prior effort, cemented 

Leipzig’s image as a center of musical culture, in part 
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by bringing this image to a wider audience. Unlike 

Mendelssohn’s earlier campaign to secure the 

orchestra’s wages, the conservatory project became 

widely recognized throughout Europe, was clearly 

successful, and received support not just from 

Mendelssohn but from many of Leipzig’s leading 

citizens. 

Mendelssohn’s campaign and language spread to 

others who continued to develop the image of 

Leipzig’s unique musical culture both before and 

after his death. A prime example is the struggle for 

cultural primacy between Leipzig and Berlin, in 

which the resource being fought over was 

Mendelssohn himself. In November of 1840, 

Mendelssohn received an invitation from the new 

Prussian king, Frederick William IV, to establish 

himself in Berlin, where his parents and siblings 

lived. He was to receive a large salary of 3,000 

Thalers, direct occasional royal performances, and 

become the head of a new proposed music academy. 

In 1841, despite misgivings about the vagueness of 

his new post, Mendelssohn accepted the offer and 

moved from Leipzig to the Prussian capital.49 His 

duties, however, remained ill-defined, and 

bureaucratic impediments initially prevented the 

establishment of the proposed Berlin Conservatory.50 

For the last seven years of his life, Mendelssohn 

travelled frequently between Leipzig and Berlin, 

continuing to direct many of the Gewandhaus 

concerts but deputizing others to the composers 

Ferdinand Hiller and Niels Gade. He died of a stroke 

in 1847 in Leipzig, after returning to the city earlier 

that year to conduct his oratorio Paulus. 

In its obituary for Mendelssohn, the Leipziger 

Illustrirte highlighted the long rivalry between the 

two cities for the composer’s time. Its explanation of 

Mendelssohn’s eventual decision to return to Leipzig 

was simple: “Mendelssohn found in Berlin, however 

graciously the King behaved toward him, 

nevertheless no real sphere of influence adequate to 
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his powers and wishes. Only his activity as a 

composer was repeatedly stimulated.”51 The musical 

life of Berlin had not been multifaceted enough for 

Mendelssohn; moreover, the Berliners had valued 

him primarily as a composer, not as an organizer, 

conductor, and interpreter. There is an implicit 

contrast drawn here with Leipzig, the city where 

Mendelssohn had served as director of an orchestra, 

immersed himself completely in the musical activities 

of the town, participated in chamber music concerts, 

and performed on the piano. Even after his death, the 

inter-city distinctions Mendelssohn himself had 

articulated remained a part of public discourse, 

animating debates about the nature of his own legacy. 

 

Conclusion 

The Leipziger Illustrirte Zeitung article 

announcing the unveiling of Mendelssohn’s Bach 

monument featured a page-long biography of Bach, 

ending with his death and funeral in Leipzig in 1750. 

“His earthly remains were interred in the earth on July 

30th,” the author wrote, “but when one asks today 

after the grave of the great Johann Sebastian Bach, no 

person in Leipzig is able, as every person should be 

able with pride, to point to his place of rest and say: 

look, there lies our Bach!”52 Yet there would have 

been few Leipzigers in the late 1840s who would not 

have known if not the location of Bach’s grave at least 

the location of his monument. The Leipziger 

Tageblatt, on the day of the monument’s unveiling, 

advertised portraits of Bach for 1 1/3 Thaler, 

available in every bookshop in the city.53 Leipzigers 

were embracing Bach, and they were embracing him 

as a local figure whose legacy belonged specifically 

to them.   

The precondition for this transformation in 

Leipzig’s civic identity was the remarkable 

engagement of many of the town’s most powerful 

citizens in its musical life. Even before Mendelssohn 

arrived in Leipzig, many of the politicians on the city 

council were also Gewandhaus Board members, and 

throughout the 1840s Leipzig’s foremost 

businessmen contributed to the Gewandhaus concerts 
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and Bach memorial. These men were not all musical, 

but they used Leipzig’s musical institutions as 

platforms for the creation of political allegiances and 

common identity. Their patronage and funding 

strengthened the town’s musical reputation and 

enabled its growth. 

It was Mendelssohn himself, however, not solely 

as a composer but as a writer, who cemented 

Leipzig’s identity as a Musikstadt. In his ceaseless 

flurries of letters to the city council and the 

Kreisdirektion, he hammered home Leipzig’s musical 

uniqueness and the critical importance of the city’s 

musical institutions to its public life. Mendelssohn 

articulated a function for Leipzig’s orchestra that was 

peculiarly local in character. As a public service 

funded by the city government, the Gewandhaus 

would educate Leipzig’s citizens and bring 

recognition to the city through its first-class 

performances. This view left little room for the kind 

of national bourgeois cultural ideal that Pieper 

highlights in her analysis--Mendelssohn was too 

concerned with distinguishing Leipzig’s burghers and 

their music from those of other cities to dwell on a 

wider class identity. 

The focus on local identity in this analysis also 

challenges the notion that German cultural identity in 

the early nineteenth century was oriented exclusively 

towards a national imagined community. Music was, 

and would continue to be, a potent force in the 

shaping of German national consciousness, but it was 

equally effective as a marker of regional and local 

difference. Indeed, successful realization of a 

particular “national” ideal could easily become a 

currency with which cities competed for cultural and 

political prominence. Mendelssohn, by showing that 

Leipzig was preeminent in the particularly “German” 

areas of instrumental and sacred music, was able to 

ensure that the first Saxon conservatory of music was 

founded in his own city rather than in Dresden. 

Similarly, Leipzig’s connection to Bach, a nationally 

renowned composer and arguably the founding father 

of “German” music, became a source of local 
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distinction. In the absence of a unified German state, 

attempts to define a national cultural agenda were 

necessarily carried out at a local level, and so the 

distinction between national and local identities 

quickly became muddled. Although Mendelssohn 

and other Leipzigers of his time may have contributed 

to the establishment of a national ideal in music, it 

was Leipzig, as the city where this ideal found its best 

expression, that they championed. 
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