
Program Notes: Felix Mendelssohn's Symphony No. 3 "Scottish" 

Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847), one of the most significant composers of the Romantic era, 

embarked on a journey to Scotland in 1829 that would profoundly influence his artistic output. 

The impressions and experiences from this trip inspired Mendelssohn to compose his Symphony 

No. 3 in A minor, known as the "Scottish" Symphony. This symphony stands as a testament to 

Mendelssohn's deep appreciation for the beauty and history of Scotland and his ability to 

translate these sentiments into captivating musical form. 

Mendelssohn's "Scottish" Symphony opens with a brooding and atmospheric introduction, 

reminiscent of the misty landscapes and ancient ruins that fascinated the composer during his 

travels. The dark and mysterious character of the music sets the stage for the dramatic journey 

that lies ahead. Gradually, the symphony unfolds with a sense of urgency and drama, as 

Mendelssohn weaves together rich and evocative melodies, intricate counterpoint, and lush 

orchestration. 

The first movement, marked by its dramatic contrasts, showcases Mendelssohn's gift for creating 

vivid musical landscapes. The music alternates between moments of introspection and powerful, 

sweeping melodies, evoking the grandeur of the Scottish landscape and the tumultuous emotions 

it inspired in the composer. The interplay between the various sections of the orchestra adds 

depth and complexity to the composition, creating a sense of tension and release. 

The second movement, a lively scherzo, captures the spirit of Scottish folk dances. 

Mendelssohn's keen sense of rhythm and his use of lively melodies and syncopated rhythms give 

the music a distinct Scottish flavor. The playful and energetic atmosphere conjures images of 

traditional dances and joyful gatherings, providing a contrast to the more contemplative nature of 

the preceding movement. 

The third movement, marked Adagio, transports the listener to a world of tranquility and 

introspection. Mendelssohn's gift for lyrical melody shines through, as he weaves a captivating 

and expressive theme that unfolds with tenderness and grace. The music evokes a sense of 

longing and nostalgia, reflecting the composer's fascination with the historical heritage and 

romantic allure of Scotland. 

The symphony concludes with a dynamic and triumphant fourth movement. Mendelssohn's 

masterful orchestration and his use of bold and majestic themes create a sense of grandeur and 

celebration. The music builds to a resounding climax, incorporating elements of Scottish folk 

tunes and culminating in a triumphant finale that leaves the listener with a sense of awe and 

exhilaration. 

Mendelssohn's Symphony No. 3 "Scottish" stands as a testament to his ability to capture the 

essence of a place and its culture through music. The symphony's rich melodies, dramatic 

contrasts, and vibrant orchestrations transport the listener to the rugged beauty and rich history of 

Scotland. Mendelssohn's profound admiration for the country's landscapes, folklore, and 

historical heritage is palpable throughout the symphony, reflecting his desire to convey these 

sentiments to his audience. 



The "Scottish" Symphony remains a beloved and enduring work in the orchestral repertoire. Its 

captivating melodies, dramatic narrative, and evocative portrayal of Scotland have ensured its 

place as one of Mendelssohn's most celebrated compositions. The symphony continues to 

enchant audiences, transporting them on a musical journey that embraces the grandeur, mystery, 

and romantic allure of the Scottish landscape. 

 


