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Religious Conflicts and Dialectics in
Felix Mendelssohn’s
Responsorium et Hymnus

Kwen-Yin LI

Abstract

This essay discusses the problem of Felix Mendelssohn’s attitude towards
different religions shown in his choral piece Responsorium et Hymnus, Op. 121,
for male choir with cello and double bass. Musicologist Jeffrey S. Sposato argues
that the insertion of the Lutheran chorale at the end of this Catholic liturgical
work is a manifestation of the composer’s devout Lutheran faith and a criticism
against the Catholic church. However, with closer examination on the work, the
author finds that Mendelssohn attempted to create a dialectic between different
denominations of Christianity by using music elements which are representative
of these denominations. Instead of a critique on Catholicism, Mendelssohn
conveys the possibility and the necessity for the coexistence of different faiths,
an idea which can be traced back to Moses Mendelssohn, the composer’s
grandfather, who suggests that religious pluralism and tolerance is the only way
to religious truth. At the end of this paper, I propose that there is a parallel
dialectic process in the reception history of Felix Mendelssohn’s work and life—
from the post-Wagnerian and anti-semitic criticism to the Mendelssohn
Renaissance in the second half of 20th century. We cannot have comprehensive
understanding and sound interpretation of Mendelssohn and his works without

this multi-perspective approach.

Keywords: Felix Mendelssohn, Enlightenment, religious pluralism, dialectics,
reception
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