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Introduction 
 
When Felix Mendelssohn published his first Lieder 
ohne Worte (Songs without Words) for piano in 
1832 — under the title “Original Melodies” through 
the English publisher Novello — he likely had no 
intention of establishing a new genre. Rather, it is 
reasonable to assume that his aim was simply to 
give lasting form to a fleeting moment of happiness. 
However, a letter dated 15 October 1842 addressed 
to Marc André Souchay provides a particularly illu-
minating insight into Mendelssohn’s understanding 
of language and music:1 

“There is so much talk about music, and yet so 
little really said. For my part I believe that words 
do not suffice for such a purpose, and if I found 
they did suffice, then I certainly would have noth-
ing more to do with music. People often complain 
that music is ambiguous, that their ideas on the 
subject always seem so vague, whereas every one 
understands words; with me it is exactly the re-
verse; not merely with regard to entire sentences, 
but also as to individual words; these, too, seem 
to me so ambiguous, so vague, so unintelligible 
when compared with genuine music, which fills 
the soul with a thousand things better than words. 
What music I love expresses to me, is not thought 
too indefinite to be put into words, but, on the 
contrary, too definite. I therefore consider every 
effort to express such thoughts commendable, but 
still there is something unsatisfactory too in them 
all, and so it is with yours also. This, however, is 
not your fault, but that of the poetry, which does 
not enable you to do better. If you ask me what 
my idea is (Herr Souchay had asked Mendelssohn 
the meanings of some of his “Songs without 
Words.“), I say – just the song as it stands; and if 
I have in my mind a definite term or terms with 
regard to one or more of these songs, I will dis-
close them to no one, because the words of one 
person assume a totally different meaning in the 

mind of another person, because the music of the 
song alone can awaken the same ideas and the 
same feelings in one mind as in another, – a feel-
ing which is not, however, expressed by the same 
words.” 

Over a period of 13 years, between 1832 and 1845, 
Mendelssohn composed eight collections compris-
ing a total of 49 Lieder ohne Worte, all of which are 
gems of the small, intimate form. Well within the 
reach of talented amateurs, the collections quickly 
became a great success, not least for the publishers, 
who in turn began offering arrangements of the 
original piano pieces for other instrumentations. 
Friedrich Grützmacher’s version for cello and pi-
ano, created for Peters-Verlag, can be mentioned 
here as a representative example. 

Only once did Mendelssohn compose a Lied ohne 
Worte for a duo: inspired by a performance by the 
French virtuoso Lisa Cristiani at the Gewandhaus in 
Leipzig, he wrote his Op. 109 for cello and piano in 
1845, a work that is extremely popular among cel-
lists2. 

This playing book of Mendelssohn’s Lieder ohne 
Worte aims to make works that are generally inac-
cessible experienceable for the rare combination of 
viola and cello (similar to the Bach-Vademecum, 
published in 2025)3. While the viola part impresses 
with its pure melody, the cello is tasked with repro-
ducing as much of the lively piano part as possible, 
which is why fingering suggestions have been care-
fully added to the part, which are also helpful to the 
arranger himself. 

The publisher and editor would like to thank Mar-
tin Bärenz, Heidelberg, for the music notation, and 
Ludwig Dieckmann, Heidelberg, for proofreading 
the viola part. 

Christoph Habicht 
Neckargemünd, June 2026 

 
 
 
 

 
1 Letters of Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, from 1833 to 1847, Trans-

lated by Lady Wallace, London 1863. 
2 No. 6 in this edition. 

3 Bach-Vademecum, A playing book of works by Johann Sebastian 
Bach for Viola and Violoncello by Christoph Habicht (Heidelberg: 
Güntersberg, 2025), G454. 


