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Preface

Composed: 1887 in Thun

First performance: 18 October 1887 in Cologne, soloists: Joseph Joachim
(violin), Robert Hausmann (cello); conductor: Johannes Brahms
Original publisher: Simrock, Berlin, 1888

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

4 Horns, 2 Trumpets — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 33 minutes

The genesis of Brahms’s Double Concerto — his last concerto and, indeed, his last orchestral
composition — is poorly documented. All that we can say for certain is that Brahms wrote it
down during the summer of 1887, which he spent in Thun on the shores of the lake that gives
the village its name. He completed work on the draft in mid-July and by the beginning of
August had put the finishing touches to the full score. His eatly biographer Max Kalbeck
claims that Brahms fell back on material originally intended for a fifth symphony,! but this
claim is unsupported by any evidence and must be regarded as pure speculation.

Brahms’s decision to write a concerto was almost certainly inspired by one of his friends, the
cellist Robert Hausmann, who had taught the instrument at the Royal Academy of Music in
Berlin since 1876 and who had joined the famous Joachim Quartet three years later. Brahms
thought very highly of his playing, which combined virtuosity with great musical sensitivity,
and had already written his Second Cello Sonata in F major Op. 99 for Hausmann. Com-
posed in the summer of 1886, it had received its first performance in Vienna in the November
of that year, when Hausmann had been accompanied by Brahms himself. It is conceivable
that Brahms had already promised to write a cello concerto for Hausmann as early as 1884,
because on 4 December 1884 we find one of the composer’s female friends, the pianist Eli-
sabet von Herzogenberg, writing to ask him: ‘Is it true that you are writing a cello concerto?™
It is impossible to say if Brahms had already noted down any of the sketches for this concerto
by this date, but there is no doubt that he initially intended to write a cello concerto. This also
explains the lines that Brahms sent to Hausmann by way of an apology on 10 August 1887:
‘But you would have taken it with an extremely bad grace if I had added a solo violin to a
cello concerto!”

! Max Kalbeck, Jobannes Brahms, 4 vols. (Berlin, 3/1912-21), IV, 64

2 Max Kalbeck (ed.), Jobannes Brabms im Briefwechsel mit Heinrich und Elisabet von Herzogenberg, 2 vols. (Berlin,
1907), 11, 43 (letter from Elisabet von Herzogenberg to Johannes Brahms, 4 December 1884).

Quoted by Peter Jost, ‘““Gewissermallen ein Versshnungswerk”: Doppelkonzert A-Moll, op. 102°, Jobannes
Brahms: Das symphonische Werk. Einfiibrung, Deutung, Wirkung, ed. Renate Ulm (Kassel and Munich, 1996), 172.
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If Brahms changed his original plans and instead of writing a cello concerto composed a
double concerto for violin and cello — a combination of instruments hitherto unrepresented
in the great concerto literature of the 19th century — then he owed this change of heart to the
violin virtuoso, Joseph Joachim, who was the leader of the string quartet that bore his name
and the director of the Royal Academy of Music in Berlin, where he also held a professorial
position. Brahms and Joachim had been close friends since the 1850s but had had a falling
out in 1880 in the wake of Joachim’s marital problems, problems that had been caused by the
violinist’s morbid jealousy, prompting Brahms to side with Joachim’s wife, the contralto
Amalie Joachim née Schneewei, who was unjustly accused of adultery. (A letter that Brahms
wrote to her in December 1880 played an important role in her separation from her husband
four years later.) For decades the two men had maintained an intimate correspondence, but
this now dried up, and for a time they avoided each other altogether, notably when Brahms
visited Betlin in early 1884. Every trivial action, such as the refusal to shake the other man’s
hand in 1883, rankled as a mortifying insult.

In the light of all these tensions, Brahms was bound to find himself in a dilemma in 1887: if he
wrote a cello concerto for the cellist of the Joachim Quartet, as he had promised to do, then
the leader of the quartet would have felt that he had been passed over and would have felt
insulted all over again. There was really only one solution to satisfy and pacify both parties:
that of a double concerto for violin and cello. In a letter to Clara Schumann, Brahms
described this as ‘an amusing idea’,* while his publisher Fritz Simrock was told only a few
days later that it was the composer’s ‘latest folly’.> The previous month, he had written to
Joachim himself: ‘Prepare yourself for a little shock! I've recently been unable to resist the
idea of a concerto for violin and violoncello, however much I've tried to talk myself out of it.”
Joachim had no reason to complain that of the two solo instruments the cello is accorded
preferential treatment. After all, his own part includes a number of specific allusions to him:
in the third movement, for example, the Hungarian elements recall Joachim’s Violin Concer-
to ‘in ungarischer Weise’ Op. 11, while the F~A—E motif is a musical acrostic associated with
the much younger Brahms and his motto ‘Frei, aber einsam’ (Free, but lonely). The main
theme of the opening movement, finally, recalls the beginning of the Violin Concerto No. 22
in A minor by Giovanni Battista Viotti, a favourite piece of Joachim’s. Clara Schumann was in
no doubt that ‘this concerto is a work of reconciliation — this is the first time in years that
Joachim and Brahms have spoken to each other again’.’

It comes as no surprise to learn that Brahms asked both Joachim and Hausmann to look
through the cello part and, where necessary, to suggest changes to it. After all, Brahms was

* Berthold Litzmann (ed.), Clara Schumann — Jobannes Brabhms: Briefe aus den Jabren 1853-1896, 2 vols. (Leipzig,
1927), 11, 322 (undated letter from Johannes Brahms to Clara Schumann, [between 5 and 15 August 1887]).

> Max Kalbeck (ed.), Jobannes Brabms: Briefe an Fritz Simrock, 4 vols. (Berlin, 1917-18), III, 158 (letter from
Johannes Brahms to Fritz Simrock, 23 August 1887).

¢ Andreas Moser (ed.), Johannes Brabms im Briefwechsel mit Joseph Joachim, 2 vols. (Betlin 1907-8), II, 215 (letter
from Johannes Brahms to Joseph Joachim, [24 July 18871).

7 Berthold Litzmann (ed.), Clara Schumann: Ein Kiinstlerleben. Nach Tagebiichern und Briefen, 3 vols. (Leipzig,
1920), III, 496 (diary entry of 21 September 1887).
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a pianist and in spite of his experience of instrumentation he was conscious of the fact that,
as he told Clara Schumann, there was a difference between

writing for instruments whose character and sound you may happen to have in your head
and that you can hear only in your mind’s ear and those that you know thoroughly, much
as I myself know the piano, where I know exactly what I am writing and why I am writing
in such and such a way.?

Brahms’s idea of playing through the new work and trying it out must have been bound up
with this uncertainty, and both Hausmann and Joachim must have agreed to it. They decided
to meet at Clara Schumann’s holiday home in Baden-Baden. Clara herself was present.
Brahms and Hausmann played through the piece on 20 September, and Joachim joined them
the next day. Many of the changes that found their way into the 1888 edition of the full score
must date back to these run-throughs and were no doubt tried out at this time. A trial per-
formance of the work was held in the Louis Quinze Ballroom in Baden-Baden on 23 Septem-
ber with the local spa orchestra. One of those who was present on this occasion later recalled
that

the musicians, some of whom were outstanding artists in their own right, regarded it as
a refreshing change from their daily routine to play under Brahms’s direction. Joachim and
Hausmann were paying a flying visit as soloists, and in the front row of the informally
dressed audience we noted the venerable figure of an elderly woman bathed in the aura of
eternal youth — Frau Klara Schumann. The autograph score of the new work lay open
before her on a music stand.’

The work was ‘played through twice in succession under Brahms’s energetic direction’ and
earned the composer ‘not only the tumultuous applause of his friends but also a fanfare from
the orchestra’.!®

The official first performance took place in the Giirzenich-Saal in Cologne on 18 October
1887 under Brahms’s direction and proved a huge success, even if some of the reviewers com-
plained about the inaccessibility of the music. But this criticism can also be seen in a more
positive light, for it implies that at each new hearing the work reveals new aspects.

Klaus Doge
Translation: Stewart Spencer

8 Litzmann, Clara Schumann (note 4), I1, 322 (undated letter from Johannes Brahms to Clara Schumann, [between
5 and 15 August 1887]).

9 Kalbeck, Johannes Brahms (note 1), IV, 74 (The memoirist was Gustav Manz.)

10 Kalbeck, Jobannes Brabms (note 1), IV, 75
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Double Concerto for Violin, Cello and Orchestra

Johannes Brahms

(1833-1897)

Op. 102
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