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Preface

Composed: 1877 in Portschach/Vienna

First performance: 30 December 1877 in Vienna,

conducted by Hans Richter

Original publisher: Simrock, Berlin

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones, Tuba — Timpani — Strings
Duration: ca. 44 minutes

The village of Pértschach on the Worthersee in Carinthia was a place of superlatives for
Brahms: ‘Yes, it couldn’t possibly be any lovelier than it is here’, he wrote to his friend Theo-
dor Billroth on 29 June 1877, before going on to describe ‘the lake and forests and, above
them, the curve of the blue mountains shimmering white in the driven snow’.! At more or
less the same time he had written to another of his friends, his publisher Fritz Simrock: ‘It is
delightful here, it couldn’t be more charming, quite apart from the fact that it is the gateway
to something that could not be more beautiful or more magnificent.”? Brahms had travelled
to Portschach at the beginning of June 1877 in order to spend his summer vacation there. In
addition to his work on the piano score of his First Symphony, on the motet Warum ist das
Licht gegeben Op. 74/1 and his vocal duet Edward Op. 75/1, he must also have worked at this
time on his Second Symphony because we find him writing to one of his friends in Vienna,
Eduard Hanslick, during this same summer of 1877: ‘It will also be a way of thanking you if
this coming winter, say, I have a symphony played for you and if I make it sound so carefree
and so lovely that you will think T wrote it specially for you or even for your young wife!
That’s no great feat, you'll say, Brahms is a smart fellow, the Worthersee is virginal territory,
where tunes fly up so frequently that you have to be careful not to tread on them.”

That Brahms made a certain amount of progress on his new symphony before he travelled to
Lichtental near Baden-Baden in the middle of September 1877 to visit Clara Schumann, who
owned a house there, emerges from a letter that Clara wrote to Hermann Levi on 24 Septem-
ber 1877: ‘Brahms is in good spirits, altogether delighted by his summer break, and he has

' Otto Gottlieb-Billroth, Billroth und Brabms im Briefwechsel (Berlin and Vienna, 1935; R1991), 244; as Constantin
Floros has pointed out, the words ‘and, above them, [...] pure driven snow’ are taken from Brahms’s song Auf
dem See Op. 59/2 of 1873, a setting of a poem by Karl Simrock; see Constantin Floros, Johannes Brabms: Sinfonie
Nr. 2, D-Dur, op. 73. Einfiibrung und Analyse (Mainz and Munich, 1984), 160.

2 Quoted by Max Kalbeck, Jobannes Brabms, 2nd edn, 4 vols (Berlin, 1912), Vol. IT1/1, 148.

* Kalbeck, Johannes Brahms (note 2), Vol. I11/1, 175.
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finished, in his head at least, a new symphony in D major — the first movement is now written
out.”* Part of the final movement, too, must already have been noted down by 3 October, for
on that day we find Clara making the following entry in her diary: ‘Johannes came this eve-
ning and played me the first movement of his second symphony in D major, which I found
altogether delightful. [...] I also heard part of the last movement and am overjoyed art it.”
Two days later we find a further entry: ‘Johannes accompanied us to Oos but then returned to
Baden, where he plans to finish writing out his D major symphony.”® Unfortunately, Brahms’s
autograph score contains no dates, so that it is impossible to know whether Clara’s reference
to Brahms ‘finishing writing out’ the symphony means that he wrote out the full score of the
final movement before turning to the full score of the second and third movements. On the
strength of the different types of paper that he used (the opening movement is written on one
type, the two middle movements on a second type and the final movement on a third type of
paper) and in the light of the original pagination (the first movement begins on page 1; the
second and third are consecutively numbered, again beginning with page 1; and the fourth
once again begins with page 1), Reinhold Brinkmann assumes that ‘Brahms began to write
down the second movement in full score before the first movement was completely notated
{or else the page numbers could have run on), that the entire third movement was written
down after the second, and that the writing of the fourth was begun before the third had been
notated to the end of the movement’” If this is true, then it means that even while he was
still in Pértschach Brahms had been working simultaneously on all four movements. It may
have been this that Clara Schumann had in mind when she wrote on 24 September 1877 that
Brahms had completed a new symphony ‘in his head at least’.

The full score of the Second Symphony was completed at the end of October 1877, shortly
before Brahms returned to Vienna. Here he prepared the arrangement for piano duet that he
and Ignaz Brill performed in early December to a small group of invited guests in Friedrich
Ehrbar’s piano salon. By this date it had already been decided that the D major Sympho-
ny would be given its first performance by the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra under Hans
Richter. The date originally planned, 9 December, proved impossible to accommodate within
the orchestra’s busy schedule, and so the first performance was postponed until 30 December
1877. Immediately after the performance, Carl Ferdinand Pohl — best remembered for his
Haydn biography — reported briefly on the event to Fritz Simrock: ‘It’s over. Model perform-
ance, warmest reception. 3rd movement (Allegretto) da capo, repeated calls for the com-
poser. Duration of the movements: 19, 11, 5, 8 minutes.’® Brahms himself conducted his new
symphony for the first time in Leipzig on 10 January 1878.

Berthold Litzmann, Clara Schumann: Ein Kéinstlerleben. Nach Tagebiichern und Briefen, 3rd edn, 3 vols (Leipzig,
1920), Vol. II1, 363; trans. Grace E. Hadow as Clara Schumann: An Artist’s Life, 2 vols (Leipzig, 1913), Vol. I1, 328
(trans. revised).

> Litzmann, Clara Schumann (note 4), Vol. 111, 364; Engl. trans. Vol. II, 329 (trans. revised).

Litzmann, Clara Schumann (note 4), Vol. I11, 365; this passage was not taken over into the Engl. trans.

7 Reinhold Brinkmann, Jobannes Brabms: Die Zweite Symphonie. Spéte Idylle (Munich, 1990), 13 (= Musik-Kon-
zepte 70); trans. Peter Palmer as Late Idyll: The Second Symphony of Jobannes Brabms (Cambridge, MA, 1995),
21.

Letter of 30 Dec. 1877 quoted by Brinkmann, Jobannes Brahms (note 7), 9; Engl. trans. 16 (trans. slightly modi-
fied).
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Reactions to Brahms’s Second Symphony were far more spontaneous and enthusiastic than
to his First, which had received its first performance in November 1876. Above all, it was the
symphony’s carefree character that commentators stressed, describing it variously as ‘jovial’,
‘soulful’, ‘easy to grasp’ and ‘full of the joys of life’.” The doyen of Vienna’s music critics,
Eduard Hanslick, wrote in this context that ‘I cannot adequately express my pleasure in the
fact that Brahms, having given such forceful expression to the emotion of a Faustian strug-
gle in his First Symphony, has turned again to the spring blossoms of earth in his Second.’?
Secondly, and relatedly, the work evoked associations of nature with its horn sonorities, its
parallel thirds and sixths, its triadic melodies and a structure based on four-bar periods.™
‘It’s like a pure blue sky, the murmur of springs, sunshine, and cool green shadows!” wrote
Billroth immediately after getting to know the work,? while the review that appeared in the
Vienna Konstitutionelle Vorstadtzertung had the following to say about the symphony’s first
performance: ‘In the opening movement a beautiful musical idea is developed along posi-
tively exemplary lines; time and again it reappears like a gambolling stream between bushes
and rocks, always with new charm and in an ever new and ever more beautiful light.’?® Third-
ly, commentators stressed the symphony’s folklike tone. According to the critic of the Wiener
Fremden-Blatt, Brahms had ‘soaked up melody’ and ‘fallen under the spell of songs and coun-
try dances’,'* while the review of the local premiére in Leipzig in 1878 that was reproduced
in the Newue Zeitschrift fiir Musik noted that in the second movement ‘the violoncellos, violins
and, gradually, most of the other instruments sing with an uncommonly heartfelt and inward
tone in the manner of the noblest folksong’.”” In short, it was the sense of beauty and intima-
cy that determined the altogether positive responses to the symphony. That this beauty and
intimacy turned out on closer inspection to be less than wholly unsullied but to contain rough
edges and disjunctions emerges from a letter that the conductor Vinzenz Lachner wrote to
Brahms on 6 August 1879: ‘Why do you introduce the growling timpani & the dark and lugu-
brious sounds of the trombone & tuba into the idyllically carefree mood with which the 1st
movement begins? Could not the subsequent earnestness or, rather, the powerful outburst of
manliness teeming with youthful vitality be motivated as if of its own accord, without these
sounds, which portend disaster? Should grace be combined with power by means of some-
thing so sinister?’'¢ Brahms replied in August 1879, revealing an openness about himself as
a composer and about his work that we rarely find in his other correspondence: ‘T'll tell you
just as fleetingly that I very much wanted and tried to manage without trombones in that first
movement. (The E minor passage I would gladly have sacrificed, as I now offer to sacrifice it
to you.) But that first entrance of the trombones, that belongs to me and so I cannot dispense
with it nor with the trombones, either. Were I to defend that passage, I would have to be long-

9 See Floros, Johannes Brabms (note 1), 1771f.

12 Quoted by Floros, Jobannes Brabms (note 1), 183; trans. Henry Pleasants as Eduard Hanslick, Music Criticisms
1846-99 (Harmondsworth, 1963), 159.

1 See Brinkmann, Jobhannes Brabms (note 7), 27; Engl. trans., 33.

12 Gottlieb-Billroth, Béllroth und Brabwzs im Briefwechsel (note 1), 251.

Y Quoted by Floros, Jobannes Brabms (note 1), 179.

¥ Quoted by Floros, Jobannes Brabms (note 1), 178.

5 Quoted by Floros, Jobannes Brabmes (note 1), 185.

1 Quoted by Reinhold Brinkmann, ‘Die “heitere Sinfonie” und der “schwer melancholische Mensch”: Johannes
Brahms antwortet Vincenz Lachner’, Archiv fiir Musikwissenschaft, Vol. XIVI (1989), 294-306, esp. 297.
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winded. I would have to admit, moreover, that I am a deeply melancholy person, that black
pinions constantly rustle over us, that in my works — possibly not entirely without intent — this
symphony is followed by a small essay on the great “Why”. If you do not know it (motets) I
will send it to you. It throws the necessary sharp shadows across the lighthearted symphony
and perhaps explains those trombones and kettledrums.”'” In a word, Brahms regarded his

Second Symphony as a musical idyll with melancholy strains that can be faintly heard in the
background.

Klaus Doge
Translation: Stewart Spencer

7 Brinkmann, ‘Die “heitre Sinfonie™ (note 16), pp. 301-2; trans. Josef Eisinger and Styra Avins in Jobannes Brabms:
Life and Letters, ed. Styra Avins (Oxford, 1997), 552-3.
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Symphony No. 2 in D major / D-Dur

I Allegro non troppo

Johannes Brahms
(1833-1897)
Op. 73
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