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Preface

Composed: Summer 1884 and Summer 1885 in Miirzzuschlag (Styria)
First performance: 25 October 1885 in Meiningen

conducted by the composer

Original publisher: N. Simrock, Berlin, October 1886

Versions and arrangements: for piano duet, Simrock 1886;

for 2 pianos, Simrock 1886

Instrumentation: 2 flutes (2 = piccolo), 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons,
double bassoon — 4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones — timpani, triangle —
strings

Duration: ca. 46 minutes

Each of Brahms’s four symphonies was the result of an extremely productive summer vaca-
tion: whereas the First Symphony in C minor Op. 68 was written in the village of Lichtenthal
near Baden-Baden, the Second Symphony in D major Op. 73 was composed at Portschach on
the Worthersee, the Third Symphony in F major Op. 90 in the town in Wiesbaden and the
Fourth Symphony in E minor Op. 98 in the small town of Miirzzuschlag in the Austrian
province of Styria, where the composer spent the summers of 1884 and 1885. According to
his first biographer, Max Kalbeck, Brahms lived in a house that had once been part of the
town wall. ‘In the courtyard an open, covered gallery with pointed arches and small columns
on the first floor runs up to a tower. Here Frau Maria Laschitz owned a relatively large apart-
ment — three rooms and a kitchen — and Brahms immediately rented it for 250 florins. He
enjoyed walking through the vaulted rooms, each a step higher than the last one, like the
movements of a cyclical work, and in order to have as much space as possible, he left half the
furniture with his landlady. From his front door he could step straight out into the open coun-
tryside, turning either to his left to walk up the local hill, which was covered in olive trees and
where the new Protestant church now stands, or going straight ahead along the Graz road or,
finally, turning off to the right towards the meadow that descends to the River Miirz as its
flows down from the Neuberg beneath the Schneeberg and that offers the visitor an abun-
dance of winding walks along its wooded pathways.” According to Brahms’s notebook
for 1884, it was here in Miirzzuschlag that he worked on his ‘fourth symphony, the first
movements’ between late June and mid-October. During the following summer he was in
Miirzzuschlag from late May to September, and on this occasion his notebook reads: ‘Sym-
phony. Finale and Scherzo.” The surviving sources make it impossible to determine whether —
as appears to be the case from these diary entries — Brahms really wrote the symphony’s
fourth and final movement before the Scherzo, which in terms of the work’s cyclical structure
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occupies third position. It is striking, however, that at a time when composers conceived of
their works as living organisms and the piece as a whole was thought to emerge teleologically
from a germ cell, evolving from a rudimentary embryo to a fully developed and magnificent
bloom, Brahms’s Op. 98 was written in two stages and possibly even in a non-traditional
order — which in the present case implies a non-teleological creative aesthetic.

Brahms always drew a veil of secrecy and silence over his work as a composer, at least until
such time as the work in question was finished. In the case of the Fourth Symphony, however,
rumours had already begun to circulate in 1884, at the very time when he was completing
work on the first two movements of the piece. At the end of October 1884, for example, we
find Elisabeth von Herzogenberg, the wife of the composer Heinrich von Herzogenberg,
writing to Brahms: ‘Heinz sends his best wishes and wants to know if it is true about the
fourth symphony.” Five weeks later Clara Schumann wrote to the composer: ‘You have
written to tell me about various vocal works, even though I have not yet seen them, and yet I
have been hearing a great deal about a fourth symphony.” These rumours may have been
fuelled by a letter that Brahms wrote to his publisher, Fritz Simrock, on 19 August 1884, the
final sentence of which reads: ‘But it seems to me that I should get hold of some better paper
with more staves.” Simrock may have interpreted this remark in the same way that Kalbeck
did: “The “better paper with more staves” is a give-away to the reader and publisher: Brahms
was working on his fourth symphony.’

Brahms completed work on the score in the autumn of 1885, and it was not long after his
return to Vienna at the beginning of October 1885 that he and Ignaz Briill performed the
composer’s own arrangement of the symphony for piano duet for a small group of friends that
included the music critic Eduard Hanslick, the surgeon Theodor Billroth and the conductor
of the Vienna Philharmonic, Hans Richter. As early as the beginning of September 1885,
while he was still in Miirzzuschlag, Brahms had approached the conductor of the Meiningen
Court Orchestra, Hans von Biilow, in connection with the first performance of his new
symphony: ‘Unfortunately, the piano concerto that I would very much like to have written
has turned out all wrong. [...] But there are a few entr’actes lying around here — pieces
which, taken together, people generally call a symphony. On my concert tours with the
Meiningen orchestra it has often amused me to imagine rehearsing it with you in a nice and
easy way, and I still imagine this today — and I also wonder in passing if it will find a wider
audience. I am afraid, you see, that it smacks of the local climate — the cherries here never
become sweet, you would never be able to eat them!” In the course of the rehearsals Brahms
was able to hear his work for the first time, an experience that led him to make a number of
alterations to the score. The first movement’s original tempo marking, for example, was
changed from Allegro non assai to Allegro non troppo. He also added four new bars at the
very start of the work: accompanied by a string pizzicato, the winds — marked forte — were to
sustain a six-four chord in A minor throughottt the first two bars, and only then were they to
introduce the tonic with a two-bar chord of E minor. Clearly, then, Brahms intended to begin
his symphony with a plagal cadence on the subdominant, an opening that would have found
an obvious echo in the work’s other archaisms, from the Phrygian harmonies of the second
movement to the passacaglia form of the finale. As such, this opening would have provided
an eloquent motto for the symphony as a whole. But Brahms removed this new four-bar intro-
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duction before the first performance and reverted to the opening that he had written in
Miirzzuschlag.

There are above all three points that writers on the work have repeatedly stressed since the
time of its first performance: its profound melancholy, its archaic language and its complexity.
In the case of the first of these points — the work’s melancholy — it has often been observed
that, unlike the First Symphony, the Fourth does not begin in the minor and end in the major
and does not, therefore, trace the musico-dramatic trajectory that leads from despair to hope
and that can be summed up in the phrase ‘per aspera ad astra’. It begins in the minor and
ends in the minor, only the second movement in E major creating a brighter overall impres-
sion, while the third movement in C major is wild and demonic by contrast. As for the second
point — the work’s archaisms —~ commentators have noted not only the afore-mentioned modal
textures in the second movement and the formal design of the final movement, which is
indebted to the Baroque form of the passacaglia, with its stream of variations upon a repeat-
ed ground, but also parallels with two works by Johann Sebastian Bach: many writers have
drawn attention to the evident similarity between the final movement’s passacaglia theme and
that of the final chorus of Bach’s Cantata 150, Nach dir, Herr, verlanget mich, while other
writers have pointed out the resemblance between the second movement’s second subject
and the aria ‘Gottes Engel weichen nie’ from Cantata 149, Man singet mit Freuden vom Sieg.
Brahms, who took a lifelong interest in the music of all periods and styles, had a subscription
to the old complete edition of Bach’s works and is known to have been familiar with these
cantatas. We come finally to the third of the above points: the complexity of Brahms’s Fourth
Symphony. Elisabeth von Herzogenberg was one of the first to speak of the ‘ingenious’
motivic and thematic relationships within the work, a wealth of allusions which by her own
admission she was able to appreciate only by examining the score but not by listening to the
music: ‘T feel as if this piece is unduly calculated to appeal to the eye of an observer with a
microscope at his disposal, as if all its beauties are not visible to the mere amateur and as if it
represents a miniature world for the clever and knowledgeable. [...] I have discovered a
whole series of passages only by looking at the score and have to admit that I would have
taken them in only with the ears of my intellect, not with those of my senses and feelings
unless my eyes had come to the rescue.” These lines address a topos in the reception of music
in general: the coherence of the work as a whole and the artificial encoding of its details. In
his review of Berlioz’s Harold en Italie, Liszt described this as the ‘activity of feeling and
thinking’, while Schoenberg later spoke in this context of the dichotomy of ‘heart and brain’.
It is precisely this tension between emotional understanding and conceptual comprehension
- a tension no doubt inherent in every composition — that has contributed towards the
abiding success and greatness of Brahms’s Fourth Symphony: each time we listen to it, we
hear something new, feel something new and discover something conceptually new.

Klaus Dége
Translation: Stewart Spencer
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Symphony No. 4

Johannes Brahms
(1833-1897)

Op. 98
I. Allegro non troppo
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