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Preface

Composed: 1883 in Wiesbaden (completed)

First performance: 2 December 1883 in Vienna, conducted by Hans Richter
Original publisher: Simrock, Berlin, March 1884

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons,
Contrabassoon — 4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones — Timpani — Strings
Duration: ca. 33 minutes

With the exception of a single authenticated fact, the genesis of Brahms’s Third Symphony is
beset by speculation. All that we can say for certain is that the composer completed work on
the score during the summer of 1883, when he was staying in rooms at 19 Geisenbergstrale,
Wiesbaden, rooms that he described to his friend Theodor Billroth in a letter postmarked
27 June 1883: ‘T'm leading a charmed life here, almost as if I were trying to emulate Wagner!
The place was originally built as a studio but was later turned into the most delightful of
country houses, and a studio like this one provides a wonderfully high, cool and airy room!’
Brahms generally destroyed all material relating to the compositional process and said little or
nothing to his friends about his current work on a piece, so that the absence of any surviving
sources makes it impossible to say if he composed the whole of his Third Symphony in this
studio in Wiesbaden or if he merely wrote out the full score on the basis of existing drafts and
preliminary sketches. This statement may surprise readers familiar with the claims advanced
by Brahms’s first biographer, Max Kalbeck, who in the third volume of his biography argues
on the strength of a letter that the composer wrote to his publisher, Fritz Simrock, on 15 Sep-
tember 1883 that ‘the first movement already existed at an earlier period, albeit in a different
form’. But the letter to Simrock nowhere refers to the Third Symphony in so many words.
Rather, the passage in question appears to relate to the String Quintet op. 88, a point made
many years ago by Hans Gal: its slow movement is based on a sarabande for piano that
Brahms had first noted down in February 1855. By the same token, Kalbeck’s claim that ‘the
two inner movements [of the Third Symphony] are only loosely connected to the rest of the
work and owe their existence to the composer’s preoccupation with Goethe’s Faust’ is pure
speculation. (Kalbeck is referring here to the incidental music for a production of Faust that
the director of the Vienna Burgtheater, Franz Dingelstedt, invited Brahms to write in 1880.)
But no such incidental music has survived, rendering any speculations about it otiose, quite
apart from which the claim that the inner movements are only loosely related to the rest of the
symphony is simply not tenable, so close are the links between these two movements and the
others. Finally, Kalbeck’s comments on the final Allegro (‘evidently the last movement to be
written inasmuch as it had no place in the work’s original plan’) reveal his imagination work-
ing overtime: its genesis and intellectual ideas, he argues, wete closely bound up with the
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composer’s visit to the Niederwald to see the statue of Germania that commemorated the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71 and the resultant foundation of Bismarck’s Reich. Six years
in the making, this monument was officially inaugurated on 28 September 1883.

The conductor Franz Wiillner was the first to be told about the existence of the Third
Symphony. Next came Clara Schumann and Joseph Joachim. Only then did Brahms inform
his publisher Fritz Simrock and entrust the score to him. (A version for piano four hands
appeared in March/April 1884, followed by the full score and performing parts in May 1884.)
The work received its first performance in Vienna on 2 December 1883 under the direction of
Hans Richter. According to Kalbeck, ‘troops from the Wagner-Bruckner ecclesia militans
were positioned in the standing area of the Musikvereinssaal’ and hissed the performance,
but in spite of this, the work was a triumphant success: “The composer was tumultuously
acclaimed and repeatedly called out on to the platform after the first, third and final move-
ments,” wrote the reviewer of the Signale fiir die musikalische Welt, while the Viennese music
critic Eduard Hanslick felt that ‘on an outward level, too, the success of the new symphony at
the Philharmonic concert was one of the most brilliant’.

Reviewers judged the new symphony by the standards set its two predecessors, the First
Symphony in C minor op. 68 and the Second Symphony in D major op. 73, noting that in
every case the composer had remained true to traditional four-movement form, while typi-
cally turning away from the sort of Adagio and Scherzo that Beethoven had retained in his
symphonies. They also observed that the techniques of thematic development and developing
variation that Brahms had used in his First and Second Symphonies in order to solve the
problem of large-scale form also played a decisive role in his Third. They further felt that the
melodic, rhythmic, harmonic and technical subtleties with which Brahms had experimented
in his first two symphonies and which, with their added sense of piquancy, are so characteris-
tic of his musical language in general are also found in his Third Symphony. In short, his
progress as a symphonist was a seamless and organic continuation of the journey on which he
had set out in his earlier contributions to the medium. Among the novel elements that set the
Third Symphony apart from its two predecessors was felt to be the opening of the work, its
three-bar ‘motto’ theme functioning as a leitmotif that permeates the formal musical argu-
ment of the whole of the opening movement. Another striking feature was the brevity of the
development sections of the two outer movements, a brevity that gives the impression that
Brahms was consciously avoiding any sense of opposition between their themes in favour of
their harmonious coexistence. Also emphasized was Brahms’s interest in cyclical form, an
interest that finds far more compelling expression in the Third Symphony than in either the
First or the Second. The theme heard in the transition of the final movement harks back to
the second theme of the Andante; the second subject of the finale reveals similarities to the
main theme of the third movement; and at the end of the final Allegro Brahms introduces an
almost literal quotation of the final bars of the opening movement, thereby forging a cyclical
link with the beginning of the work and turning the symphony’s four movements into a fully
integrated symphonic whole. But the most salient feature of the Third Symphony remains the
eloquence of its musical language: note in particular the curious way in which the opening
and closing movements both fade gently away; note, too, the use of chorale harmonies, the
folk-like element and the work’s lyrical inwardness. Max Kalbeck was the first to comment on
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this aspect of the piece in his biography of the composer: ‘No one who has taken a detailed
interest in the F major Symphony has been able to resist the temptation to impute to it a par-
ticular poetic content or programme.’ “What poetry!” wrote Clara Schumann; ‘How one feels
enveloped from first to last by the mysterious magic of life in the forest!” And, writing to the
composer, Joseph Joachim had the following to say about the final movement: ‘It’s curious
but, however little time I generally have for trivialising interpretations that seek out poetry in
music, I cannot rid my mind of a particular poetical image in this work: Hero and Leander.’
And on 10 October 1884, Antonin Dvorak, who was a close friend of Brahms and who knew
parts of the Third Symphony from a performance to which the composer had treated him on
the piano in Vienna, wrote to Fritz Simrock: ‘I am not exaggerating when I say that this work
surpasses both his earlier symphonies, if not perhaps in greatness and the power of its con-
ception, then certainly in terms of its beauty! It contains a mood not often found in Brahms!
What glorious melodies there are here! It is love pure and simple, and on hearing it your
heart overflows. Remember what I have said, and when you hear the symphony, you will say
that I heard aright.’

Klaus Doge
Translation: Stewart Spencer
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and may result in criminal or civil action.

Das widerrechtliche Kopieren von Noten ist gesetzlich
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