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Still, no designated tragedy or personal bereavement  
is known to have inspired the work; hence, the 
deliberate general naming of the Tragic Overture. 

Philip Hale considered this composition to be among 
Brahms’ finest works because of “its structure and 
depth of feeling. There is no hysterical outburst; 
no shrieking in despair; no peevish or sullen woe; 
no obtruding suggestion of personal suffering. 
Commentators have cudgeled their brains to find 
a hero in the music: Hamlet, Faust, this one, that 
one. They have labored in vain; the soul of Tragedy 
speaks in the music.”

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) -
Concerto for violin in D major, op. 77:
Allegro non troppo
Adagio
Allegro giocoso, ma non troppo vivace 

Brahms’ Violin Concerto has earned the exalted 
place alongside that of the magnificent Beethoven 
as one of the two greatest violin concertos ever 
written. Although it was met with reservations 
from a public expecting more flash than musical 
substance, over the years the concerto has gained 
immense popularity. It is a concerto irresistible for 
the sunny warmth of its lyricism, the caressing 
and poignant character of its melodies, and for  
the symphonic sweep of its masterfully interwoven 
solo and orchestral parts. 

Written in 1878, Brahms was 45 at the time and was 
entering full maturity as an artist and composer. The 
two-decade long protracted gestation of the First 
Symphony was finally behind him, and the Second 
Symphony emerged with relative ease a year later 
in 1877. He was also pouring out many songs and a 
significant number of chamber works during these 
years of the mid/late-1870’s. Arguably, his two 
greatest concertos – the Second Piano Concerto 
and the Violin Concerto – were both born in the 
same year, 1878. 

To write his Violin Concerto, Brahms returned to 
the site of the composition of the good-natured 
and sunny Second Symphony, the charming village 
of Pörtschach on Lake Wörth near the Austrian-
Italian border, which Brahms described in his 
correspondence as an “exquisite” spot and where 

Notes provided by David R. Glerum 

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) - 
Tragic Overture, op. 81:

Brahms’ two concert overtures–Academic Festival 
and Tragic–were conceived to stand by themselves 
and not function as preludes to dramas or plays or 
anything else. He wrote both of them in the summer 
of 1880 while on vacation at the resort of Bad 
Ischl. The overtures show Brahms’ penchant for 
composing pairs of works in the same genre more 
complementary than similar in nature. Take, for 
example, his first two symphonies, string quartets, 
piano quartets, and the sets of Liebeslieder Waltzes 
and the Serenades.

Even though the Academic Festival and Tragic 
were written in tandem and in the same year, they 
differ considerably in scope and character; they 
are characterized more by complementary balance 
than of similarity. In its ribbing treatment of five 
favorite German drinking songs, Academic Festival 
is cheery and light-hearted. Conversely, the Tragic 
Overture lurks in somber and dark tones with a 
starkly heroic cast. Brahms commented, “One 
overture laughs, the other weeps.” And on why 
he wrote the Tragic: “Having composed [the] jolly 
Academic Festival Overture, I could not refuse my 
melancholy nature the satisfaction of composing 
an overture for a tragedy.”

However, there is no clear evidence that Brahms 
had any particular tragedy in mind. The tragedy or 
drama that Brahms thought of was likely general 
rather than specific in nature. The composer 
did have a life-long love of classic drama and 
literature, and as soon as he began to make some 
money he purchased the works of Shakespeare, 
Aeschylus, Plutarch and Goethe. It is conceivable 
that this Overture emerged from a long admiration 
of the writings of these masters and others, along 
with the profound love and close acquaintance of 
Beethoven’s Overtures for Coriolan and Egmont.  
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he could completely unwind. He described idyllic 
Pörtschach as being filled with melodies, so many, 
in fact, that one “must be careful not to tread  
on them.”

The Violin Concerto was written at Pörtschach with 
a dear old friend, musical ally and mentor in mind, 
the highly regarded violin virtuoso and composer, 
Joseph Joachim. In doing so Brahms followed the 
tradition set by Beethoven and Mendelssohn. The 
bond between Joachim and Brahms was long-
standing and profound, with the two having joined 
forces tracing back to their early twenties to give 
recitals as violinist and pianist. Artistically the two 
were in close sympathy and their bond deepened 
further with a strong personal friendship. And so it 
was that Brahms turned to his respected colleague 
to gain advice on the technical aspects of the violin,  
i.e., to take advantage of an insider’s knowledge 
of the instrument. Joachim went to considerable 
length to examine the score and passed his 
suggestions on to Brahms who, characteristically 
and obstinately, sent most of them to the discard 
bin. Nevertheless, Joachim was allowed to have 
some say in the construction of the work. Almost all 
concertos contain a cadenza where the performer 
is given the opportunity to display his musical 
prowess and technique. Originally, the player would 
come up with the music for this, but from Mozart’s 
time on composers had increasingly desired to 
have complete control over their concertos, and so 
had written out cadenzas in their entirety. But in 
deference to his old friend, here Brahms returns 
to the old custom, and entrusted Joachim with  
the cadenza, still traditionally used in performance 
even today. 

From original drafts, we know that Brahms 
conceived the Violin Concerto as a four-movement 
work, just as he had his Second Piano Concerto. 
However, he developed serious reservations on 
a scherzo he wrote in full and for the original 
slow movement. He wrote: “I do not like haste in 
writing and performing – and for good reasons, 
too! I have stumbled in the Adagio and Scherzo.” 
Subsequently, the Scherzo was cast aside and 
the Adagio underwent extensive revision. “The 
middle movements have gone,” he offered, “and 
of course they were the best! But I have written 
a feeble Adagio.” This self-deprecating and wry 
comment needs to be taken with a grain of salt, for 
this movement is widely considered to one of the 

most beautiful slow movements in the orchestral 
repertoire. When all was said and done, Brahms’ 
revisions proved effective, and after the Concerto 
was sent into the world, he wrote to his publisher, 
Simrock, “It is well to be doubted whether I could 
write a better concerto.” 

The work received its premiere in 1879 in the 
Gewandhaus in Leipzig. This was a “tough crowd” 
in that the city had often been cool and somewhat 
skeptical of Brahms’ music. But they must have 
been amused and charmed by the entertaining 
and unexpected circumstances provided by the 
conductor, Brahms himself. Brahms had developed 
by then various eccentricities, a massive beard 
for one, and another being his almost complete 
disregard for clothes. Running late and in haste 
to get to the Gewandhaus, Brahms forgot about 
changing into dress trousers and was unsuccessful 
in attaching his gray street pants to a pair of properly 
working suspenders. Held up only by a tie, as the 
piece progressed, the trousers fell lower and lower 
and parted company with his shirt! Thankfully, 
according to Yehudi Menuhin, “the concerto ended 
before the anticipated sartorial denouement.” 
(Maestro Christopher Wilkins assures us that his 
suspenders will be securely fastened.)

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) - 
Symphony No. 4 in E minor, op. 98:
Allegro non troppo
Andante moderato
Allegro giocoso
Allegro energico e passionato

Although the German composer Johannes Brahms 
wrote music imbued with intense passion, 
expressivity, and the fervor associated with late 
nineteenth century Romanticism, he often felt like 
a man who lived in a era after his own time. Not 
only did Brahms have a penchant for the forms 
and styles of the Classical and Baroque traditions, 
he actually felt rooted in them. When you think 
“Brahms,” what often comes to mind is music that 
goes so far as to epitomize the Romantic spirit. But 
never does Brahms drift afar from the discipline 
and structure of a Bach, Mozart, or Beethoven. 

German music in the nineteenth century was 
basically split into two antagonistic factions. One 
side – the so called “progressive” – was headed by 
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craftsmanship, emotional gravity, and remarkable 
staying power, who has written more convincing 
and moving symphonies since Beethoven?

Although each of Brahms symphonies has its 
champions, the consensus of critical and pubic 
opinion seems to be that the Fourth stands as 
the composer’s symphonic Olympus. Composed 
over the course of two summers at the small 
Alpine resort village of Murzzuschlag, the first two 
movements were completed during the summer of 
1884 and the remainder the following year. It was 
not unusual for Brahms to express doubts about 
his works and to make disparaging comments 
about them. His initial take of what was to be his 
final symphony followed that pattern. He put his 
publisher on notice not to expect much, warning 
that “I’ve only put together another set of polkas 
and waltzes.” But true to form, such a comment 
presaged something extraordinary of the horizon. 
Having passed the half century mark and at the 
summit of his compositional powers – and no 
doubt with humor and irony as a backdrop for his  
words – the Symphony No. 4 is the most exalted 
and monumental of his works. As the eminent 
German musical scholar August Kretzschmar 
wrote, the Fourth is music that leads “into realms 
where joy and sorrow are hushed, and humanity 
bows before that which is eternal.”

Certainly there is a seriousness and gravity to the 
work not present in the first three symphonies. 
Some have even pulled out the word “tragic” to 
define the Fourth. The critic Friedrich Herzfeld 
actually termed it a work of “monumental tragedy.” 
During its creation it has been noted that one of 
Brahms’ passions was reading newly written 
German translations of Greek drama, including the 
tragedies of Sophocles. Others point to the pathetic 
death of his dear friend and champion, Robert 
Schumann, who suffered a long period mental 
illness during his final days. And the subsequent 
unrequited love that Brahms experienced for 
Schumann’s widow, Clara – for whatever reasons –  
had to have profoundly saddened a man whose 
love never waned. In fact, Brahms very death 
occurred as a result of an ailment aggravated when 
he caught cold after a strenuous two-day journey  
to attend Clara’s funeral. 

All that having been said, if there is a sense of 
the “tragic” to the Brahms Fourth, it is nothing 

Richard Wagner, who endeavored to join art forms 
together into one unified roof under the name, 
“music drama.” The story provided the driving 
force behind how the music should be executed. 
The other camp – the so called “conservative” –  
was typified by Brahms, who adhered to 
established traditions and who had no desire to 
forge significantly new directions in music. 

Wagner it could be argued was self-aggrandizing 
about his music, writing propaganda on where he 
thought music should be headed and interested 
in the past only in so far as it advanced his own 
agenda. Brahms, on the other hand, would just as 
soon talk about something else and let his music 
speak for itself. By so doing he reasoned that that 
his musical aesthetic would be most convincingly 
argued. Wagner wrote almost exclusively for the 
musical stage while Brahms produced works almost 
entirely in the chamber and symphonic realms. The 
division is useful as a means of illuminating the two 
composers’ antithetical approaches to music.

Although Brahms never asked for it, he became 
anointed heir to Beethoven as the champion of 
“absolute music.” Brahms’ goal was to follow 
the concepts of the classicist while at the same 
time moving forward with music rich in lyricism 
and the personal expressiveness of his time. 
However, he strongly rejected ultra emotional and 
overtly programmatic paths and to some extent 
was daunted by the shadow of Beethoven. That 
it took him until his mid-forties to complete his 
First Symphony, a work that had a long gestation, 
demonstrates that he accepted Beethoven’s 
mantle with tremendous seriousness. In his words, 
“You don’t know what it’s like to be dogged by  
his footsteps.” 

Brahms First Symphony turned out to be a 
sensational creation and he went on to write three 
more symphonic masterpieces, establishing him 
as the greatest symphonist not only of his time, 
but possibly the greatest of all since Beethoven. 
Characterized by deep lyrical beauty, impeccable 
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like the “all stops pulled” pain of the Tchaikovsky 
“Pathetique,” to cite one example. And as profound 
as the work is Brahms is never over the top and 
remains committed to his insistence being a 
Classicist intent on holding the line. True, here 
is classical technique stretched emotionally and 
pulled into deeply passionate realms. But, by no 
means does Brahms turn his back on his roots and 
established musical aesthetic.

Actually, “autumnal” and “melancholic” seem 
to be more appropriate adjectives for the overall 
emotional thrust of the Symphony No. 4. After all 
is said and done, it seems as though in the Fourth 
Brahms grappled with his innermost emotions 
and arrived at a carefully thought-out and mature 
acceptance of his own mortality. 

Structurally, the first movement Allegro begins 
almost as if in midstream. An elevated and sweeping 
theme grows out of a two-note motif and spans over 
a streaming accompaniment in majestic fashion. 
The melody is extended and passed back and 
forth within the orchestra. Gradually, the intensity 
increases and climaxes with a second theme, a 
fanfare like figure called forth by the winds. The 
cellos and horns come into play with a soaring line 
all the while the elements of the opening fanfare 
persist. A variety of melodic phrases bring the 
exposition to a close; the development follows and 
is concerned mainly with the opening theme; and 
then a brief but powerful coda brings the movement 
to an end. Clara Schumann summarized the mood 
of the movement this way: “It is as though one lay 
in springtime among the blossoming flowers, and 
joy and sorrow filled one’s soul in turn.”

The ensuing Andante sustains the mood of the 
opening movement by moving us back and forth 
from music that is idyllic and impassioned. A bold 
horn signal ushers in the movement and grows 
into a gentle main theme brought out by the 
clarinets. Contrasting luminous thematic material 
is then brought into the picture by the cellos and 
the rest of the movement inventively works out – 
sometimes serenely and sometimes in agitation – 
the previously stated thematic material.

Sparkling with incisive rhythms, the Allegro 
offers us the contrast of exuberant energy that 
adds much needed wit and humor. Projecting the 
character of a scherzo, the movement amuses us 
with melody inversions, more cheerful themes, 
and lighter textures. After all, we need to be ready 
for the magnificent power of the Allegro energico  
e passionato that is to follow.

The final movement is a masterwork of architecture 
and scoring and is considered by many to be the most 
profound symphonic utterance Brahms achieved. 
It begins with grandeur and stateliness stemming 
from a statement based on the Passacaglia drawn 
from what at the time was believed to be Bach’s 
Cantata No. 150, Nacht dir, Herr, verlanget mich. 
This melody is treated over the course of this 
orchestral-tour-de-force to over thirty variations. 
To the “program-happy” Wagnerians this must 
have seemed insane. Even in general, this final 
movement was considered quite unorthodox in its 
time for use of what was then seen as an archaic 
classical form. And to use it in a symphony? But 
when you remember Brahms’ respect for the 
musical giants who preceded him, variations on 
a passacaglia makes perfect sense. We are also 
convinced when we take in the mastery with which 
the composer treats each variation, each unique in 
instrumentation, character, tone, and rhythm, and 
each growing organically from what came before. 

Although moments of “tragedy” do make their 
way through the Brahms’ Fourth, the composer 
elevates the work into a symphonic swan song of 
affirmation. Perhaps the biographer, Peter Latham, 
got it best when he wrote: “Before the end we have  
risen altogether out of sight of the shady valleys 
of the Andante and the cheerful merriment of the 
scherzo, and wind roars unmercifully over the 
stony slabs of the mountain-side (of the finale). It is  
an awesome heart-searching experience, a mighty 
assertion of the spirit of man.”
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