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mAIMBHE ChA%E— % op. 68
JOHANNES BRAHMS (1833-1897)
Symphony no. 1in C minor, op. 68
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Un poco sostenuto—Allegro
Andante sostenuto
Un poco allegretto e grazioso

Adagio—Allegro non troppo, ma con brio

Brahms enjoyed several fruitful years from 1867

to 1872 composing vocal works, as he produced
classics including Ein Deutsches Requiem, the Alto
Rhapsody, and Schicksalslied. Brahms was equally
prolific as a composer of chamber music, having
written the Sonata for Two Pianos. When it came to
symphonies, however, he ran into significant hurdles,
as he reached the age of forty without successfully
establishing his own symphonic sonority.

A Perfectionist

While many composers would have published

their first symphonies early on in their twenties, by
the time he finished the Symphony no. 1in 1876,

the forty-three-year-old Brahms was well into his
composing career, with close to seventy works
under his belt. However, his conception of the
Symphony no. 1 dates back to 1856, when he was
working on three movements which he subsequently
used for his Sonata for Two Pianos. After hearing
Schumann's Symphony no. 4, he got the idea to
rewrite sketches of the sonata into a four-movement
symphony. Why, then, did the final product take
over a decade to complete?

Brahms had always composed rigorously, and
he constantly revised his works until all flaws,
however minor, had been eliminated. Although this
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perfectionism took a toll on his composing speed,
the meticulous refinements allowed each of his
compositions to evolve as a flawless work of art.
The Symphony no. 1is no exception; with the Piano
Concerto no. 1in D minor as its prototype, it was
conceived by Brahms in his early twenties but not
completed until well into his middle age.

Another reason for the delay in completing the
Symphony no. 1 was the late great Beethoven.
Brahms was hailed by some contemporaries as the
successor to Beethoven, with his style echoing that
of the classical master, including hallmarks like a
dramatic arc from a tormented opening, a struggle
against pain to an uprising, and a final victory (as
seen in Beethoven's Symphony no. 5 and Brahms’
Tragic Overture). After Beethoven's ground-breaking
Symphony no. 9, high expectations were being
placed on Brahms to continue this legacy and push
German music forward. Unfortunately, the immense
pressure, compounded with Brahms' own reverence
for Beethoven, only imposed stumbling blocks to

his creative output. How could he ever compose a
work that could match or even surpass Beethoven's
Symphony no. 9, while also establishing a personal
style? This was probably one of Brahms greatest
struggles at his working desk.

Rivaling Beethoven's no. 9

Brahms casts a dark shade on the beginning of the
symphony, where the thumping of the timpani, like

a staggering giant, leads in the basic motif played by
the mellow strings and woodwinds, which is to be
modulated later in the movement. In the exposition,
marked allegro, woodwinds and violins present the
first theme. Shortly after the oboe plays the second
theme in E flat major, the violas follow with a jagged,
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new motif, leading to a codetta. A development
section based on the first theme precedes the
recapitulation, which, finally relaxing the tempo,
ends on the first theme in C major.

The gravity of the opening movement is washed
away by the tranquility of the second movement in
E major. The violins and bassoon open the ternary
form movement with a cantabile theme. The middle
section, featuring the violins and the oboe, contrasts
this by embellishing its theme with dotted rhythms,
which is soon taken over by the horn and a solo
violin to close off the movement serenely.

The third movement, also in a three-section form,

is much shorter and swifter than the previous

ones. Replacing the scherzo typical of Beethoven
with an intermezzo, Brahms presents us with a
middle section that is graceful, romantic, and yet

no less lively. We even get a peek into his typical
descending-thirds motif, and in the closing section, a
glimpse into the first theme of the finale.

A Birthday Gift to Clara

A slow introduction in C minor, akin to that of the
first movement, opens the finale by recreating

the previous gloomy atmosphere with a focused
orchestral sound, followed by a rhythmic pizzicato
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LephFITIRE  GUSTAV

passage. In the midst of the subsiding storm, light
shines through in the form of the horn’s Alphorn
motif, evoking the imagery of salvation from
suffering. The tune, a birthday gift from Brahms to
his confidant Clara Schumann in September 1868,
originally bore the words: ‘High on the mountain,
deep in the valley, | send you many thousand
greetings’ (‘Hoch, auf'm Berg, tief im Tal, grif’’
ich dich viel tausendmal’). Now settled in C major,
energetic violins lead into the exposition with the
brisk and memorable main theme. The finale's
resemblance to Beethoven's Symphony no. 9 was
quickly pointed out at its premiere, even though
Brahms adamantly denied it. The last section
shifts the metre to cut time, building up to a
climax with a hastened passage centred on the
main theme, only to slow down for the trombones
from the introduction to bring the symphony to a
heroic close.
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Gustav is the founder and editor-in-chief of Die Musikzeitung, a
Hong Kong based website which aims to share the joy brought

by music, and to promote classical music to youngsters.
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INSTRUMENTATION

Two flutes, two oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, contra
bassoon, four horns, two trumpets, three trombones, timpani
and strings.
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