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Since the completion of the last of them in the summer of 1885, all four 
Brahms symphonies have enjoyed a more or less regular stay in the core 
repertory. Though they represent a small output relative to the vast 
output of chamber music, as well as to the symphonies of his contempo-
raries and successors, Brahms's symphonies have established a major 
position in the concert hall; a challenge to orchestras both in balance and 
in the quality of playing in all departments, they still represent a means by 
which the highest orchestral standard is judged. Yet for the listener they 
have an added dimension. Perhaps more than any of the symphonic 
works with which they might be compared in the later nineteenth 
century, they embody a complex set of musical statements, gestures or 
'utterances' that open up different structural interpretations and rela-
tions ~f ideas. For some listeners, the framework for the apprehension of 
these features is the classical exterior and the secure grounding in an 
Austro-Germanic musical tradition, giving these works their unique 
emotional, spiritual and intellectual appeal; others will cite the creativity 
with which Brahms met the very challenge of symphonic composition 
after Beethoven, a challenge inseparable from that of symphonic 
composition in the time of Liszt and Wagner. The aesthetic contradic-
tions and paradoxes inherent in his solutions are an essential part of the 
works' appeal. 1 

Brahms's biographers have often remarked that these large-scale 
works were composed within a single decade, 1875-85. To some extent, 
then, they spring from a single creative impulse. Although traces of it 
extend as far back as 1862, the First Symphony was not completed until 
September 1876, the bulk of the composing having taken place in 1875-6. 
Within the space of a single year, however, the Second Symphony fol-
lowed. Then there was a lull, as Brahms turned to other projects, among 
them the Violin Concerto and the Second Piano Concerto, completed in 
1878 and 1881 respectively. The Third Symphony was finished during the 
summer of 1883. And, as with the First-Second pair, the Fourth 
Symphony was completed only a year after the Third. The many kinds of 
parallel between them are in part a consequence of this compositional 
history. Not that there is any obvious redundancy of idea or uniformity in 
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such as the use of sonata form and ternary form, the prevailing lyricism, 
the similar orchestral complement, and an orchestral character that often 
reflects a string-based texture - these and other features are always fresh 
in their individual context. Much has been made of the intellectual 
dimension of Brahms's composing, of a supposed academic or overly 
learned manner. It is true that Brahms's devotion to Bach, Schubert and 
Beethoven, not to mention composers of what was long referred to as 
'early music', made possible an ongoing dialogue with a generalised 
musical past, conferring on his manner a uniquely historicist composi-
tional mode that distanced him from those purveyors of a so-called 
'Music of the Future', Liszt and Wagner. But critical labels apart, the 
future lay as much with Brahms as with his contemporaries, and not 
merely because he, too, wrote some intensely chromatic music. 2 

It is somewhat paradoxical that some listeners' most enduring impres-
sion of the symphonies has less to do with the academic side of Brahms's 
craft than with the ( apparently spontaneous) moments of great lyrical 
outpouring. The purpose of this chapter is to illuminate these responses 
by offering commentary on formal aspects of the symphonies, necessarily 
selective in view of their size and rich content. 

Perspectives on form 

'Form' is a slippery term. It may be used in a broad sense to refer to every-
thing that makes for a meaningful shape, or dynamic trajectory, anything 
that promotes or undermines the coherence of the whole. In an essay 
identifying issues in composition, Carl Dahlhaus construes musical form 
as 'the sum of the associations between all the elements of a composition'. 3 

He then draws a distinction between architectural form and logical form. 
Form as architecture, complete with plans and designs, is enshrined in the 
music of the Viennese masters of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. Their outer forms (like sonata form) are subject to a prescribed 
pre-compositional plan. Logical form, by contrast, dispenses with the 
outer design of architects and assumes a form prescribed by the nature, 
will and destination of the musical ideas themselves. The result is a fluid 
discourse in sound that may or may not satisfy the prescriptions of archi-
tectural form. Even superficial acquaintance with the Brahms sym-
phonies will show that neither concept of form fully represents Brahms's 
practice and that we need the benefit of both perspectives. The architec-
tural sonata form, for example, is a clear point of reference for all of the 
first movements, most of the last movements and several of the interior 
movements. Statistically, sonata form has the greatest priority in 



135 Formal perspectives on the symplionies 

Brahms's formal schemes. It docs not follow, however, that the most pro-
ductive mode of perception of these movements resides in an awarene1111 
of the design itself. For Brahms's thematic premises are often dist inct and 
individual, seeming to forge their own path of elaboration, so that the dis-
course in sound takes on the character of an improvisation. The creative 
tension between architectural and logical form, two fundamentally 
opposed compositional impulses, lies at the heart of Brahms's style. On a 
more concrete level of musical structure lie a number of elements that 
may be said to have provided stylistic opportunities for Brahms's com-
posing. 4 A look at the genres, forms and associated techniques of his 
musical language suggests that it is formed from (at least) a triple her-
itage: the already mentioned Viennese classical school; a contemporary 
'romantic' sensibility; and an archaising or perhaps 'archaeological' 
manner. 5 By choosing the central genres of the first Viennese school 
(string quartets, piano trios, symphonies and concertos), Brahms 
accepted the normative challenge of writing in the high classical style. 
And with this came an acceptance of the corollary challenge of composing 
in their principal forms: sonata form, various ternary shapes, variation 
form, minuet and scherzo. There is, however, nothing mechanical about 
Brahms's appropriation of these channels of expression, for each 
appropriation is marked by elements from another heritage, allowing the 
composer to speak in a fundamentally mixed or syncretic language. 

Harder to define technically but no less pertinent is the romantic 
sensibility, whose intimate manifestations invariably invite a 'poetic' 
response. Devices range from the play of periodicity and anti-periodicity 
in melody, through the circulation of fragments and dislocated wholes, to 
the occasionally descriptive or tone-poetic passages. Included here also 
are a tendency towards the epigrammatic and a Schumannesque senti-
mentality. The heritage of the archaic covers Brahms's use of materials 
and procedures from the distant rather than recent musical past, includ-
ing devices drawn from Renaissance and Baroque choral music.6 

The modal writing at the beginning of the slow movement of the 
Fourth, for example, is both archaic in origin and 'modern' in effect. 
Similarly, the choice of a passacaglia theme (based on one by J. S. Bach) as 
structural premise for the finale of the same symphony betrays an 
'archaic' influence, even though here the thirty-odd variations that follow 
owe as much to Viennese as they do to archaic influences (Beethoven's 
Diabelli Variations, for example, are assimilated in this movement). To 
this archaic tone must belong the traces of a folk idiom in Brahms, in par-
ticular passages whose modal ambivalence and plagal inflection impart a 
floating, less goal-oriented, perhaps even exotic quality - in contrast to 
the more usual directed motion. 
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Example 6.1 S«ond Symphony, movement 1, bars 455-77 
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Translated into technical terms, our 'triple heritage' enables some 
simple generalisations. The harmony functions within closed formal 
designs, based on a traditional distinction between tension and resolu-
tion, and regulated by a strong bass line. Chromaticism is always con-
tained. Periodicity is secured by cadential action, even where enormous 
trajectories are involved. Although parallel periods do sometimes occur, 
the normative duality of classical phrase structure is no longer held as a 
rigid premise. Melody remains fresh, frequently assuming the shape of a 
dynamic curve with a clear high point and a complementary resolution. A 
heightened exploitation of thematic invention results in a new logic of 
'developing variation'.7 Moments of self-contained and especially mem-
orable melody contrast with periods of fragmentation. These ( and other) 
dimensional processes combine to produce more complex profiles, 
profiles that are not easily described by means of single, overarching 
characterisations - which is why ultimate meaning must be sought in 
individual contexts. 

Turning points 

Deep into each of Brahms's sonata form movements (and sometimes 
others as well) is a significant turning point, a moment of reversal that 
announces closure. In the first movement of the Second Symphony, the 
moment of reversal, although adumbrated harmonically in bars 294-302, 
is given profile by a reduction in the rate of harmonic movement (bar 451 
introduces a dominant pedal), a lowering of dwamics and, perhaps most 
poignantly, a new and memorable melodic event: the emergence of a 
resigned solo horn melody that moves unhurriedly but purposefully to its 
own high point (B~ in bar 469) before subsiding in a cadence on to the 
tonic (Example 6.1 ). The shape, terminal position and poetic effect of the 
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Example 6.2 First Symphony, movement 1, bars 486-95 
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Example 6.3 First Symphony, movement 1: 'Norm' and Brahms's variant 
in bars 491-95. 

Norm: 
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horn melody render further thematic and harmonic activity redundant. 
All that is needed is cadential assurance. Not that the movement has been 
lacking variety in fragmentation: but the turning point invites us to forget 
the fragments, or rather to recall them from within the relative security of 
a 'traditional' coda. In a highly detailed and wide-ranging study of the 
Second, Reinhold Brinkmann writes similarly of this passage: 'the horn is 
sounding a farewell, gathering the movement together, conducting it to 
its fulfilment'. 8 

A comparable moment of reversal occurs in the first movement of the 
First Symphony, where Brahms signals the beginning of the end by means 
of a sweet, perhaps sentimental melodic fragment that closes with an 
archetypal 3-2-i descending motion (Example 6.2). Here, too, there can 
be no turning back. Nor is the sense of ending here achieved only by 
retroactive means. On the contrary, the sequencing of bars 478-81 as 
482-5 suggests further thematic and harmonic exploration. But the inter-
vention of a subdominant harmony in bar 488 reorients the tonal narra-
tive. And the deliberateness of the little melody quoted in Example 6.2, its 
unfolding over a dominant pedal (from bar 490 on) and its expansion of 
an underlying four-bar phrase by an extra bar (see the 'norm' and 
Brahms's variant in Example 6.3 ): all these conspire to create a sense of 
closure. Furthermore, at the actual cadential moment (bar 495), the 
timpani enter and persist, thus calling to mind the very opening of the 
movement, and reminding us of the reciprocal relationship between 
beginning and ending. 

A heightening of the lyrical element may be heard in some slow move-
ments as well. At bar 108 in the second movement of the Third Symphony, 
an expressively marked new melody, played an octave apart by first and 



138 Kofi Agawu 

Example 6.4 Third Symphony, movement 2, bars 108-11 

second violins, signals the beginning of the end, giving an epigrammatical 
sense to the conclusion of an altogether warm and broadly expressive 
movement (Example 6.4 extracts on one stave the outer voices only). 
Secondary factors such as the violas' triplet accompanying figure and 
Brahms's expressive marking'p cresc. poco a poco' combine with the high 
register and subsequent melodic appoggiaturas to draw attention to this 
passage. Moments like this acquire a revelatory, perhaps even transcen-
dent quality. They remind us of the composer's deep sense of classical 
oratory, which assures the organic shape of his first movements. 

Not all turning points are quiet, lyrical or sentimental; and not all of 
them are marked by a new theme. The one in the first movement of the 
Third Symphony features nothing less than the heroic main theme of the 
movement (Example 6.5), prepared by the two-bar motto theme that 
opens the movement (see bars 181-2). The crucial difference here is the 
sounding of the beginning of the theme over dominant rather than tonic 
harmony. The resulting~ chord (bar 183) and the immediate indication of 
a turn towards the subdominant (bar 184) confer the necessary element 
of novelty upon this moment of reversal. In the slow movement of the 
Fourth Symphony, the turning point is signalled by a tiny detail: a 
marking of the subdominant moment, delaying the inevitable arrival on 
the cadential dominant. This event, which occurs during the recapitula-
tion of the extraordinarily beautiful second main theme of the move-
ment, emerges from the following context. First, the two strains of the 
second theme are heard, now in the tonic of E major (bars 88-97). Then 
the first strain of the melody is repeated in a broad, luscious and thickly 
scored mode (bars 98-101 ). For the second strain, the scoring is reduced 
for strings only (bar 102), and the arrival on the subdominant chord (bar 
103) is highlighted by a familiar romantic topos of closure, the string 
pizzicato. In addition, clarinets and bassoons seem to get stuck on a 
rhythm (barsl03-5), thus retarding the progress towards closure. 

Heard as moments in the narrative unfolding of each movement, the 
turning points mentioned above point to one aspect of Brahms's form: 
the fluid processes associated with 'logical form'. We have noted however 
that Brahms's sonata forms embody a basic conflict between such fluid 
processes ('romantic form') and the architecture of classical form. 
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Example 6.5 Third Symphony, movement 1, bars 183-87 
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Architectural design, evident from the additive processes by which 
periods and paragraphs are arranged to constitute a whole movement, 
provides a framework for understanding how the discourse of each 
sonata form movement is articulated and sustained. Let us turn, then, to 
some of the ways in which Brahms plays with the elements of sonata form. 


