INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfiilm master. UMI films
the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and
dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type of
computer printer. ‘

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations
and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

in the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized
copyright maternial had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and continuing
from left to right in equal sections with small overiaps.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6° x 9" black and white
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations appearing
in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order.

Bell & Howell Information and Leaming
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 USA
800-521-0600

®

UMI






THE ALTO RHAPSODY OF JOHANNES BRAHMS:

A SYNTHESIS OF TECHNIQUE AND EXPRESSION

by

Gennevieve Brown-Kibble

A Document Submitted to the Faculty of the
SCHOOL OF MUSIC AND DANCE

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
For the Degree of

DOCTOR OF MUSICAL ARTS
WITH A MAJOR IN MUSIC

In the Graduate College

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA

2000



UMI Number: 9983891

@

UMI Microform 9983891

Copyright 2000 by Bell & Howell Information and Learning Company.

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against
unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

Bell & Howell Information and Leaming Company
300 North Zeeb Road
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA ®
GRADUATE COLLEGE

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have read the

document prepared by Gennevieve Brown-Kibble

entitled The Alto Rhapsody of Johannes Brahms:

A Synthesis of Technique and Expression

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the requirements for the Degree

of Doctor of Musical Arts

%w IR OTES 019 -00

Maurice H. Skones Date
JQ / b D§e
C)Q G -/§-00
Rober¥~4€ Cutietta Date
Date
SMM e . W AR b, R~ \& -00
Donald L. Hamann Date

Final approval and acceptance of this document is contingent upon the candidate’s
submission of the final copy of the document to the Graduate College.

I hereby certify that I have read this document prepared under my direction and
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the requirement.

% il 0—18-00

Director Maurice H. Skones Date




STATEMENT BY AUTHOR

This document has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements
for an advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the
University Library to be made available to borrowers under the rules of the
Library.

Brief quotations from this document are allowable without special
permission, provided that accurate acknowledgment of the source is made.
Requests for permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of this
manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the head of the major
department or the Dean of the Graduate College when in his or her judgment the
proposed use of the material is in the interests of scholarship. In all other
instances, however, permission must be obtained-from the author.

¥ $ .

- =N

/

Signed: 27zt

v 7

[ o 7Y w AV
7t AN f"k‘_n_x'/‘k ( UM L O

J



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

It gives me pleasure to acknowledge the dedicated professors from the
University of Arizona’s School of Music and Dance who willing served as
members of my committee. Dr. Jay Rosenblatt was of invaluable assistance in
helping to generate research ideas and in serving as an editor for the
document. The innovative thinking of Dr. Robert Cutietta regarding the way
music is perceived provided motivation for my approach to writing. Dr.
Janet Sturman lifted my spirits in times of discouragement. Dr. Donald
Hamann was always able to see the forest of green through the trees of red
tape. My deepest gratitude goes to my major professor, Dr. Maurice Skones.
He believed in the merits of this study when it was not popular to do so, and,
despite circumstances that should have caused him to abandon its
supervision, determined to remain firm to his commitment until this project
was brought to fruition.

Finally, I want to thank my family for their love and support—well
before and after the completion of this project. My sisters, Carole and Nadine
form with me the strands of a cord that cannot be broken. Extra special

‘thanks goes to Kevin, my partner and friend for his patient assistance
through each step of this journey.



To Keowna



TABLE OF CONTENTS
LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS ...ttt cctceee o see s e s cne s e m e e e s e sesae s eeaen
ABSTRACT ettt s e ete s st e e e rmsa e s mbs s e m b s s b s s e e enena e e ennan
INTRODUGCTION.... ettt ettt e re e ce e et ne s o ee e e e bamseem e e ms e neseeesannsenns
Chapter
1. BIOGRAPHICAL ANALYSIS: 1853-69.......iiiiiiiiiiiieiictceece s
2. TEXTUAL ANALYSIS
Harzreise: The Poem ............co.coooiiiiiimmiimiinreeieccaenns
“Harzreise als Herzreise: * Brahms as Central Character ........
3. MUSICAL ANALYSIS
Reichardt and Brahms: Two Rhapsodies Compared .................
DeSIBIY ..o e
TeXUUR® ...ttt e
MOtOR ...
4. SYNTHESIS
What this Study Reveals about Brahms ..............................
Contrasts ...
Balance ... e
Emotional EXpression .........c....coiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiccicinneee.
Implications for Interpretation................oooooi
CONCLUSION ettt et tect e e st reete et e e e e et aa e s e e e e m e e e an s smmeeetemannsanennnes
APPENDIX
A. TEXT OF THE RHAPSODY WITH TRANSLATION ....ccoiiiiiiimninianeeencaeens

B. TEXT SETTINGS OF GOETHE, REICHARDT AND BRAHMS COMPARED .

............................................................................................................

10

15

26

32

37

R

65

&

70

91

92

93



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Example

1. Internal repetition within five-part texture of Brahms’s Rhapsody ......
2. Opening textures in the Alto Rhapsody...............uevvvunnimieminnnnneeaninin.
3. Triplet pulse in opening adagio...........cocoeueeeemmiciiiiiiernneiieeneeaeeeeeann,
4. Triplet pulse in the closing adagio............cccoeeeieeiiiiiiiiiimiiiiiiiie,
5. Texture produced by alto solo and low strings...............oeeiiieeeeneieeeennnnni.
6. Contrapuntal textures used to effect the climax ...........cccoooencccii.
7a. Reichardt’s use of the diminshed fifth in his Rhapsodie.......................
7b. Brahms’s use of the diminshed fifth in his Rhapsody........cccc.ccccc........
7c. Brahms’s extension of Reichardt’s key interval ................cccccooeii.l.
8. Layering of motion devices in the Alto Rhapsody...........coceereeeeeneennnnii..
9. Phrases beginning on weak beats used to promote motion.........c.cccccc.c.....
10. Cross-rhythms in the final adagio............ccccoooviiirrinniiieenne,
11. Augmented minor sevenths featured in the climax.............ccceeeeenni.
12. Cross thythms in the poco andante.....................ccccovinriiiiiimrnnninnnnnna.
13a—c. Thematic transformation of the opening theme..............c.ccceeeeeeeiiill.
14. Breath marks based on triple or duple pulse in the final adagio.............
Table

1. Comparison between Reichardt’s and Brahms’s Rhapsody ....................
2. Design of Reichardt’s and Brahms’s Rhapsody ...........c..covemnnemnrnnennnnne..

3. Some Conducting Tempos Used for the Alto Rhapsody.........ccccoceu..........

75

81

33

39



ABSTRACT

In the name of scholarship, there has been a tendency to either
downplay or ignore all together the emotional aspects that are often the
driving force of creative undertakings. One does not have to do this with the
music of Brahms, because expression and technique are not mutuaily
exclusive. This study examined the integral connection between personal
experience, text and music that is demonstrated so uniquely and emphatically
in the Alto Rhapsody.

The study began with a description of key events that shaped the
musical and personal life of the composer: from the launching of his career
in 1853 to the writing of his Alto Rhapsody in 1869. Brahms’s relationship to
the text of the Rhapsody, three central stanzas from Goethe’s Harzreise im
Winter, was discussed. The music was analyzed under the categories of
formal design, texture, and motion. Each category featured a comparison
between the Brahms setting and the earlier one which inspired it: Johann
Friedrich Reichardt’s 1790 version. Analysis of the formal design began by
weighing the personal factors that influenced the two Rhapsodies. The
means by which vocal and instrumental textures were used to enhance
textual meaning were evaluated. The musical analysis concluded with a
description of rhythmic, melodic and harmonic motion employed in the Alto
Rhapsody.

Viewed as a synthesis of personal experience, text and music, the Alto

Rhapsody provided a unique opportunity to gain insight into various



features of the composer and his art. This study explored the aspects of
contrast, balance and emotional expression.

Analysis of Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody revealed significant relationships
between the composer, his chosen text and the musical materials and
methods used to compose the work. An understanding of these relationships
can serve as the basis for informed interpretation, effective rehearsal and

expressive performance.



10

INTRODUCTION

The task of uncovering just what the elements are that make a piece of
music truly great, the kind of greatness that can never be exhausted by further
study and performance, is intriguing. It probably begins with an idea, which
may or may not express itself poetically, whose themes connect the here-and-
now to the eternal. Then the musical elements are called upon to illuminate
that idea, and to give utterance where words fail.

Music . . . may be especially well-suited for use as a transitional or
linking phenomenon. It has a unique capacity for soothing and
comforting. It has both the concreteness of real events and the
abstractness of symbols. Some composers seem especially gifted in
exploiting these transitional qualities of music, and I would like to
suggest that Brahms is a good example of such an artist.'

The Alto Rhapsody of Johannes Brahms is that sort of piece. This work,
written at a critical personal and professional juncture, is perhaps the most
intimately revealing work of the mature Brahms. It was not commissioned,
written for a special occasion, or undertaken as a musical exercise. Rather, it
is an expressive musical outpouring of Brahms’s questioning despair and
unyielding hope. The purpose of this study is to examine the integral
connection between personal experience, text and music that is demonstrated
so uniquely and emphatically in the Alto Rhapsody.

Research has provided careful analysis of structural elements of the

music and the text, but these may be best understood when linked directly to

'Peter F. Ostwald, “Johannes Brahms, Solitary Altruist,” in Brahms and His World,
ed. Walter Frisch (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1990), 23-24.
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their composer. In his essay on the motivic and rhythmic contour of the

Rhapsody, Allen Forte notes:

This eloquent and profound work has a recondite character
corresponding to that of the usual poem chosen by its composer.

Only slowly, after much patient study, does it reveal some (but not all)
of its mysteries. Indeed, so elaborate is the concealed structure of this
extraordinary composition—at various levels— that the present essay
can only deal with a limited number of aspects.’

Wallace Berry makes a critical examination of both text and music. He
concludes his study with this observation:

Indeed, Brahms” music, far from constituting a pallid echo of Goethe’s
text, profoundly enhances textual meaning and intensity of statement
in the poem to which it is allied in consistently apposite, consignificant
structures.’

Audrey Garlington’s article places Goethe’s text in direct personal alignment
with Brahms.

While both Harzreise and the Alto Rhapsody may be seen as a
culmination of past experience now assimilated and refocused toward
the future, the means, intentions and results are different in both
cases; by 1869, Goethe’s journey into a winter landscape had been
transformed by Brahms into a voyage intérieur.

Other researchers find relevance in the Alto Rhapsody primarily as it
relates to Brahms's shorter choral works with orchestra from roughly the

*Allen Forte, “Motive and Rhythmic Contour in the Alto Rhapsody,” fournal of Music
Theory 27 (Fall 1983) : 255.

Wallace Berry, “Text and Music in the Alto Rhapsody,” Journal of Music Theory 27
(Fall 1983) : 253.

‘Aubrey S. Garlington, Jr., “Harzreise als Herzreise: Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody,”
Musical Quarterly 69 (Fall 1983) : 534.
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same period of composition: Schicksalslied, Ninie and Gesang der Parzen.’

Although there are interesting parallels that can be drawn with these works,
closer examination suggests that the Alto Rhapsody is a singular work that
merits individual focus. Brahms’s choice of text is a significant aspect that
points in this direction. Goethe’s words in these three select verses are
sharply focused on just one individual. The texts of the choral works
mentioned above clearly address universal themes that are reflected in the
composer’s choice of texture. In the Alto Rhapsody, the original and intimate
use of instrumental and vocal textures is inextricably bound to the text,
providing further evidence of the individuality of this composition. Finally,
Brahms’s application of a continuous and irregular form sets the Alto
Rhapsody apart from the others. Walter Frisch begins his introduction to the
facsimile edition of Brahms’s autograph manuscript with these words:

The Alto Rhapsody, composed in 1869, is one of the most significant
and compelling of Brahms’s larger vocal works. It is distinguished by
the strong personal associations it had for the composer, by the
unusually rich and dark (even for Brahms) timbre created by the
combination of alto soloist and men’s chorus, and by its position
among Brahms’s compositions of the years 1865-1873.°

Secondary research aside, Brahms himself made some characteristically
ambiguous statements about the Rhapsody. In a letter to Hermann Dieters

(September, 1869):

*Paul Mueller’s dissertation (1990) provides a detailed study of the comparisons
between the Alto Rhapsody and the Schicksalslied, another of Brahms’s shorter choral works
with orchestra. Siegfried Kross (1983) and Norman Myrvik (1941) describe the Rhapsody
within the context of Brahms's choral output, while Craig Bell (1996) discusses the work as it
relates to Brahms’s vocal music.

‘Jjohannes Brahms, Alto Rhapsody, Opus 53: A Facsimile Edition from the Composer’s
Autograph Manuscript, introduction by Walter Frisch (New York: Astor, Lenox and Tilden
Foundations, 1983), 9.
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I'll hear it [Alto Rhapsody] shortly in Carlsruhe and even if I should
not have this somewhat intimate music printed or performed, I shall
inform you of it anyhow. . . . To hear from you about this sort of thing,
in private or through the journals, belongs to my most particular
pleasures. Only I am probably too much inclined to keep the dissent
and unfortunately also the thanks to myself.’

In a letter to his publisher Simrock (October, 1869):

With the proofs I enclose a little novelty for which, in consideration of
its excellence, I desire 40 Friedrichsdors. You can look it over, and
perhaps the publisher in you will be enticed by the most exquisite score
in existence. ‘Postlude to the Composer’s Lovesongs, Op. 52."—The
thing is called: Rhapsody ... It is the best prayer I have yet recited, and
even if your esteemed altos will not be eager to sing it right away, there
are plenty of people who have need of this kind of prayer.®

These comments help to shed light on what may at first appear to be
Brahms’s strange attitudes in relation to the Alto Rhapsody. His words show
that although he placed musical value on the work, he was reluctant to
reveal much about its personal connection. This is not uncharacteristic of
Brahms, who cherished his privacy enough to insist on exchanging and then
destroying his correspondence with Clara Schumann.

Even as early as 1856, Brahms was concerned with shielding his
correspondence from the eyes of others. The actual exchange took
place in 1887. Brahms disposed of his letters, and Clara did burn the
first few years’ worth of hers before her daughter Marie convinced her

to stop.’

Given Brahms’s penchant for understatement, especially in this regard, it is

revealing for him to even use the words etwas intime or “somewhat

Johannes Brahms, Life and Letters, selected and annotated by Styra Avins, trans. Josef
Eisinger and Styra Avins (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 398.

°Ibid., 396.

‘Ibid., 761.
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intimate” as a description of the work. It is also interesting to note that

Brahms’s linkage of the Rhapsody is to Op. 52, the Liebeslieder Waltzer. This
should not be taken too seriously from a musical standpoint, but rather as an
indication of Brahms’s psychological state.” It was quite possibly a bitterly
ironic reference to the contrast between those lighthearted love songs and the
gloomy events that seem to have inspired the writing of the Alto Rhapsody.
Perhaps the most reliable voice is that of his lifelong friend and
confidant, Clara Schumann speaking from a diary entry in September 1869.

Johannes brought me a wonderfu! piece, a few days ago, the words
from Goethe’s Harzreise, for alto, male chorus, and orchestra. He
called it his bridal song. It is long since I remember being so moved by
a depth of pain in word and music. . . . This piece seems to me neither
more nor less than the expression of his heart’s anguish. If only he
would for once speak as tenderly!"

The “various levels” that Forte refers to in the Alto Rhapsody are not
just musical and textual; these letters reveal that they are also deeply
personal. Perhaps this was the level Brahms was referring to when he wrote
in the above letter, “there are plenty of people who have need of this kind of

prayer.”

"“Earlier in the same letter, Brahms admitted: “... for the first time, I grinned at the
sight of a work in print—of mine! Moreover, I gladly risk being called an ass if our Liebeslieder
don’t give a few people pleasure.” In a previous letter (Avins, p. 396): “Liebeslieder is being
forced on me here. They have very simple titles . . . otherwise I would suggest that the word be
veiled.”

"Berthold Litzmann, ed., Clara Schumann: An Artist’s Life Based on Materials Found
in Diaries and Letters, trans. and abridged from the fourth edition by Grace E. Hadow (Leipzig:
Breitkopf & Hartel, 1913), 268.
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CHAPTER 1
BIOGRAPHICAL ANALYSIS: 1853-1869

The years 1853-1869 encompass a dynamic period of personal and
musical growth in the life of Johannes Brahms. On the personal front he fell
in and out of love, endured the breakup of his parent’s marriage and the
death of his beloved mother. Professionally, he was gaining wide acceptance
as a composer, pianist and editor of early music, but was grieved at being
repeatedly rejected as principal conductor of the orchestra in his hometown of
Hamburg.

Shortly after meeting Brahms in 1853 and witnessing his exceptional
musical talent, Robert Schumann published an article in the Neue Zeitschrift
fiir Musik that hailed Brahms as a trailblazing young musician. No monetary
value can be placed on such an endorsement, and as a result Brahms seemed
well on his way to fame and fortune. From this time forward, Brahms
composed under a heavy weight of gratitude to the man who had launched
his career with one prophetic swipe of the pen.

The following year brought severe changes to Brahms’s relationship
with the Schumann family. Robert Schumann was committed to an asylum
after attempting suicide. Brahms rushed to the aid of Clara Schumann and
her children, and when Robert died in 1856, he practically became a member
of the household, helping to take care of the children while Clara was off
earning money as a concert pianist, and even keeping the family’s financial

books. From June 1855 until his return to Hamburg in October of 1856 he
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An intense artistic and personal bond was being forged between

Johannes and Clara. As early as June 1854 the twenty-one year old Brahms
declared his feelings in a letter to the leading violinist and his close personal
friend, Joseph Joachim:

I believe I admire and honor her no more highly than I love and am in
love with her. I often have to restrain myself forcibly just from quietly
embracing her and even—: I don’t know, it seems to me so natural, as
though she could not take it all amiss. I think I can’t love a young girl
at all any more, at least I have entirely forgotten them; after all, they
merely promise the Heaven which Clara shows us unlocked.’

Brahms did find a way to “love a young girl” or two following this
declamation. In the summer of 1858 his romance with Agathe von Siebold
resulted in a brief engagement that Brahms broke off in January 1859. The
break with Agathe was concurrent with Brahms’s disappointment at the
unsuccessful debut of his First Piano Concerto in Leipzig. In the spring of
1859, Brahms seemed to regain his optimism with the formation of his
Frauenchor. This women'’s chorus provided Brahms with the regular
company of forty adoring female fans, but more significantly they were the
inspiration for the flood of choral compositions in the years to follow.

For her part, Clara felt the need to explain to her children the role that
Brahms played in her life during the time of Robert Schumann’s illness and
death: “Like a true friend, he came to share all my sorrow; he strengthened
the heart that threatened to break, he uplifted my mind, brightened my spirits

where he could. He was, in short my friend in the fullest sense of the word.”

'Brahms, Life and Letters, 48.

*Nancy B. Reich, “Clara Schumann and Brahms,” in Brahms and His World, ed.
Walter Frisch, (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1990), 43.
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relationship beyond genuine respect and artistic admiration for one another.

The friendship was a complicated one to be sure. One can imagine that the
attempt to maintain their accord in such a manner as not to raise curious
eyebrows must have produced some anguish for both parties. There were
occasional flare-ups between them, and the letters available show that their
relationship was quite strained prior to Brahms’s writing of the Alto
Rhapsody in 1869.

The period after meeting the Schumanns was an unsettling one in
more than one respect for Brahms. For one thing, he did not have a
permanent address. Apart from a brief stint in his hometown of Hamburg
during the years 1860-62 when he tried to make his living by composing,
teaching and conducting his Frauenchor, he moved freely between Vienna,
Baden-Baden, Hamburg, Carlsruhe and Winterthur.

As a result of circumstances personal and professional, therefore,
Brahms was wont to describe himself as a ‘vagabond’. Having lived at
home until he was almost thirty and destined to live in the same
lodgings for the last twenty-five years of his life, Brahms lived in seven
or more residences during the much shorter period 1862-71.

Summers were often spent in Baden-Baden, near to where Clara and
her children resided. Often in his letters to family and friends, he would
request for various scores or items of clothing to be forwarded to a particular
location. Judging from the tone of this letter written to his friend Julius
Allgeyer, Brahms managed to find some humor in this state of flux.

Dear Friend,

Indeed, it seems to me I have unsuccessfully asserted once before: the
attic of your house still shelters things that belong to me. Nevertheless
‘Michael Musgrave, “Years of Transition: Brahms and Vienna 1862-1875,” in The

Cambridge Companion to Brahms, ed. Michael Musgrave (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999), 37.
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the journey straightaway, ascend to the above-mentioned attic, and
survey the scene. Also raise up on high dishes worn out by diverse
usage and blankets full of dust, open boxes and crates and observe if
they don’t harbor books and linens. Should you, in addition, find
boots and breezy summer things which cause a tear of emotion to
appear in your eye on behalf of the friend who had worn such scruffy
stuff—just toss the mouldy things onto your neighbour’s roof.*

It wasn’t until December 1871 that he finally made his home in Karlsgasse,
Vienna.

In 1865, Brahms tasted a mixture of sweet success and bitter
disappointment in both his private and professional life. After years of
turmoil, his parent’s marriage disintegrated. Much more devastating was the
death of his mother. Professionally, Brahms was now touring as an
acknowledged piano virtuoso. Three years later, widespread fame and
fortune followed in the wake of performances of his German Requiem. With
such an outpouring of admiration for his talents as a pianist and composer,
what could possibly explain Brahms’s attraction in June 1868 to Goethe’s
disturbing Harzreise im Winter text (see appendix A)?*

Although Brahms was enjoying great acclaim for his compositions and
performances, he bore the sting of being rejected for a second time as
conductor of the Hamburg Philharmonic. His first rejection in 1862 was an
ironic and painful contrast to his first successful concert tour of Vienna

earlier in the same year. The accepting Viennese public was no match for the

‘Brahms, Life and Letters, 374-75. Julius Allgeyer was a renowned photographer in
Germany. Brahms visited him often in Carlsruhe.

*Johannes Brahms, Alto Rhapsody, Song of Destiny, Ninie and the Song of Fates in Full
Score, from the Complete Works Edition, English version by Stanley Appelbaum (New York:
Dover Publications, 1995), 3-21. All examples of text and music used in appendix A and
throughout this document are derived from this source.
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expressed in a letter to Clara Schumann:

As I am above all a rather old-fashioned person, it is also true that I am
not cosmopolitan, but instead, am attached to my native city as to a
mother. . . . How seldom does someone like us find a fixed abode, how
I would have liked to find it in my native city. Now, here, where so
much beauty delights me, I nevertheless feel and would always feel
that I am a stranger and can find no peace.*

Brahms apparently linked the security of this position with his ability to
finally settle down and marry. In the same letter quoted from above, he
laments:

If I could not hope here, then where? Where may Iand canI! . . . One
wants to have ties and a livelihood that makes life into a life, and one
is afraid of loneliness. Activity in lively union with others and lively
social relationships, family happiness—what human being doesn’t feel
the longing for that?’

Brahms expressed interest in a position in Diisseldorf in 1876 saying “I
have wished so long and so earnestly for such a position, and regulated
activity, that I now must give it serious attention. ”* The letter to Theodor
Billroth continues with Brahms making a comparison between Vienna and
Disseldorf. He concluded with “. . . in Vienna one can remain a bachelor
without difficulty; in a small city an older bachelor is a caricature. I no longer
wish to marry, yet I do have some cause to fear the fair sex.”” In a letter to
Ferdinand Hiller in 1884, Brahms declined Hiller’s offer to replace him as

director of the Gurzenich Concerts and head of the Cologne Conservatory.

°Ibid., 258.
“Tbid.
*Michael Musgrave, A Brahms Reader (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 30.

‘Tbid.
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The letter also reveals that Brahms still harbored strong feelings in regard to

his earlier rejections for similar positions in Hamburg:

How dearly I used to wish for such a post, which is not only desirable,
indeed necessary for the creative artist, but which is also the only one
which enables him as a person to lead the proper, correct existence. I
have my native city Hamburg in mind, for instance, where on several
occasions, during the period in which I believed I might be among
those under consideration—my name did not even come up.”

By 1869, Brahms had conceivably given up any ideas of a romantic
relationship with Clara and had turned a shy gaze instead to her daughter
Julie Schumann. The gaze was apparently so shy that even Clara was caught
unaware. Her diary entry of July 1869 reads as follows:

Johannes is quite altered, he seldom comes to the house and speaks
only in monosyllables when he does come. And he treats even Julie in
the same manner, though he always used to be so specially nice to her.
Did he really love her? But he has never thought of marrying, and
Julie has never had any inclination towards him."

Some contend that the Alto Rhapsody was Brahms’s outpouring of
grief brought about by his unrequited love: first for Clara, and then Julie.
“Years later, he imagined his great love for Clara Schumann reborn when
Julie, the second Schumann daughter was grown.”"” Another idea states:
“. . .itis worth noting that the Harz mountains, with their steep wooded

hills, deep valleys, and rich treasure of fairy-tales and hidden mineral wealth,

*Brahms, Life and Letters, 612.

""Berthold Litzmann, ed., Clara Schumann: An Artist’s Life Based on Materials Found
in Diaries and Letters, trans. and abridged from the fourth edition by Grace E. Hadow (Leipzig:
Breitkopf & Hairtel, 1913), 266.

“Siegfried Kross, “The Choral Music of Johannes Brahms,” American Choral Review
25, no. 4 (1983) : 16.
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are outside Gottingen, and formed the backdrop to his romance with Agathe

von Siebold.”"”

Whether the work was triggered by unrequited love for Clara, Agathe
or the Clara that he may have seen mirrored in her daughter Julie, it appears
that questions of how and if love would figure into his life were significant
for Brahms during the years 1853 to 1869. As is often the case in life, it is
probably not one, but a combination of all the factors mentioned that
provided stimuli for the composition of the Alto Rhapsody. When Brahms
stumbled on Goethe’s Harzreise im Winter text in 1868, he was conflicted
about issues of emotional, professional and physical belonging. Goethe’s text
seemed to provide the words that he was able to clearly articulate in the

music of the Alto Rhapsody.

“Brahms, Life and Letters, 397.



CHAPTER 2
TEXTUAL ANALYSIS

Harzreise: The Poem

The text for Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody is comprised of twenty-eight
central lines from Goethe’s eighty-eight line poem entitled Harzreise im
Winter. Goethe wrote the poem at the age of twenty-eight during a hiking
trip to the Harz Mountains in the Winter of 1777. The impetus for these
verses was a young man named Alexander Plessing who was writing to
Goethe at the time. Plessing was just one of the many Goethe correspondents
who were affected by the author’s 1774 novel Die Leiden des Junges Werther.
Aubrey Garlington describes the atmosphere surrounding the publication of
this work:

A veritable crisis of sentimentality, a “Werthermania,” seemed to be in
the air. What advice could he offer to those who believed themselves
afflicted by similar circumstances? How was one to live in the light of
the truths revealed by this powerfully sensitive novel, speaking from
the heart to the heart?'

Plessing’s letters to Goethe sought advice for the dilemmas which confronted
him after reading this novel. Something about him appealed to Goethe, who
decided to pay a visit to Plessing during his trip to the mountains. Perhaps in
understandable reticence due to the desperate tone of Plessing’s letters or
maybe in order to play the role of a neutral psychologist, Goethe chose not to

reveal himself:

'Aubrey S. Garlington, Jr., “Harzreise als Herzreise: Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody,”
Musical Quarterly 69 (Fall 1983) : 527.
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Plessing asked passionately for information about Goethe, showed the
stranger copies of the letters he sent, and poured out at length his
profound, Werther-derived Weltschmerz. The stranger offered no
sympathy and advice. Only when Plessing visited Weimar years later
did he discover the identity of his anonymous caller. Plessing went on
to become a relatively successful and esteemed professor of philosophy
at the University of Duisberg, but, according to Goethe, never lost his
predisposition to melancholy; he seemed always ‘to be aspiring after
something unattainable.”

Goethe’s contemplations of Plessing are combined with the scenes of
nature which the poet encountered on his winter excursion. The poem is set
in the form of eleven unmetered stanzas which Garlington describes as
follows:

The tone throughout is calm; emotions are under control in a cool and
collected, if somewhat cryptic and dense manner. Goethe views his
situation analytically and dispassionately. The poem is not a linear
narrative but a series of commentaries related to the issues at hand.
Only the three stanzas Brahms was to use appear to be connected in
that they form an internal unit, whereas the other eight stanzas are
more separate than not.’

If the general tone of the poem may be viewed as dispassionate, this is not
true of the central verses set by Brahms. Scenes of unforgiving nature portray
the psychological wanderings of Plessing, who in verse five is pictured as
wandering “off to the side.”

Now then, off to the side, who is it?
His tracks are lost in the undergrowth,
Behind him the branches snap,
Collapsing together in a heap;

The grass rises up again,
The desert overwhelms him.*

*Brahms, Facsimile, 11-12.
‘Garlington, 529.

‘The translation of this verse and all others that follow are supplied by the author.
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Verse six provides a vivid depiction of the sources that have brought him to

this point.

Alas, who can heal the aches
Of him whose salve turned to venom?
Who ingested only hatred of mankind
From the abundance of love?
First scorned, he is now the scorner,
He indulges privately
On his own worth
In regretful self-seeking.

Unable to personally provide ease for his friend’s dilemma, Goethe ends this
central section of his poem with what appears to be a heartfelt plea:

If there is on your psaltery
Father of Love, one note
That his ear can easily distinguish
Let it revive his heart!
Open his overcast gaze
To the thousand sources
Within easy reach of the thirsty one
In the wasteland.

Goethe’s poetry, fashioned always with an eye to music, has naturally
been a continuing source of inspiration for composers. Brahms was not the
first to set these verses. Johann Friedrich Reichardt, Goethe’s friend and
collaborator, set verses six and seven in 1790. It is quite possible that the two
communicated about the musical realization of Goethe’s poetic fragment
which Reichardt entitled Rhapsodie. Goethe, who was always concerned
with how his poetry was set to music, said that Reichardt was “the first to

make my lyrical work known to the world through music.”?

’Eugene Helm, “Reichardt, Johann Friedrich,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music
and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie, 1980.
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The poignancy of the text in the above stanzas combined with its unmetered,

lyrical quality provoked Reichardt and then Brahms to write music that

would bring new meanings to Goethe’s verses from Harzreise im Winter.
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“Harzreise als Herzreise:” Brahms as Central Character

It is not certain whether Brahms was acquainted with Goethe’s
Harzreise im Winter poem before encountering the Reichardt version, or if
having heard Reichardt’s Rhapsodie he sought out the larger context of the
poem before writing his own. Either way, he added the verse that
immediately preceded the two set by Reichardt. This first verse is significant
for understanding Brahms’s interpretation of the text, because it uses a form
of the term Abseiter, or outsider, a word which Brahms used to describe
himself, and it poses the question “who is the one standing off to the side?”
or “who is this outsider?” Kross writes the following description of Brahms’s
attitude following the events surrounding the writing of the Alto Rhapsody:

Henceforth Brahms, increasingly curt and bitter, tended to speak of
himself as the Abseiter (“the recluse”—referring to the beginning of
the Alto Rhapsody text), at the same time, however, turning his irony
onto the work that exposed more of his inner being than the rationale
of artistic creation would normally permit.*

This is one of the more obvious references that links Brahms in a personal
way with Goethe’s poem. Superficial evidence that Brahms saw himself as
the central character in these verses can be readily observed in his
manipulation of the text, primarily in the phrases and particularly in the
words he chose to repeat. Brahms was a man of few words; he was not prone

to repetition or emphasis in either word or music without reason. It is

*Siegfried Kross, “The Choral Music of Johannes Brahms,” American Choral Review 25,
no. 4 (1983) : 17.
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important here to note the disparity between Goethe’s feelings when writing

this poem and Brahms subsequent interpretation:

One would be seriously misled to attempt to respond to Goethe’s
Harzreise with emotional, romantic sensitivities at play expecting to
read the poem as a private confessional document. The young

Brahms, on the other hand, came to Goethe’s poem during a crisis,
when his personal attachments to the Schumanns had reached their
zenith. Love, as Eros, was denied him; he was determined to face
consciously a future of living alone; at the same time, he fully intended
to avoid the horror of misanthropy.”

Chapter four will go a step further by discussing Brahms’s unmistakable
emphasis of these repeated phrases through formal and musical means.

Brahms’s setting begins with verse five of Harzreise im Winter. No
words are sung for the first eighteen measures. It would seem on first
hearing that the beginning orchestral measures (mm. 1-18) are simply an
introduction. By m. 20, we realize that this introduction is being played once
more, but now as an accompaniment to the words sung by the alto soloist. In
effect then, Brahms plays the text first, then confirms its meaning with the
entrance of the soloist. Since the words are such an intimate match for the
music that preceded them, Brahms effects a repetition without actually
repeating the text. The end result is an even stronger statement than would
have been possible by a textual reiteration.

Brahms repeats the first four lines of text in verse six, and within those
four lines he selects two phrases for special emphasis. Here is the text for
verse six with Brahms’s additions underlined:

Ach, wer heilet die Schmerzen
Des, dem Balsam zu Giftward?
Der sich Menschenhass

’Garlington, 532-33.
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Aus der Fiille der Liebe trank!
Menschenhass, Menschenhass aus der Fiille,
Aus der Fiille der Liebe trank!
Erst verachtet, nun ein Verichter,
Zehrt er heimlich auf
Seinem eignen Wert
In ung’'niigender Selbstsucht.

Ach, wer heilet die Schmerzen
Des, dem Balsam zu Giftward?

Der sich Menschenhass, Menschenhass aus der Fiille,
Aus der Fiille der Li trank!

He seizes upon the third and forth lines of this stanza, placing special
emphasis on the word Menschenhass and the phrase Aus der Fiille der Liebe
trank! Menschenhass, “hatred of mankind,” is boldly repeated four times.
The composer seems to be drawing attention to the irony that exists between
the “hatred of mankind” and the “fullness of love” in this verse.

More textual duplication occurs in the final verse than in verse six.
This time, there is one phrase that is insistently repeated: erquicke sein Herz
or “revive his heart.”

Ist auf deinem Psalter, Vater der Liebe,
Ein Ton seinem Ohre vernehmlich,
So erquicke sein Herz! rquicke sein Herz!
Offne den umwdolkten Blick iiber den Tausend Quellen
Neben dem Durstenden in der Wiiste.

Neben dem Durstenden in der Wiiste.

Ist auf deinem Psalter, Vater der Li
Ein Ton _seinem Ohre vern ich

So erquicke sein Herz! So erquicke sein Herz!

Erquick in Herz! rquick in Herz!
Erquicke, erquicke, erquicke
Sein Herz.
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are highlighted. The phrase erquicke sein Herz saturates the landscape in the

final verse; this is true to the degree that Brahms almost manages to make us
forget that prior phrases held any significance.

Brahms’s drive toward the ultimate goal, erquicke sein Herz,
culminates not in the middle, but at the end. This is a unique aspect of his
his musical style and his personality. “The tightest structure appears at the
end—-characteristic of Brahms’s sense of form: unlike Beethoven, he tends
towards final concentration rather than final brilliance.”® He chose the
portion of Goethe’s text that signaled for him the best fulfillment. Therefore,
instead of ending the way Goethe did with the image of the thirsty Abseiter in
der Wiiste, Brahms concludes his work with the middle line of the verse, so
erquicke sein Herz.

The line with which Brahms chose to end the Rhapsody indicates his
resistance to what seemed at first to be the inevitable fate of the Abseiter. It
also helps to dispel the idea that Brahms was preoccupied with thoughts of
death.

Evans, Latham, and other biographers attempt to point out Brahms's
personal struggle with mortality by alluding to what appears to be a
literary death motive in the accompanied choral works as well as in the
Lieder. . . . Other biographers of the 1900’s all present a romantically
distorted picture of Brahms and his relationship to the choral works
from the period 1868-1871. There is no evidence to support the
opinion that mournful themes pervade the larger choral works.’

*Kross, 11.

‘Paul F. Mueller, “Brahms’s Rhapsodie, Op. 53 and Schicksalslied, Op. 54: A
Conductor’s Analysis” (Ph.D. diss., Indiana University, 1990), 21-2.
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Contrary to the opinions of these biographers, Brahms’s treatment of the text

and music of the Alto Rhapsody presents one who, though keenly aware of
life’s ills, persists in the struggle toward hope.
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CHAPTER 3
MUSICAL ANALYSIS

Reichardt and Brahms: Two Rhapsodies Compared

In this chapter the Reichardt and Brahms settings of Goethe’s Harzreise
im Winter text will be compared. The comparison is not for the sake of
determining which is the better rendition, but rather to use the Reichardt
setting as a framework from which to examine the range of technique and
expression that Brahms was able to generate. Table 1 provides a quick
reference for examining the similarities and differences.

Before comparing the musical characteristics of the two versions, it
may be worthwhile to note the circumstances surrounding the lives of both
composers at the time of writing the music. In 1786, Johann Friedrich
Reichardt was, at the age of thirty-four, at the height of his career. Just over a
decade earlier, he succeeded J. F. Agricola as Kapellmeister at the royal Berlin
opera house. This prestigious position allowed him to actively pursue his
interest in dramatic works and afforded him with many opportunities for
travel. During these travels, he became acquainted with the music of Haydn,
Mozart, and Gluck. Most significantly for the purposes of this discussion, a
trip to Weimar brought him into personal contact with Goethe. Their
association led to joint work on the Singspiel entitled Claudine von Villa
Bella. The work has been described as “the first German opera successfully

presented to the Prussian court by its own Kapellmeister, and for Reichardt it
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Table 1. Comparison Between Reichardt’s and Brahms’s Rhapsodie

REICHARDT BRAHMS
Date written/Age 1790 at age 38 1869 at age 36
Verses set 2 verses (6, 7) 3 verses (5,6, 7)
Length 36 measures 175 measures
Performing forces Medium voice/keyboard Alto/orchestra/men’s chorus
Vocal range c#ltog2 ab to gb2
Form A (a, b) B (a, b, coda) A(@a)B(aba’)C(ab a’ coda)

Tonal areas

Style
Verse 5
Verse 6
Verse 7

Text setting
Verse 5
Verse 6
Verse 7

Word emphasis
Verse 5

Verse 6

Verse 7

A: c-f-g
B: Eb-Bb-Ab-c

Not set
Recitative
Aria

Not set
Neumatic
Syllabic

Not set
Schmerzen/Balsam
Menschenhass/Fiille/Liebe

ung’niigender/Selbstsucht

Vater/soferquicke/umwdlkten
Diirstenden/Wiiste

A: c~shifting tonality~G
B: (a) c-Ab-Db-Ab
(b) Ab~G
@) <G
C (a) C-FC
(b) Eb-eb-B-G pedal
(@) C-FC
(cda) Eb-F-Ab-Eb-Db-C

Recitative
Aria
Hymn

Syllabic
Syllabic/neumatic/melismatic
Neumatic

abseits/Ode/verschlingt
Ach/Schmerzen/Menschenhass

Fiille/Liebe

Liebefein Ton/erquicke Sein
Herz




represented his metamorphosis from conductor of Italian court opera to
composer of German Singspiel and lied.”" Goethe’s admiration of Reichardt’s
work is most evident in his characterization of the composer as being “the
first to make my lyrical work known to the world through music.”*

This triumphant period was to end rather abruptly for Reichardt.
Jealous quarrels erupted between himself and the Kapellmeister who became
his substitute during a trip to Italy in 1789, leading to Reichardts being issued
a three-year leave of absence beginning in 1790. His liberal political leanings,
especially as seen in his sympathy to the ideals of the French Revolution,
resulted in his being fired as Kapellmeister in 1794. A year later, his profitable
collaboration with Goethe would also come to a halt.

The unraveling of Reichardt’s successful career began in 1790 with his
leave of absence from the royal Berlin opera house. It is under these
circumstances that Reichardt set to music verses six and seven of Goethe’s
Harzreise im Winter (appendix A).

Since a detailed account of Brahms’s life up to the writing of the Alto
Rhapsody has already been provided in chapter one, a brief synopsis will be
sufficient for the sake of comparison with Reichardt’s circumstances.

The heralding of Brahms by Robert and Clara Schumann following his
meeting with them in 1853 provided more than just a successful career
launch. It placed on Brahms a burden to be the great composer that Robert
Schumann had prophesied in his famous “Neue Bahnen” article recorded

that same year in the Neue Zeitschrift fiir Musik. By 1868, Schumann’s

‘Helm, “Reichardt, Johann Friedrich.”

Ibid.
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predictions, especially those concerning Brahms’s writing for chorus and

orchestra, had translated into reality: “When he waves his magic wand
where the power of great orchestral and choral masses will aid him, then we
shall be shown still more wonderful glimpses into the secrets of the spirit
world. May the highest Genius strengthen him for this.”

The work that single-handedly served to earn Brahms a reputation in
the choral-orchestral arena was his Requiem. Completed in 1868, this
monumental achievement would be followed over the next several years by
smaller, but no less significant choral-orchestral compositions: Schicksalslied
(1868-71), Rhapsodie (1869), Triumphlied (1870-71), Ninie (1880-81), and
Gesang der Parzen (1882). Prior to 1868, the musical world had recognized
Brahms primarily for his performing abilities at the piano. Now at the age of
thirty-five, Brahms the composer had very definitely arrived.

The awareness of his mounting success as a composer seemed to make
all the more acute his longing for a permanent conducting position. In 1867,
he was overlooked once again as conductor of the Hamburg Philharmonic.*
Correspondence during and after this period make it clear that obtaining a
position of this sort was linked by Brahms to settling down and marriage. An
excerpt from this letter congratulating his friend Joachim on his engagement
reveals Brahms’s ambivalence regarding what he foresaw as having to choose

between either a career in Vienna or marriage and family in Hamburg;:

‘Malcolm MacDonald, Brahms, The Master Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie (London: J.
M. Dent & Sons, 1990), 18.

‘This was the second rejection. Following his successful concert tours to Vienna in 1862,
Brahms felt he was the most obvious choice for conductor of the Hamburg Philharmonic. The
singer Julius Stockhausen was given the position.
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No one will feel your good fortune more than I, and particularly now,
for your letter blew in when I was in a mood to be deeply moved. For
here I cannot stop thinking whether it is preferable, since I protect
myself better against other dreams, to enjoy and experience everything
here except for one thing, or go home, have the one thing, simply be at
home, and give up all else.’

In the letters written during this period Brahms described himself with
increasing frequency as an “outsider” and a vagabond. His reference to being
a vagabond had to do with his lack of a permanent address between 1862 and
1871. What appears to have been veiled hopes of a future with Julie
Schumann were dashed in the summer of 1868 when she became engaged to
marry Count Marmorito. Furthermore, Brahms's relationship with Clara
Schumann was severely strained in 1868, adding significantly to the
cloudiness of his personal situation. As MacDonald as written:

Perhaps Clara had subconsciously divined the attention Brahms was
currently paying to her daughter Julie, and was jealous of it. . . . At any
rate the atmosphere was highly charged, and though Brahms was
overjoyed when Clara turned up for the premiere of the Deutsches
Requiem the occasion rapidly went sour when his behavior the
following day gave further offense (we do not know how). As will
have been noted, he did not visit Lichtenthal in 1868, and it took a
painful, loving, yet recriminatory exchange of letters that autumn to
restore the friendship to something like its precious level.®

A review of the circumstances surrounding their settings of the verses
of Harzreise im Winter uncovers that Reichardt and Brahms composed
during a time of professional successes juxtaposed with personal duress. On
the one hand there was praise and admiration for their musical

achievements, but on the other seeming betrayal from personal sources. In

*Brahms, Life and Letters, 272. This letter was written in February,1863. Brahms was
still disappointed about the loss of the conducting position with the Hamburg Philharmonic.

*‘MacDonald, 138.
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1790, Reichardt had finally obtained an important position that he was

suddenly on the verge of losing. In 1868, Brahms was applauded as a
composer, but rejected for the permanent position that he craved in his
hometown. This dichotomy of events, weighted more on the betrayal side, is
most evident in verse six of Goethe’s poem:

Alas, who can heal the aches
Of him whose salve turned to venom?
Who ingested only hatred of mankind
From the abundance of love?
First scorned, he is now the scorner,
He indulges privately
On his own worth
In regretful self-seeking.

Design

The word design is used here to illustrate the purposeful nature of the
writing of the verses from Goethe’s Harzreise im Winter by Reichardt in 1790
and Brahms in 1869. Webster's New World Thesaurus lists one meaning for
design as “arrangement for artistic effect.” While artistic effects can most
certainly be derived from both versions, it is important to understand that
neither composition was commissioned or written for some academic or
social purpose. The music was designed to amplify the textual meaning as
uniquely perceived by each composer. For their individual renditions of the
Rhapsodie, Reichardt and Brahms modified established styles and genres that
culminated in a unique overall design or form.

Reichardt and Brahms both followed the first level of design that was
already inherent in Goethe’s textual setting. The most basic level of the poet’s

design is that of unmetered prose separated by stanzas. Reichardt set two of



these and Brahms set three. Each composer makes a clear musical
differentiation between the stanzas of the verses chosen. Except for the
repetition of the two words so erquicke in verse seven, Reichardt sets the
stanzas exactly as they were written by Goethe. Brahms draws attention to the
same phrase but repeats it too many times to count, each time emphasizing a
different part of the phrase: first so, then erquicke, then sein Herz (mm.
152-75). Although there are other repetitions of words or phrases of the text
by Brahms, this is the most insistent. Appendix B compares the original text
setting of Goethe with that of Reichardt and Brahms. Brahms uses repetition
for both the sake of formal unity and to heighten the expression of the
phrases that held the most significance for him. The freedom of meter which
characterizes Goethe’s text is given a corresponding musical form by both
composers, hence the designation Rhapsodie.

The term Rhapsodie is derived from the Greek rhaptein, meaning to
“stitch together.” Webster’s dictionary defines it as “any ecstatic or
enthusiastic speech or writing.” Musically, it is “an instrumental
composition of free, irregular form, su.ggesting improvisation.” Although it
can apply to any form of music, the term has been applied most regularly to
instrumental music; the rhapsodies of Liszt, Brahms, Dvorak, Dohnanyi,
Bartok, Enescu and Vaughan Williams are well known. These instrumental
examples “are characterized by remarkable changes of mood, supposed to be
typical of the Slav temperament, moods which range from deep gloom to

joyful excitement.””

"Maurice J. E. Brown, “Rhapsody,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie, 1980.
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It is of particular interest then to examine two vocal pieces that use

Rhapsodie for their titles. “Brahms’s Rhapsodie op. 53, for contralto, men’s
chorus and orchestra justifies its title, in the Greek sense, inasmuch as it is a
setting—a recitation, or rhapsody—of a portion of Goethe’s poem Harzreise
in Winter.”® By choosing this title, Reichardt and Brahms demonstrated from
the outset that the expression of Goethe’s text required a kind of musical
design that could not be bound by traditional forms.

There are no set rhyming patterns in the text that can be repeated and
used as unifying elements. The poem describes a journey that demands to be
represented musically as such. For Reichardt, the journey is in two parts,
representing the two verses he chose to set. Correspondingly, Brahms's
version is in three parts, but there is an extensive orchestral introduction, and

further layers of structure are embedded within each large section (table 2).

Table 2. Design of Reichardt’s and Brahms’s Rhapsodie

Vs. 5 Vs. 6 Vs. 7
Text Who is that outsider Who can comfort him? Refresh his heart
Reichardt not set A B
Recitative Aria
Brahms A B C
(a, a’) (a, b, a") (a, b,a’, coda)
Intro + Recitative Aria Hymn

'Ibid. Perhaps to make an easy distinction between his and Reichardt’s Rhapsodie,
Brahms frequently referred to his as the Alto Rhapsody.
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Table 2 also shows the format used for each verse. Both composers set the

first sung portion of their setting (verse six for Reichardt, verse five for
Brahms) using recitative, the most flexible style available for sung speech.
Although neither composer actually writes the word recitative at the
beginning of the verse, their intention is made clear by other means.
Reichardt literally defines the meaning of recitative by placing the words frei
und nachdriicklich deklamiert (free and emphatically declaimed) over verse
six. In addition, he begins in the older secco recitative style using sparse,
chordal accompaniment before moving gradually to fully accompanied
recitative. Brahms uses the instrumental introduction as the accompaniment
for the alto recitative of verse five. This is not mere repetition, but a dramatic
example of word painting. The scene of the solitary wanderer is represented
instrumentally, then emphatically confirmed with the addition of the text.
The recitative style is first noted by the held dominant chord that precedes the
a cappella entrance of the alto soloist. As with Reichardt, the quality of
recitative turns quickly to more of an arioso quality, somewhere between
speech and song, with declamatory and lyrical phrases freely interspersed.

Reichardt and Brahms each make deliberate melodic and rhythmic
contrasts between the first and second verses which they set. The declamatory
nature of the first verse in 4/4 time gives way to more lyricism in the 6/4
time of the second (verse seven for Reichardt, verse six for Brahms), hence
the designation aria.

Since Reichardt provided no setting for verse five, verses six and seven
allow us to compare the design of Reichardt and Brahms for the same portion

of text (see table 2). Reichardt set verse six using declamatory recitative and
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arioso styles, whereas Brahms chose to use a sustained and lyrical aria.

Reichardt’s version is through-composed while Brahms’s employs a three
part structure. In verse seven, Reichardt turns to lyricism, setting the final
verse as a through-composed aria. Brahms concludes the poetic journey
using a hymn, also structured in three parts, which introduces a men’s chorus
that accompanies the alto soloist along with the orchestra.

The overall form of the Brahms Rhapsody has most frequently been
described as resembling that of a cantata. “Brahms complemented this three-
part poetic structure with a tripartite musical one which essentially
reproduces (though in very ‘contemporary’ style) a Baroque-cantata pattern of
introductory recitative, aria, and final chorus.”” According to Paul Mueller,
“Stegeman, Berry, Liebe, and Garlington describe the overall form as being
similar to a cantata. Section A serves as the “Introduction and Recitative,”
with sections B and C referred to as “Aria” and “Chorus,” respectively.”"

The basic outline of the form in table 2 shows that Brahms’s Rhapsodie
utilizes formal structures while Reichardt’s is through-composed. Brahms,
writing almost eighty years later than Reichardt, was much more particular
about form and balance than his predecessor. Speaking of Reichardt, the New
Grove Dictionary states: “The Classical principles of contrast, balance,
development and restatement remained virtually foreign to him.”"' It may be
somewhat surprising then to discover upon further examination that

Brahms’s setting, not in spite of, but remarkably inclusive of its structural

‘MacDonald, 204.
“Mueller, 57.

"Helm, “Reichardt, Johann Friedrich.”
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elements, allows for the freedom of expression that we expect to characterize a

rhapsody as it has been defined above. The structural design is just one of the
means through which Brahms unites technique and expression in the
Rhapsody. His structures are permeated with the sophisticated use of musical
devices that are either absent or sparsely used in Reichardt’s version: texture

and motion.

Texture

In looking at the word texture, it is quite natural to think of the basic
quality or feel that distinguishes various types of fabric: rough, smooth, stiff,
flexible. More specific elements come to mind when one tries to make a
more detailed description of the fabric: knotty, velvety, elastic, lacy, sheer.
One factor that helps to distinguish the quality of a fabric is its thread count,
or the number of threads per square inch. The higher the thread count, the
more luxurious the fabric. When describing music, many of these terms can
be applied. Instead of thread count and thickness, we look at the number and
type of instruments and or voices that are employed. While the texture of
fabric can be described as being loosely or tightly woven, the texture of music
can be monophonic, homophonic or contrapuntal.

Color is closely perceived along with texture. Colors may appear to
bold or subdued and can either blend or clash. Musically speaking, color most
closely relates to the specific sound that results from an individual
instrument or the combination of groups of instruments. The intensity of
color varies according to the number of instruments or voices as well as the

range and dynamics in which they are played or sung.
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One of the largest gaps between Reichardt’s and Brahms's setting of the

Rhapsodie is their use of texture and color. Reichardt employed just two
textures: medium voice and keyboard. Aside from the opening recitative,
where the accompaniment consists of sparse chords supporting the melody,
the keyboard moves in the same harmonic rhythm as the voice. Neither
voice nor keyboard move outside of moderate ranges. Dynamically, there are
no indicated contrasts or nuances.

Texture and color are inseparately linked in Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody
as an expressive device. Without even seeing the music, a glimpse of the
combination of instruments and voices shows how carefully Brahms selected
them for illustration of Goethe’s poem. It is really not an exaggeration to say
that he matches texturally each and every circumstance described in the
poem. In the hands of a lesser composer, this could easily result in a kind of
corny play by play; not so with Brahms, whose music evolves organically,
playing out simultaneously on small and large scales.

In conformance with the historiography of his time, he became
involved in the “contrapuntal wizardry” of the “Netherlanders” and
saw a new solution to the problems of form—a new blending of
thematic invention, part-writing and structural planning. In contrast
to Schumann, Mendelssohn, and numerous other contemporaries, the
young Brahms was not interested in choral sound but in choral
texture.”

This section will feature some of the more striking uses of texture and color
used in the Alto Rhapsody.

The overall plight and solace of the Abseiter is represented by an
orchestra where the only brass instrument is a horn, the solo voice is an alto,

and the choral ensemble is a men’s chorus. Shadowy woods with overgrown
“Kross, 6.
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thickets are represented in the instrumental introduction with low, muted

strings, and horns providing accompaniment to the melodic figure which is
presented in the darkest possible unison hues by the bassoon, cellos and

basses (ex. 2).
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These measures feature two textures that relate directly to the opening text.
The foreboding unison melody represents the plodding steps of the poem’s
central figure, and the tightly woven accompanying figures depict the thick
brush through which he stumbles.

An abrupt climax is reached with in m. 9 with a diminished seventh
chord that gives way to an important change of texture in the viola. Example
3 shows this alto instrument breaking through the prevailing fabric by
asserting a bold contrast: rhythmically (triplets) and dynamically (forte with
crescendo). This is a good example of simultaneous small and large scale

development. The stepping out of the viola foreshadows the alto soloist that
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scene or as part of a dramatic crescendo that links sections or leads to a phrase

that he wished to highlight. Their arrival at the higher ranges is always
temporary; they quickly descend, merging into the voice and lower
instruments. In mm. 26-28 the instruments rise up, adding more to their
texture as they ascend, depicting the thickening woods. In the following
measures, they descend into the texture of the alto voice which plunges still
deeper into das Gras.

Brahms’s texture uses more contrapuntal writing in each subsequent
verse of the Rhapsody. Within these general structural bounds, there are
subtle varieties of texture within each verse. The beginning adagio features a
homophonic texture. The two exceptions to this are the first six measures
where the melody in the bass instruments is accompanied by off-beat chords,
and the viola passage in mm. 9-10 that was discussed earlier. Within this
texture, there are two measures of monophonic writing (mm. 18-20) for the
first entrance of the alto soloist. Following the vivid instrumental portrayals
of the landscape that precede it, this a cappella texture presents the Abseiter as
being in a state of complete isolation. The previous texture has undergone a
process of liquidation (mm. 11-18) to arrive at this clearing in the woods as it
were, revealing the lonely figure. Near the conclusion of the adagio, Brahms
creates one of the most effective textures of the work by pairing the solo voice
with the distant cellos and basses, then overlaying that texture with the upper
strings (see ex. 5). These textures provide an eerie amplification of the text for
these measures. What had been alluded to by the previous scenes is now a

reality: “The barren waste swallows him up.”









Motion

In the final section of this chapter, the musical techniques employed in
the Rhapsodies of Reichardt and Brahms that serve to transmit motion will
be discussed.

The aspect of motion in a musical work is multi-layered. This may be
especially true of Brahms’s music. His compositions contain an undeniable
sense of motion: external and internal, rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic.
Before going any further, it might be helpful to clarify what is meant by
motion where music is concerned. While the elements of motion listed
above may be observed and therefore accessible for discussion and analysis,
David Epstein reminds us that there are other dimensions.

We lack the concepts to deal with motion in dynamic terms—in terms,
that is, consistent with the intrinsic quality of movement that in fact
constitutes motion. Instead we use static concepts, dividing the space
through which something moves into segments which we can study
separately and which, perhaps ultimately integrate. There seems an
inescapable dilemma we must grapple with when dealing with
motion. We can describe it ‘objectively’, and precisely, or
subjectively-—and imprecisely—by poetic means. It seems impossible
to capture both qualities simultanecusly."

As difficult a task as it may be to describe what Epstein refers to as the
“intrinsic quality of movement that in fact constitutes motion,” it is this
quality that seems to best describe the ways in which Brahms employs the
musical elements in this work. Speaking of the Brahms Rhapsody, Walter
Frisch observes that it “progresses both musically and emotionally from a

state of extreme unrest to one of tranquil stability. The melodic, harmonic,

“David Epstein, “Brahms and the Mechanics of Motion: The Composition of
Performance,” in Brahms Studies: Analytical and Historical Perspectives, ed. George S.
Bozarth (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 191.
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and formal means by which Brahms fashions this evolution merit further

consideration.”’®

It is the specific words or phrases deemed most important by Reichardt
or Brahms that determine the musical elements used and the resulting
degree of motion. In Reichardt’s setting, attention is drawn to a particular
word or phrase primarily through melodic contour, harmony, and repetition.
Brahms uses the same devices, adding to them the kind of dynamic variation
that first illuminates the important word or phrase, then goes further by
amplifying it. In his work, layers of melody, rhythm, harmony, dynamics,
articulation and counterpoint draw (it may be more accurate to say compel)
attention, not just to a particular phrase, but to a specific word or syllable
within the phrase.

By setting the bewildered words of verse six in recitative style, complete
with the indication frei und nachdriicklich deklamiert Reichardt ensured a
freedom of movement dictated by the text and its individual interpreter. The
descending vocal lines, scalewise followed by melodic leaps move deliberately
to the words Schmerzen (pain) and Balsam (balm). The harmonic motion
descends also via the stepwise bass motion, from C minor to G major, before a
startlingly dissonant diminished seventh chord attends the diminished fifth
ascent in the melody to the word Menschenhass (hatred of mankind). The
motion to Menschenhass is the strongest so far; besides being melodic and

harmonic, it is held for the longest duration of any chord in this verse and

employs a forte dynamic (ex. 7a).

'*Brahms, Facsimile, 16.
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continuity of musical motion.””” The rhythmic aspect of motion in the

music of Brahms is well documented. It is, perhaps, the easiest one to detect,
usually more so by seeing the score rather than in just hearing the music.

Jolting syncopation dominates the musical landscape in the opening
six measures of the Rhapsody. In example 2, m. 1, the sforzando articulation
of what would usually be considered a “weak” second beat, is preceded by a
sforzando on the downbeat, giving the alarming effect of being struck twice in
quick succession. It is difficult to divorce this example of rhythmic motion,
indeed many examp;les, from articulation and dynamics. This passage is not
only telling us to jump, but when, and how high. As if in apology for the
severity of the blows, this forceful opening measure is followed by rhythmic
devices that promote a sense of halting forward motion; that is, moving
ahead, but with what appears to be much less motion. Once again, dynamics
and articulation play a critical role in creating the perception of motion. The
second measure shows a descending dotted quarter to eighth note sequence,
accompanied by off-beat staccato quarter notes. If the descending line
consisted of notes with equal value, a sense of forward motion would
automatically result. Brahms however slows the pace by the unequal ratio of
the dotted quarters to eighths, creating instead a dragging action. Equally
important in creating a perception of slowing down is the piano dynamic. At
the same time that the pace appears to drag, the off-beat quarter notes
continue to create internal forward motion.

Within the very first measure, we also enter what Frisch refers to as “a

forbidden harmonic thicket: it is a C-minor triad in which the most

"Epstein, 192.
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its phrases on strong beats, adding hemiola (mm. 48-50) and syncopation

(mm. 55-60), complicating the rhythmic fabric. Placing the phrases on strong
beats enables the accompanying syncopation to be heard most effectively:

The feature of this movement is its peculiar combination of 3/2 and
6/4 time; for, although the proceeding is quite a usual one with
Brahms for the production of an agitato in the ordinary sense, it has, in
this instance, a more than ordinary signification, on account of the
mixture of rhythms engendering so vivid an idea of the heart-broken
wanderer stumbling rather than walking, and making it appear as if, at
each step, he were about to fall.”

These rhythmic techniques create motion in the form of one rhythm pushing
and pulling against another. In mm. 55-60 the motion is not merely forward,
but internal. Melodically speaking, the use of held over notes, coupled with
the underlying syncopation, promote a strong sense of forward motion (see
ex. 7b, m. 55).

The struggle of thé poco andante section resolves in temporary
surrender at the beginning of the hymn. Simplicity of rhythm, melody,
harmony, dynamics and articulation are employed here to great effect. In
combination with a return to the original 4/4 adagio, the results are a
perception of less motion as compared to the previous sections. Even in this
relative state of tranquility, Brahms creates internal motion with an
accompanying triplet figure that moves in and out of phase with the duple
rhythms of the voices (ex. 10).

®Edwin Evans, Sr., Handbook of the Vocal Works of Brahms, vol. 1, Historical
Descriptive and Analytical Accounts of the Entire Works of Johannes Brahms (London: W.M.
Reeves, 1912), 236.
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The examples above show Brahms'’s local use of various rhythmic,
devices (particularly the use of cross-rhythms) in the Alto Rhapsody. In an
even broader sense, rhythmic ambiguity is set up in the metric design of the
work: the beginning and ending adagios are in 4/4 and the poco andante is in
6/4.

Brahms comes to a significant point of arrival, temporary or
permanent, wherever there is either a significant lag or cessation of forward
motion in the Rhapsody. These points of arrival serve to clarify the urgency
of the driving forces that preceded them. Three such passages in the Alto
Rhapsody are especially noteworthy. The first is a progression that evolves
from the sigh motive already seen in example 9. Off-beat eighth notes merge
into quarters, then into held over quarter notes which in turn become half
notes that come to a lingering halt with a fermata in m. 17. This cessation of
motion draws back the curtains to just barely reveal, through the
unaccompanied alto soloist, a solitary figure: the one whose feet was first
heard dragging in mm. 1-3 of example 2.

The second example is the most striking of the three. Melody, rhythm,
and articulation appear ghostly still in m. 42. Harmonically though, there is

tremendous forward momentum created by the dissonant diminished fifth,
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separated by a chasm of three and a half octaves between the alto and bass (ex.

5). The soloist’s descent to the leading tone in m. 43 intensifies the pull
toward the dominant pedal that follows.

The final example occurs at the end of the work. Triplet figures that
have dominated the accompaniment throughout the final section are
transferred in the closing measures to the horns (ex. 4). This horn part
illustrates once again Brahms’s purposeful slowing of the internal pulse.
Triples become duples and eventually we have quarter notes, which tied over
become halves. In the previous examples, way stations that result from
preceding motion are only temporary. This time, there are three beats rest
that anticipate the final resolution: a plagal amen cadence.

Reichardt and Brahms both chose to repeat the phrase so erquicke sein
Herz in verse seven. This is an obvious choice since the very meaning of the
words convey a sense of motion. Repetition is one of the most basic and
thereby most observable ways through which a composer can highlight a
word or phrase. Examining how repetitions are approached and varied is one
way of noting how motion is used in a work.

So erquicke sein Herz is the only textual repetition that occurs in the
Reichardt version. By using melodic, rhythmic and harmonic motion,
Reichardt intensifies the repetition. The melody is repeated in a higher
sequence, each time drawing attention to the quicke syllable of erquicke, first
by having that syllable occupy the longest note in the phrase (m. 23), and then
in m. 24 by a five note descending line. Both repeats of this syllable begin on
downbeats which are approached and left by short weak beats, further

confirmation of how Reichardt’s wished for it to be approached, emphasized
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and left. Harmonically, the first occurrence uses the major subdominant

chord with major seventh of B-flat major. The second features a diminished
triad in first inversion with a four-three suspension. The suspended G in the
inner voice of the accompaniment in m. 23 is one of the few instances where
Reichardt deliberately allows the rhythm of the accompaniment to go
contrary to that of the melody. The result is rhythmic, melodic and harmonic
motion that leads to the repeated erquicke.

The principles of motion at work in the setting of the same phrase (so
erquicke sein Herz) by Brahms will now be examined. Even with a cursory
review of his Rhapsody, it is apparent that Brahms uses elements of motion
on both small and large scales. This is another factor that distinguishes his
work from Reichardt's. The entire verse seven is repeated by Brahms and the
phrase in question is given very special focus. It is given not one, but several
insistent repetitions. Although the quicke syllable receives the most
intensity, every syllable except the initial “er” of erquicke is brought out at
one time or another in one of the voices (ex. 1). Brahms seizes upon this
motive and stays doggedly with it until the very end.

Detailed analysis of the techniques of motion used to bring special
focus to each repetition of the so erquicke sein Herz phrase in Brahms'’s
version could be a study in its own right. Not only does Brahms repeat the
verse containing this phrase, he repeats that phrase within the verse. It is
uniquely recast each time, with each repetition moving more urgently toward
the climax in m. 167 of example 6. Melodic, rhythmic and harmonic motion
are used to greatest effect in this phrase. Although these are inseparably

bound, we will examine the contribution of each individual element.



Melodically, the phrase so erquicke sein Herz undergoes a kind of
liquidation. This occurs horizontally and vertically and on small and large
scales. Horizontally, the phrase is first repeated twice using the full text (mm.
122-127, 152-157). Following these, the phrase becomes erquicke sein Herz
(mm. 159-161), then erquicke (mm. 167-171), then sein Herz (mm. 172-175).
Vertically, liquidation takes place sooner with the alto soloist in mm. 160-161,
164-167.

The struggle between two or three pulses to the quarter note is an
important element of motion that intensifies with each repetition of this
phrase until the climax is reached. In the dramatic build to this climax,
instruments and voices present the fiercest challenge seen so far to the
reigning triplet pulse: the violins play a syncopated pattern and the voices
feature duple pulsations of the quarter note. The men enter successively then
finally join together on Herz, depicting the final struggle of the whole
community as it were, doing their individual best, then banding together in
the effort to save a life.

Brahms reserves the boldest examples of harmonic motion in the
Rhapsody for the so erquicke sein Herz phrase. He uses what will be referred
to as charged dominants for the first part of the phrase, so erquicke (refresh,
revive). These charged dominants are first seen in mm. 122-124. The
progression features augmented minor seventh chords preceded by major-
minor seventh chords built on the same roots. The most extensive series of
these charged dominants spirals down the negative side of the circle of fifths

before resolving to C major in measure 168 (see ex 11).



61

Example 11
163
bt [ Py | & =
o 1 1 DF_ T I r ] S : 3 -
rel . - r i Ed 1 -l - 1
@ ¥ 1 P 1 1 1 b R wommmas G - 1 T ; ¢ 1 1 1
) 1 { e e { 1 1 -\ : 3 1 1 v e
er qui cke, er - qui cke sein Herz,
e
~ A P ) -l’P 'S -} l’? Ea be > f‘, >3 -
be - - ESsSa .t e S
M— + - - 1 1
» so er - qui cke sein Herz er {qui - cke
ST g
ry | L). P J‘l "
8/ ) . ¥ 2 b 1 1 |
©€ - = sSiESESEES S SRS
L — 7 — T T ot
.) i 3 3 | 4 T 3
so er - qui - cke sein | Herz, er { qui - cke,
L ——
be ,® o/"® te » L Lo S
1 el 1 1 14 4 1 L4 e =
% - - — 1 1 T T T p - P‘—_P_F
- T = T 1 & ! i t
T
so er qui cke sein Herz er { qui - cke,
— — e
be |be _Pen = -fl !
%i;_ 1 LT L1 w1 11 1 1 - lhd _b-F 1 { { %V‘!’ g j__ f )
< RN i R e e
er - qui - cke sein Herz, er - qui - cke, sein Herz, er - qui - cke,
EbMmCMm§ | CM Cvmj  Fmm§ BbMm EbMmM9 Abvm Fm§ GMmm9 CM
MMm9 C+s§  Bbw Ebs1  Abs Dbm G+4

In the larger sense, this subdominant progression foreshadows the prayerful
resolution that is confirmed by the final plagal cadence in mm. 172-175.

This section has described how Brahms’s interpretation of the text
governs the elements and techniques of motion. The text represents the
developments in the life of this wanderer who was first encountered as
disoriented in the woods. All aspects -of the musical development contribute
to tracing this journey from bewildered despair to hope. For Brahms, this
provided a golden opportunity to practice the art of what Schoenberg later

’

called “developing variation.” On a large scale, motion in the Alto Rhapsody

can be seen as analogous with this principle. Schoenberg explains that
developing variation “implies not only growth, augmentation, extension and

721

expansion, but also reduction, condensation and intensification.

“Walter Frisch, Brahms and the Principle of Developing Variation (Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1984), 12.
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Motion, and sometimes the lack of it in particular, is a vital amplifying

force in Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody. Its primary significance lies in that it
allows us to pinpoint the portions of the text that he viewed as most relevant.
Used alone, any of the musical devices discussed could be effective in
conveying motion. What is remarkable about Brahms is how he employs
them in combination, ensuring that the music move toward the goals that he

has defined.

Summary

One cannot compare the two versions of the Rhapsodie without
coming to the conclusion that Reichardt’s setting made a profound impact on
Brahms and directly influenced the decisions that he made in his own
composition. This impact is most clearly seen in Brahms'’s choice of
harmonic materials, on both small and large scales. Indeed, Brahms may
have been concerned about how much of his work was indebted to that of
Reichardt’s when he wrote these words to Hermann Dieters shortly following
his writing of the Alto Rhapsody:

I remember having seen a volume of songs by Reichardt (possibly
Zelter) at your house, which contained a stanza from Goethe’s
Harzreise (‘aber abseits wer ist's?’). Could you lend me the volume for
a short time? I need hardly add that I have just composed it and would
like to see the work of my predecessor. I call my piece (for alto solo,
male chorus, and orchestra) ‘Rhapsodie’, but believe I owe that title,
also, to the esteemed speaker who preceded me.”

It appears from this letter that Brahms’s knowledge of Reichardt’s Rhapsodie
was fairly superficial. He was unsure as to whether or not Reichardt was

indeed the composer, and he failed to remember the actual stanzas that were
ZBrahms, Life and Letters, 397-8.
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set by his predecessor. Perhaps he encountered the volume of songs during a

visit to Dieters, where he casually played through several of them.
Something about both text and music of this particular song must have
impressed him enough to remain in his thoughts until he was moved to set
his own version. Superficial as his contact with the earlier work appears to
have been, Brahms retained for his setting, even after having a chance to
compare his with Reichardt’s, the musical elements that rooted themselves
in him from the first hearing.

It is only fair to ask whether Brahms’s Rhapsody was truly original, or
just an elaborate arrangement of Reichardt’s. After all, he selected two out of
three verses chosen by Reichardt, used the same descending tritone interval
G-D-flat for the same portion of text (der sich Menschenhass) in the melody
(ex. 7a, b), set much of the work in the same key of C minor before moving to
a major mode and a different meter, connected large areas using similar key
relationships, and even used the same title as Reichardt. Brahms scholar
Walter Frisch notes these similarities between the two compositions and
concludes by saying:

But there the resemblances end. Reichardt’s song is little more than a
pleasant example of the Berlin-school Lied; it maintains a polite,
discreet distance from the text, barely hinting at the two contrasting
emotions implied by the stanzas. Brahms draws on all the expressive
means in his musical vocabulary to create an image of intense despair
yielding to fervent prayer.”

Charles Rosen poses the question of resemblance between one
composer’s work and another in a provocative article entitled “Influence:

Plagiarism and Inspiration.” The article begins by making a distinction
“Brahms, Facsimile, 13.
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between the types of influence one artist may exert over another: plagiarism,

borrowing, quotation adaptation and imitation.

The most important form of influence is that which provokes the most
original and personal work. . . . Influence for Brahms was not merely
part of the compositional process, a necessary fact of creative life: he
incorporated it as part of the symbolic structure of the work, its
iconography.*

In comparing Brahms’s Rhapsody to Reichardt’s, we have seen the
ingenious layering of musical devices that characterizes the Brahms version.
Design, texture and motion are combined to illustrate the composer’s

original and personal interpretation of Goethe’s text.

*Charles Rosen, “Influence: Plagiarism and Inspiration,” Nineteenth-Century Music 4
(Fall 1980) : 88, 94.



CHAPTER 4
SYNTHESIS
What this Study Reveals about Brahms

Contrasts

Schoenberg’s 1947 article “Brahms the Progressive,” provoked scholars
into analyzing Brahms’s music through a different lens than was popular in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The goal of Schoenberg in
writing this article was “to prove that Brahms, the classicist, the academician,
was a great innovator in the realm of musical language, that, in fact, he was a
great progressive.”’ Coming from what seemed to be an opposing musical
philosophy, the article inspired researchers to delve into other aspects of
Brahms’s life that could have contributed to his seeming ambiguity.

Brahms was a Janus-like figure who looked backward, seeking
inspiration from the older Baroque and Classical traditions, while at
the same time he looked forward and seemed the embodiment of
modernism. A man of many contrasts, Brahms was devoted to his
homeland in north Germany, but chose to live in southern Europe.

He adored his parents and enjoyed family life, but never married. He
was a kind and generous man, but often adopted an extremely rude
manner toward others. He was fiercely independent, yet would mourn
bitterly the loss of friends and relatives. He amassed a small fortune,
but always lived frugally and dressed like a poor man.*

The foregoing analysis of Brahms’s life and the music of the Alto Rhapsody

gives evidence to all of the above contrasts and more besides.

'Armold Schoenberg, Style and Idea, ed. Leonard Stein with trans. by Leo Black (New
York: St. Martins Press, 1975), 401.

Peter F. Oswald, “Johannes Brahms, Solitary Altruist,” in Brahms and His World, ed.
Walter Frisch, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), 23.
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The “Classicist” in Brahms developed motives and themes within the

umbrella of an earlier Baroque cantata model while endowing the work with
the kind of freedom that merited the title Rhapsodie. “Brahms the
progressive” utilized a modern network of harmonies that ended with a
plagal cadence. Themes that were treated with subtle variations on a small
scale, were recognizable only to the discerning after having undergone his
layers of transformation. Secular philosophies and fears gave way to sacred
submission. Drama reigned long and hard, but simplicity had the final word.
Hope struggled to rise above humiliating fate. The Abseiter who was first
seen swallowed up by die Ode welcomed the support of the community.

The contrasts are as real as the composer. They are what draw us into

continuing to analyze music that refuses to fit neatly into any one category.

Balance

What has been described above as “contrasts” can be viewed as the
substance of what constitutes a dynamic balance. Within the same
individual, forces that oppose one another may either promote double-
mindedness or a determination to tackle these forces together in an ongoing
search for equilibrium. The latter approach can be found in the music and
personality of Johannes Brahms.

When discussing Brahms’s artistic growth, critics have heretofore
exaggerated the romanticism of his youth, the classicism of his age, and
the contrast between these. The truth is that, though slightly more
romantic at first, and slightly more classical at last, this “central” figure
consistently represented a superb fusion of these two tendencies in art
which commonly are opposed and mutually exclusive.’

’Robert Haven Schauffler, The Unknown Brahms (New York: Dodd, Mead & Co.,
1933), vii.
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The first level of balance for Brahms is always the musical form. In the

Alto Rhapsody, we have seen how freedom of melodic and harmonic
materials find their way into clear structural units derived from classical
models. This kind of balance can be observed over the entire work and
within its main sections (table 2).

It is important to realize that at a time when all believed in
‘expression’, Brahms, without renouncing beauty and emotion, proved
to be a progressive in a field which had not been cultivated for half a
century. He would have been a pioneer if he had simply returned to
Mozart. But he did not live on inherited fortune; he made one of his
own.*

There is another level of balance that is also worth noting. The drama
of the opening sections find their beginning resolution in the hymn at exactly
two-thirds of the way into the Rhapsody. This proportion resembles the
“Golden Ratio,” which has been described as a naturally occurring principle of
balance in nature.

Brahms’s concern for aspects of balance contributed to his challenges
with writing dramatic music. Kross makes the following observations
regarding Rinaldo, Op. 52, Brahms only serious attempt at a dramatic work:

The work actually bears out the point that Brahms, with his
predilection for closed forms, was not at home in the dramatic
medium: One cannot, in the interest of balanced structure, repeat
portions of music (and text) and thus let the protagonist restate as
intention what meanwhile has become accomplished action.’

Following closely on the heels of Rinaldo, the Alto Rhapsody benefited from

Brahms’s unsuccessful attempts. The opening introduction has all the

‘Schoenberg, Style and Idea, 439.

Kross, 17.
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did not prevail over simplicity; both were presented with the balance needed

to clearly project the textual meaning.

Brahms did not have to write something new for the sake of being
original. He was confident enough to draw the best from the past and form it
into something that could connect the past to the present and the present to
the future.

In Brahms’s music there is no conflict between old and new, between
experimental and traditional; instead a peaceful dialogue leads to a
harmonious solution. In his compositions, diametrically opposed
artistic elements are completely reconciled. Goethe’s famous saying,
‘Und das Gesetz nur kann uns Freiheit geben’ ["Observation of the law
alone leads to freedom’], might well have been coined for Brahms's

work.®

This level of balance has perhaps the most far reaching consequences for

those who study and perform his music.

Emotional Expression

The Alto Rhapsody also provides glimpses into Brahms’s sense of
emotional balance. It is just as significant for what it says about Brahms’s
personality as it is about his musical techniques. Researchers will continue to
debate the real cause of Brahms’s distress when writing the work, but the fact
that such emotions were present is confirmed by the composer himself:
“Here I have written a bridal song for the Schumann Countess—but I do this

sort of thing with concealed wrath—with rage!”” This rage comes through

*Karl Geiringer, “Brahms the Ambivalent,” in in Brahms Studies: Analytical and
Historical Perspectives, ed. George S. Bozarth (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 4.

'Melvin Berger, Guide to Choral masterpieces: A Listener's Guide (New York: Anchor
Books, 1993), 88.
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Brahms chose for this work musical textures that were of personal

significance. The color of the alto voice had always been a favorite for
Brahms, who featured an alto soloist and a viola in his Rhapsody. His
earliest and possibly fondest memories of conducting were connected with a
men’s chorus at Winsen when he was just fourteen years of age. This texture
may have been associated with feelings of acceptance and safety:

For me his music mirrors his life. He was not simply intellectual,
though he had extraordinary mastery of ‘learned’ devices. His mode of
expression is certainly different from that of other composers,
especially his great symphonic contemporaries Tchaikovsky and
Bruckner, yet he was driven to composition by the same forces of
desperation, inner conflict, joy and resolution. Indeed, his classicism
may even have been a way of controlling the sprawling emotion. Of
course, his drama is not like Tchaikovsky's ‘primal scream’; his inner
conflict is more contained, his whole musical personality more
inward.’

*Roger Norrington with Michael Musgrave, “Conducting Brahms,” in The Cambridge
Companion to Brahms, ed. Michael Musgrave (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999),
233.
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Implications for Interpretation

Brahms, a very careful and self-critical composer, is said to have replied
when asked how his day was spent, “I was working on my symphony. In the
morning [ added a note. In the afternoon I took it out.”* Even if this reply
was exaggerated, it gives us an indication of the meticulous methods by
which Brahms composed. Detailed analysis of his work can thus bring many
rewards.

Analysis of Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody has uncovered many interesting
relationships between the composer, his chosen text and the musical
materials and methods used to compose the work. The conductor can take
advantage of this kind of information by moving from analysis to
interpretation. This interpretation will combine an analysis of the work with
the expressed or inferred ideals of the composer, the contribution of scholars
and other conductors, and the conductor’s unique musical instincts.
Decisions need to be made regarding balance, tempi, dynamics, articulation
and phrasing. Striking the right balance between tradition, scholarship and
intuition will enable the conductor to make sdﬁnd decisions that can be
clearly communicated in word and gesture during the rehearsal and
performance processes.

Brahms made some of his intentions for the interpretation of the Alto
Rhapsody very clear: the articulation and dynamics in particular. When it

comes to decisions regarding balance, tempi and phrasing, the composer gave

“Berger, 81.
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no one way to play it.”*” With this in mind, the following discussion presents

some of the challenges that may arise in the rehearsal and performance of the
Rhapsody, and offers suggestions as to how they may be approached by the
conductor.

The notion of balance takes on special significance in a work such as
the Rhapsody where texture is used as a primary device of expression. The
texture and color of the alto voice for example needs to be capable of
representing the dynamic stages in the psychological journey of the Abseiter.
What this means is that the voice requires a unique balance within itself: of
high and low ranges, of warmth and brilliance, of desperation and
supplication. In addition to this kind of balance, the voice has to blend with
the texture of the men’s chorus without either disappearing into it or over-
asserting itself. The vocalist is also required to create a variety of textures
with individual instruments, as in mm. 4147 and 48-53, and with groups
within the orchestra as in mm. 28-32 and 55-69.

The orchestral balance needs to be intimate enough to support the
voice without overpowering it, yet con‘tain enough of each part (primarily of
the strings) to prevent the texture from becoming too thin to adequately
represent the weight of the textual meaning as reflected in Brahms’s writing.

As far as the men’s chorus is concerned, the parts need to be in perfect
balance to represent the prayerful sentiments and unity of purpose that
characterize the final adagio. Assuming that equal numbers of qualified men
were available to perform the work, preference should be given to

strengthening the baritone and second tenor parts relative to the tenor one

“Norrington, 243.
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opportunities than the rest to assert itself over the other voices (mm. 122-24,

153—4). With this in mind, plus the fact that it is an inner voice, there should
be more voices on this part. The second tenor part stays within the low to
medium range most of the time and is also one of the middle position voices,
making it more susceptible to getting lost in the texture. The bass part is fairly
low, but it is augmented by the double basses. Although the first tenor part is
not always doubled, the higher frequencies and brilliant tones of this voice,
aided by its location at the top of the men’s chorus texture, ensure that it will
be adequately projected.

One of the most difficult challenges in preparing to interpret the Alto
Rhapsody is determining the tempo relationships between the main sections.
How does one determine the relationship between the opening and closing
adagios and the poco andante that comes between them?

Brahms often used tempo directions which are difficult to interpret:

with their qualifying ‘piti” and ‘poco’, they give the impression of a

tempo which he had yet to finalize or perhaps one slightly different
from the basic tempi suggested by single-word indications."

One of Roger Norrington’s solutions to the problem of tempi in Brahms is to
consult the metronome markings that Brahms linked to various general
tempo indications in works like the Requiem. However, he goes on to
acknowledge:

He [Brahms] did not want them regarded as absolutes—he had them all
removed from the Requiem in the fullness of time, saying that
everyone eventually changed their tempo—the fact that they are
associated with the first complete performance gives them interest;

"Ibid.
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they do at least give an indication of the relation between the tempo
name and the speed of the beat, and (as important) of the relative
speeds of the tempo names.”

Brahms’s attitude toward metronome markings indicates that he viewed
them as creating more problems than they solved. This topic was the source
of several heated discussions between he and Clara Schumann, primarily as it
related to the editing of Robert Schumann’s music. In 1861, they exchanged
correspondence regarding the editions of Schumann’s Requiem and Mass.
Brahms’s response in this letter makes clear his position, at least where
Schumann’s music was concerned, on metronome markings:

About the proposed metronomization we have already once
spoken at length. So you want to do it even so?

I consider it impossible as well as unnecessary; just as I also
believe less in Schumann’s faulty metronome than in the uncertainty

of making a decision. . . .  advise you to stay clear of it, for intelligent
people will pay little attention to your painstaking labour and will not
use it.”

Earlier in the same letter, Brahms presented an even more significant point
to Clara regarding metronome markings for choral-orchestral works:

Consider carefully, too, that one cannot arrange performances of choral
and orchestra works for oneself just for this purpose—and on the
piano, because of the lighter sound, everything is played decidedly
livelier, faster, also is more forgiving in tempo."

Brahms recognized that the ideal tempo for a composition would be relative

to the texture of the performance medium.

“Ibid., 244.
“Brahms, Life and Letters, 232.

“Ibid.
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The following statements from Brahms about specific tempo

indications are found in his 1880 response to George Henschel who had
inquired about the tempo markings found in the composer’s Requiemn. They
show no softening from those seen above in the letter written nineteen years
earlier, and clarify his thoughts on the use of metronome markings for his
own music:

The question in your letter received today is somewhat obscure,
indistinct; I hardly know how I should answer . . . . In my view, the
metronome isn’t worth much; at least far as [ know, many a composer
has withdrawn his metronome markings sooner or later. Those which
are found in the Requiem are there because good friends talked me
into them. For I myself have never believed that my blood and a
mechanical instrument go well together. The so-called elastic tempo is
not a new discovery, after all, and to it, as to many another, one should
attach a “con discrezione”.

Is that an answer? I know of none better; what I know however,
is that [ indicate my tempi in the heading, without numbers, modestly
but with the greatest care and clarity."”

Once the tempo relationships between the main sections of the
Rhapsody have been sorted out, the dilemma of whether to conduct the 6/4
poco andante in three, two, six or some combination of these remains.

Slower tempos would work best in six, while faster tempos could use either
two or three. The ambiguity is deliberately placed in the music by Brahms,
who wished to portray a definite sense of restless angst in this portion. The
awkward position of the Abseiter is keenly reflected in the unsettled

rhythmic pulse. There are only two moving voices that begin the section, the

alto and the viola (see ex. 12).

“Ibid., 559.
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Example 12
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Taken separately, it would appear on first glance that the the viola part is in
6/4 with the voice fluctuating between two or three main pulses to the
measure. A closer look at the viola part reveals an intervallic structure that
expands and contracts in relationship to the vocal pulse being inferred. Take
mm. 48-9 for example. The melodic contour of the viola in m. 48 ensures
that the dotted half note pulse of the voice is undisturbed. In m. 49, the
angular intervals that return to the D on the first and third pitches and then
to the E-flat on beat five make this passage difficult to phrase other than in
groups of two, thus corresponding with the vocal pulse. In order to conduct
this section with both clarity and expressiveness, it needs to be taken apart
layer by layer, then gradually put back together again so that all of the
important rhythmic nuances can be heard simultaneously and thus given the
appropriate gesture. It is enlightening to read an eyewitness account of
Brahms’s conducting of another problematic 6/4 passage:

His conducting of the D minor concerto threw an entirely new light on
the whole composition, especially as regards the rhythmical swing of
the first movement. Written in the troublesome tempo of 6/4, most
conductors either take it too quickly by beating two in a bar or too
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slowly by beating six. Brahms beat it in an uneven four . . . which
entirely did away with undue dragging or hurrying, and kept the line
of movement insistent up to the last note.™

Brahms’s approach to conducting rubato was also noted:

‘His tempo was very elastic . . . but he never allowed his liberties with
the time to interfere with the general balance: they were of the true
nature of rubato. He loathed having his slow movements played in an
inexorable four-square.””’

Since Brahms has suggested no metronome markings for this work, it
may be useful to examine the tempo ratios between sections that have been
observed by a group of conductors over time. Five recordings of the
Rhapsody were reviewed along with the performance that was given in
connection with this study. The tempo relationships are shown in table 3.
The shortest indication of performance length for the Rhapsody does not
come from a conductor, but can be found in Walter Frisch’s introduction to
the facsimile edition. He refers to the work as “the compact Rhapsody, which
lasts only eight or nine minutes in performance.”*

Before trying to discover tempo relationships between the large
sections of the Rhapsody, the first task of the conductor is to determine what
Brahms may have meant by the word adagio. The modern metronome
marks the adagio range between 66 and 76. Roger Norrington compared
Brahms’s metronome markings with the words he used for tempo in the

Requiem:

“Michael Musgrave, A Brahms Reader (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000),145.
“Ibid.

“Brahms, Facsimile, 9. This may or may not refer to an actual performance. Perhaps
Frisch was providing this as an estimate of the performance time as he remembered it.



Table 3. Some Conducting Tempos Used for Brahms's Alto Rhapsody
(Numbers indicate the tempo of the quarter note at the beginning of the section)

Year Conductor Alto Adagio Poco And. Adagio Length
1962 Otto Klemperer  Christa Ludwig 44-6 132-38 42-4 12’ 55"
1968 Clemens Krauss Kathleen Ferrier 40-2 72-6 34-6 15' 30"
1973 Sir Adrian Boult Janet Baker 58-60 120-26 48-50 11’ 45"
1983 Giuseppe Sinopoli Brigitte Fassbender 42-4 84-8 424 14’ 28"
1988 Robert Shaw Marilyn Horne 44-6 104-8 44-6 14’ 01"

2000 Brown-Kibble Wendy Herman 66-9 96-100 56-8 11'50"
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The tempo-name/speed relation emerging from these marks
demarcates the following ranges: Adagio 40-60; Andante 60-90;
Allegro 90-120. They are especially notable for the wide range of the
‘Andante’ band, much wider than today. The relevance of these
markings can be further confirmed by reference to the other works
with metronome marks.”

We know from Brahms’s statements above that he did not think in terms of
metronome markings when writing his tempo indications; he tried instead to
use words, “modestly but with the greatest care and clarity,” to describe the
overall character of the music. Within this general framework, Brahms
wrote in (using melody, harmony, rhythm, texture and articulation) the kind
of motion that he wished to see projected at various points within the
umbrella of his tempo indications. Therefore, it is necessary to first examine
in detail the musical character portrayed before settling on a certain tempo.
There is another matter of either interest or confusion to the conductor. The
facsimile edition shows that Brahms first notated the beginning of the
Rhapsody in cut time before changing it to common time.”

Understanding Brahms’s predilection for classical form and balance, it
is safe to assume, as all of the conductors in table 3 apparently did, that the
two adagio sections should relate in some way. This relationship is certainly
not textual or textural. Neither is the subdivision of the pulse the same: the
opening adagio divides the quarter note into two pulses, the closing adagio
divides it into three. They do relate in that they were marked adagio and
given a time signature of 4/4. The most logical way of connecting them is to

keep the quarter note pulse the same. This relation can be seen in table 3.

"Norrington, 244.

*Brahms, Facsimile, 33.
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Each conductor maintained a very similar quarter note tempo in the opening

and closing adagios. Some chose to begin the closing adagio slightly slower
than the opening. One rationale for this may be that the final section is a
prayer, representing a settling down and relief from all that came before.
Another consideration is that even though the basic quarter note speed may
remain constant, the triplet pulse tends to give an impression of a faster
tempo. Slowing down the last adagio compared to the first allows room to
create the sense of supplication suggested by the text and music.

The tempo ratios used in the performance for this study to connect the
opening and closing adagios of the Alto Rhapsody resemble those of the
conductors listed in table 3. The individual tempos however, are
considerably faster. Performance decisions were based on a consideration of
the ability of the text to be clearly communicated through the various aspects
of motion as outlined earlier. These tempos seemed to strike a balance that
permitted the areas of conflict in the work to be sharply projected without
rushing the areas of resolution. Another important consideration was the
performing forces available for the work. With a larger, more experienced
ensemble, relatively slower tempos may have been employed.

A conductor could also attempt to justify the decision not to relate the
tempos of the two adagios. Although there is a return to the original tempo
marking, there is no reprise of the opening theme, and whereas the opening
is in C minor, the closing is in C major. As noted earlier, the text and textures
are quite dissimilar. Their relationship can be thought of as two separate
stops on a long and varied journey. One could also argue in favor of

differentiating these tempos in order to more clearly represent the textual
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Relating the tempos of all the sections spotlights Brahms'’s ability to creatively

develop the main theme while remaining within the boundaries of a classical
structure. Through the manipulation of motion devices, Brahms does
succeed in representing opposite ends of the story in the same basic tempo.
The tempo relationship between these sections and the poco andante is
much less clear. Taken by itself for a moment, the term poco andante can be
misleading. Does it mean a little bit more andante or a little bit less andante?
Since there is no other andante marking in the work, to what tempo should
this poco andante be compared? Does it refer to the speed of the quarter, half
or dotted half note? Here again, the conductor gleans ideas from a careful
review of the textual and musical ideas that are presented before arriving at a
decision.
Table 3 reveals the tempo ratios between the adagio sections and the
‘poco andante to which each composer arrived. Most of the conductors
associated the quarter note of the opening and closing adagios with the half
note of the poco andante. Shaw’s ratio is higher and Krauss’s is slightly lower
than the prevailing one-to-two proportion. Klemperer chose a one-to-three
ratio with the quarter note being equal to the dotted half note. Kibble used a
one to one and a half ratio. With the exception of Clemens Krauss, the
conductors that used a one-to-two ratio relate the opening adagio most closely
to the poco andante. He makes a closer link between the closing adagio and
the poco andante.
The conductor does not have to wonder about the dynamics and

articulation desired by Brahms in this work. The following quote refers to
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dynamics in Brahms’s Third Symphony, but the same could be said of the

Alto Rhapsody:

One notes immediately the constant use of dynamic ‘hairpins’ for
expression, which occur throughout the texture. Their importance is
confirmed in the fact that they even exist on individual notes as well as
in phrases . . . . They are further evidence of the importance of nuance
and phrasing to the life of this music, and we may expect that many
similar features of dynamic shaping were assumed by Brahms even
when not marked in the score.

Phrasing, how the elements discussed above relate to one another for
the purpose of making musical statements, is closely connected to the idea of
motion in music. Together, they comprise the most important aspects of a
performance.

Motion is a vital quality, perhaps the quintessential quality of music.
Motion pervades music. Without motion a performance is dead, if not
deadly. Without its unique and proper sense of motion a work is
frustrating to hear. Motion is intimately related to affect, musical
character, emotion (the etymological connection is significant).

Motion, as an overall umbrella concept, would seem to subsume
gesture and character as they relate to themes, phrases, sections.
Articulation, accent, stress, all serve to effect and to assist motion.
Musicians at work talk of how the piece ‘moves’—how it goes.”

The struggle derived from conflicting rhythmic pulses is an integral
part of the performance practice in this work. Brahms does this intentionally
(as has already been pointed out in the poco andante), and it should not be

smoothed out. When he wants things to settle down, he writes it that way.

“Norrington, 248.

“David Epstein, “Brahms and the Mechanics of Motion: The Composition of
Performance,” in Brahms Studies: Analytical and Historical Perspectives, ed. George S.
Bozarth (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 191.
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This is particularly true of the final adagio in which the predominance of

plagal cadences signify an unwinding, a sacred rest:

It serves here as a rhetorical marker of the sacred amidst an otherwise
secular prayer. And when heard as an overtly secular statement that
contains a prominent influx of spiritual sentiment, the Alto Rhapsody
may be understood as a counterfoil to Ein deutsches Requiem
completed just one year earlier.”

Brahms conducted many first performances of his works. The Alto
Rhapsody is not one of them. Herman Levi was at the podium for a trial
performance in October of 1869 and Ernst Naumann conducted the premier
performance in Jena in March, 1870. First hand accounts of Brahms’s
conducting style may add another dimension to thoughts about this work:

His manner of conducting is extremely vigorous and exciting. When
he wants a pianissimo he bends forward, while for a fortissimo he
draws himself up erect, but always with a perfectly natural movement,
without any theatrical striving for effect. One can see from the
expression on his face, from his every movement, how he throws
himself into every note. The passion which emanates from him
communicates itself automatically to the members of the choir and
orchestra.™

Not everyone seemed to share this enthusiasm for Brahms’s conducting.
Some “said that Brahms lacked the necessary manual dexterity and flexibility
of the wrist to quickly communicate or to adjust in performance.”*

Careful analysis and interpretation of a work is vitally important.

However, they do little to enhance the performance if they cannot be

“Daniel Beller-McKenna, “The Scope and Significance of the Choral Music,” in The
Cambridge Companion to Brahms, ed. Michael Musgrave (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999), 188-9.

*Musgrave, Brahms Reader, 144.

*Ibid., 145.
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dynamically communicated by the conductor through word and gesture. For

even the experienced conductor, the Alto Rhapsody will require much
practice in order to demonstrate the various levels of nuance that are
inherent to the work. These levels occur in the text and in the music.
Goethe’s text needs to be given careful thought and preparation so that the
natural inflections can be observed. The words are often deliberately
onomatopoeic, resulting in a kind of built in articulation that highlights their

meaning. They also tend to be the words that by themselves define the larger

themes:
Verse 5 Ode (emptiness, desert, waste); verschlingt (devour)
Verse 6 Schmerzen (pains); Menschenhass (hatred of mankind)
Verse 7 Vater (father); erquicke (refresh, revive)

Brahms’s emphasis of certain words deserve special attention; there are
often subtle variations of inflection when a word is repeated. There are also
occasions where Brahms decides to stress a word or syllable that would not
normally receive such emphasis; this is never an accident. The most striking
example of this is his emphasis on the word ein of the phrase ein Ton seinem
Ohre vernehmlich in m. 120 and again in m. 150. In both instances, this
usually unimportant article is harmonized by a colorful G major minor
seventh chord in second inversion. It is also twice the length of any other
syllable in the phrase. Just in case we thought this to be a mistake, Brahms
places a crescendo-diminuendo phrase marking over the second occurrence
in m. 150. While the length and phrasing marks place special emphasis on
this word, the harmony motions strongly toward Ton. Brahms seems to be

saying: “Isn’t there just one tone that can bring hope to my ears?”
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It may seem odd that the Rhapsody, which contains fewer measures for

the men’s chorus than for either the alto soloist or the instruments, is
considered to be a choral work. This is not Brahms’s way of sending a
message that the role of the chorus is unimportant. Rather, the chorus is
brought in when other textures have been exhausted. A non-musical
example may be appropriate here: the men'’s chorus fulfills the role of a
closing pitcher that can either make or break the game. The conductor should
communicate this to the men’s chorus so that they do not have the sense of
being an afterthought in the composition.

The hymn section that features the men’s chorus is as much a salve for
the voices as it is for the Abseiter.

Brahms did not, like Bach, write for voices as though they were
instruments; but he did treat them instrumentally in that he learned to
write especially for their strengths, using their capabilities to the full
without exceeding their limitations. He also wrote for choral singers as
though they were intelligent and competent within their medium as
instrumentalists—an unusual assumption for a nineteenth-century
composer and an important reason why Brahms’s music has remained
so popular with choirs.”

In working with the men’s chorus, the conductor needs to pay attention to
the issue of vibrato usage. Although the ranges are not particularly extreme,
the work requires experienced singers that can interpret the work both
emotionally and vocally. Too much vibrato will cause the closing adagio to
bog down as well as promote faulty enunciation and intonation. The
following quote suggests that vibrato can also be viewed in terms of motion:

The nobility that both [Brahms and Joachim] sought in music comes

from not having instant gratification—salt and sugar all the time:

*Virginia Hancock. Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music.
(Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1983), 147-8.
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Roger Norrington summarizes his essay on conducting the music of

Brahms with these words:

The use of historical resources does not solve performance problems.
The subtlety of great music requires a comparable sensitivity on the
part of the performer, and many different approaches to tempi and
expression can be taken. But the immediacy of the result can bring back
to Brahms performance something which, to judge from decades of
negative and rather bland Brahms criticism, it has lost (compare, for
example, reviews of his day with our own).”

The best interpretation is one in which the right combination of musical
elements and conducting gestures are called upon, reflecting the struggles and
the resolutions that are inherent in the text which Brahms seems to have so
fully internalized.

*Ibid., 249.



CONCLUSION

Some great works suffer the neglect of serious study due to their
brevity. Fortunately, the Alto Rhapsody is not among them. The quantity
and diversity of scholarship available concerning this short work, each
admitting that there was yet more to be discovered, helps to confirm its place
among the great compositions.

To study this work only as a collection of musical and textual elements
would rob it of its very nature and substance, that of personal experience and
the emotions that can result from reflection of that experience. Brahms said,
“I speak in my music.” For those who wish to learn about Brahms, the words
and music of the Alto Rhapsody have much to tell.

As a serious music student, Brahms was able to summon his
studiously crafted musical skills to express his emotions. In an 1855 letter to
Clara, Brahms wrote:

How many a youth wishes for eagles’” wings for himself and even
fancies he has them, then gets buried in his books and music, is
immediately stuck in the dust and forgets to fly. Luckily I'm not afraid
this will happen to me frequently, but it often makes me sad that I no
longer know at all how one composes, how one creates. . . . From you [
keep learning that one cannot extract strength for living (=strength to
live and create) from books, but from one’s own soul. One must not
turn one’s senses inward, but outward.'

In the name of scholarship, there is a tendency to either downplay or
ignore all together the emotional aspects that are sometimes the driving force

of creative undertakings. One does not have to do this with the music of

'Brahms, Life and Letters, 104.
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Brahms, because expression and technique are not mutually exclusive. In the

case of the Alto Rhapsody in particular, they cannot be divorced from honest
scholarship:

With perfect musical form Brahms combines the minute illustrative
accuracy of the vocal music of the sixteenth century. Modern criticism
is apt to disbelieve this, for want of realizing that true musical forms
are means of expression not less direct and characteristic than details of
harmony, instrumentation, and declamation.*

Brahms expresses more vulnerability in this work than in possibly any
other. His well known tendency is to use formal and technical means as a
way of avoiding or obscuring what may be thought of as emotionalism. The
formal means have already been discussed at length. Technically, this often
refers to his employment of strict counterpoint:

The unrestricted intensity created by merging music with feeling,
something that Wagner himself associated with Schopenhauer’s
Will—"desiring, longing, raging, languishing—perishing”—is too
enormous to sustain, or to want to. Even Wagner, said Nietzsche, used
the Ring to “recuperate” from Tristan. The same burden prompted
Liszt toward the skepticism of his later works, and Brahms to his
insistent negotiation with classical forms.’

The unique blend of form and freedom in the Alto Rhapsody resulted in a
noticeable lack of strict contrapuntal textures. “What Brahms had to say
about his relation to history and to the past, he let his music say for him. This
goes to show that when the study of sources is at its most interesting, it

becomes indistinguishable from pure musical analysis.”*

‘Donald Francis Tovey, Vocal Music, vol. 5, Essays in Musical Analysis (London: Oxford
University Press, 1937), 226.

Lawrence Kramer, “The Mirror of Tonality: Transitional Features of Nineteenth-
Century Harmony,” 19th-Century Music 4 (Spring 1981) : 207.

‘Rosen, 100.



The greatness of the Alto Rhapsody lies in its transitional abilities:
between past and present, present and future, instrumental and vocal, text

and music, personal emotion and technical expression.
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APPENDIX A.
ORIGINAL TEXT OF THE RHAPSODY WITH TRANSLATION

Three Verses from Harzreise tim Winter
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

Verse 5
Aber abseits, wer ist’s?
Ins Gebisch verliert sich sein Pfad,
Hinter ihm schlagen
Die Strauche zusammen,
Das Gras steht wieder auf,
Die Ode verschlingt ihn.

Verse 6

Ach, wer heilet die Schmerzen
Des, dem Balsam zu Giftward?
Der sich Menschenhass
Aus der Fiille der Liebe trank?
Erst verachtet, nun ein Verichter,
Zehrt er heimlich auf
Seinen eignen Wert
In ung’niigender Selbstsucht.

Verse 7

Ist auf deinem Psalter,
Vater der Liebe, ein Ton
Seinem Ohre vernehmlich,
So erquicke sein Herz!
Offne den umwdélkten Blick
Uber die tausend Quellen
Neben dem Durstenden
In der Wiiste.

(1777)

Now then, off to the side, who is it?
His tracks are lost in the undergrowth,
Behind him the branches snap,
Collapsing together in a heap;

The grass rises up again,
The desert overwhelms him.

Alas, who can heal the aches
Of him whose salve turned to venom?
Who ingested only hatred of mankind
From the abundance of love?
First scorned, he is now the scorner,
He indulges privately
On his own worth
In regretful self-seeking.

If there is on your psaltery
Father of Love, one note
That his ear can easily distinguish
Let it revive his heart!
Open his overcast gaze
To the thousand sources
Within easy reach of the thirsty one
In the wasteland.

Translated by Gennevieve Brown-Kibble
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TEXT SETTINGS OF GOETHE, REICHARDT AND BRAHMS COMPARED
(Additions from the original by Reichardt and Brahms are underscored)

Goethe
Verse 5
Aber abseits, wer ist’s?
Ins Gebiisch verliert sich sein Pfad,
Hinter ihm schlagen
Die Strauche zusammen,
Das Gras steht wieder auf,
Die Ode verschlingt ihn.

Verse 6

Ach, wer heilet die Schmerzen
Des, dem Balsam zu Giftward?
Der sich Menschenhass
Aus der Fiille der Liebe trank?
Erst verachtet, nun ein Verichter,
Zehrt er heimlich auf
Seinen eignen Wert
In ung’nugender Selbstsucht.

Verse 7

Ist auf deinem Psalter,
Vater der Liebe, ein Ton
Seinem Ohre vernehmlich,
So erquicke sein Herz!
Offne den umwdélkten Blick
Uber die tausend Quellen
Neben dem Durstenden
In der Wiiste.

Reichardt
Verse 5 Notset

Verse 6

Ach, wer heilet die Schmerzen
Des, dem Balsam zu Giftward?
Der sich Menschenhass
Aus der Fille der Liebe trank?
Erst verachtet, nun ein Verachter,
Zehrt er heimlich auf
Seinen eignen Wert
In ung'nugender Selbstsucht.

Verse 7

Ist auf deinem Psalter,
Vater der Liebe, ein Ton
Seinem Ohre vernehmlich,

So.crauicke sein H

i sein Herz!
Offne den umwolkten Blick
Uber die tausend Quellen
Neben dem Durstenden

In der Wiiste.

Brahms

Aber abseits, wer ist’s?
Ins Gebiisch verliert sich sein Pfad,
Hinter ihm schlagen
Die Strauche zusammen,
Das Gras steht wieder auf,
Die Ode verschlingt ihn.

Verse 6

Ach, wer heilet die Schmerzen
Des, dem Balsam zu Giftward?
Der sich Menschenhass
Aus der Fiille der Liebe trank!
Menschenhass, Menschenhass
Aus der Fiille,

-~ . ]

Erst verachtet, nun ein Verichter,
Zehrt er heimlich auf

Seinem eignen Wert

In ung'nigender Selbstsucht.

Verse 7
Ist auf deinem Psalter,
Vater der Liebe, ein Ton
Seinem Ohre vemehmlich,
So erquicke sein Herz!
! . \

Offne den umwolkten Blick
Uber die Tausend Quellen
Neben dem Durstenden

In der Wiiste.
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