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Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) Piano Quartet No. 2 in A Op. 26 (1861)
|. Allegro non troppo « Il. Poco adagio
Ill. Scherzo. Poco allegro - Trio « IV. Finale.
Allegro

Interval

Piano Quartet No. 1in G minor Op. 25 (1861)
I. Allegro « Il. Intermezzo. Allegro ma non troppo
- Trio. Animato « lll. Andante con moto e
IV. Rondo alla Zingarese. Presto
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The Brahms we meet this evening is a young man
at a crossroads. These quartets were completed in
the autumn of 1861 when he was 28. Since turning 20
he had been ‘discovered’ by Robert and Clara
Schumann, proclaimed a genius by them (not entirely
beneficially), shared the tragedy of Robert’s mental
illness and suicide, then had to address his own
passionate feelings for Clara. As he wrote these
quartets, his own family was falling apart: his mother
and father parted, then his mother died, all of which
weakened his roots and ties to his native Hamburg.
So, approaching 30, famous as a musician but a little
adrift as a man, he sensed that advancement would
not come to him in Hamburg; he had to go find it in -
to him - the greatest musical city: Vienna. Soon after
he arrived, a rehearsal of these two quartets was
arranged with the violinist Joseph Hellmesberger,
Viennese musical aristocracy and one of the most
influential musicians in the city. No-one’s opinion
could be more important. At once, he proclaimed
Brahms to be ‘Beethoven’s heir’, and programmed
both pieces in his concert series. That led to further
interest and more successful concerts (all seemingly
arranged at a few weeks’ notice) and he was launched
as both player and composer.

Despite this swift success, it took Brahms most of
another decade to feel at home in Vienna ('...it does
not always smell sweet’, he wrote of its musical
world), but its heritage had already held him in thrall
well before he moved there. Haydn, Mozart and
Beethoven haunt these pieces, but above all
Schubert. Brahms had gradually discovered him
during the 1850s — as indeed had the wider world.
After his tragically early death, Schubert’s music fell
into unhelpful, neglectful hands and many key scores
disappeared for decades. Brahms performed some,
including the “Trout’ Quintet and Die schéne Mdllerin,
and he heard others, such as the Ninth Symphony.
Come 1863 he would write:

'My love for Schubert is a very serious one, probably
just because it is not a fleeting fancy... To me he is like
a child of the gods, who plays with Jupiter’s thunder...
he plays in such aregion, at a height to which the
others are far short of raising themselves...'

It is impossible to overstate the impact of
Schubert’s influence on Brahms. Scrutinise these
quartets in the minutest detail and you will find
Schubertian technigues and tendencies everywhere.
That discussion lies well beyond the scope of this
note but is worth bearing in mind as the surface of the
music - especially the sound world of Op. 26 - is also
unmistakably reminiscent of Schubert, and owes its
sense of space, poise and radiant warmth to him.
Brahms learns from Schubert’s capacity to create
immense architecture without sacrificing momentum,
as well as his often-obsessive fascination with
repeated rhythms and motifs within a melody or
section.

The two quartets were published at the same time,
possibly because they make such a contrasting pair.
Where Op. 26’s ‘Viennese’ charm and warmth evokes
Schubert, Op. 25 links us to several other important
musical loves of Brahms. Its key is definitively
important. Brahms used G minor almost nowhere else
—only for shorter solo piano pieces — but perhaps he
had another famous piano quartet by another
favourite composer in mind — Mozart’s K478 in G
minor. Like Mozart, he found a turbulent, sometimes
anxious and introverted quality in the key: just take
that compelling piano solo which opens Op. 25 and
contrast it with the opening of Op. 26. The tension
and intensity it establishes holds sway over the first
three movements but is then blown away in a finale
inspired by another of Brahms’s great musical loves:
Hungarian dance music. He loved it in his early years
in Hamburg; then, in the 1850s, he got to play it as the
accompanist to Hungarian violinist Ede Reményi.
Once in Vienna, he found no shortage of czardas to
enjoy at the Prater. This dance is ferociously
energetic, virtuosic and spectacular. There is a reason
why musicians often close a concert with this piece -
it is very hard act to follow.

| introduced Brahms above as a young man facing
uncertainty and change — and there is no question
that he was plagued by second thoughts and
insecurities no matter how often he was proclaimed
‘A genius!’ or ‘Beethoven’s heir.” Perhaps these two
pieces were so immediately successful because they
show him at his most certain and decisive. Contrast
them with his Third Piano Quartet, which was
conceived around the same time as Op. 26 but took a
clear 14 years longer to be finalised. By then Brahms
had returned to it several times, changing its key and
structure, and doing away with or repurposing several
movements — an exhausting process. Reputedly his
self-criticism also led him to destroy at least 20 string
quartets before writing one he felt able to publish.
These two quartets are also notable because they are
unlike anything else he was writing at the time: almost
all his published output in the decades either side of
them was vocal or solo/duo keyboard music, yet he
exhibits a full mastery and command of the ensemble
and genre.

Indeed, the quartets set the pattern for his entire
chamber music output, some 25 pieces completed
over the course of 40 years. In his survey of them,
musicologist David Broderick observes that Brahms
found inexhaustible inspiration in the four-movement
structure and form you hear twice tonight: he
inherited it from his Viennese masters and never felt
the need to diverge from it.
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