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Variations on the St. Antoni Chorale for two pianos

Brahms, Like Beethoven, was a complete master of the variation form.   Such mastery is a by-
product of a mind born with the ability to think symphonically, i.e. to be able to squeeze out of 
a given musical phrase or melody every last drop of developmental and mutational possibility.  
Part of the equipment of the natural variationist is the ability to recognise in a theme that quality 
which allows of deep and constructive examination from many different angles and in widely 
contrasting moods.

Apart from his three piano sonatas, the most prominent of Brahms’ early piano works were, 
indeed, sets of variations.  The Variations on a Hungarian song (1853) and Variations on an original 
theme (1857) were published together in 1861 as Op. 21, and of his two sets of variations 
on themes by Schumann, Op. 9 of 1854 and Op. 23 of 1861, the latter is four hands at one 
piano.  Further sets were constructed on themes by Handel, Op. 24, 1861 and Paganini, Op. 35, 
1862/3.  With this extensive experience behind him, Brahms immediately saw the possibilities for 
variations when in 1870 he came across a simple folk-like chorale in a Feldpartita in B flat for wind 
instruments which, until quite recently, was thought to be by Joseph Haydn.

At that time, the early 1870s, Brahms was still uncertain of his powers when writing for orchestra 
alone.  His two Serenades and the First Piano Concerto had caused him much travail and his first 
Symphony had been maturing in his mind for many years (it did not, in fact, emerge until 1876), so 
he used the old chorale as an exercise in orchestration as well as scoring it for two pianos.  The 
original theme, titled Chorale St. Antoni, formed the second movement of the wind band Partita, 
and the composer, whoever he was, himself used it again, varied, to make his finale.

Of the two versions by Brahms, Op. 56a for orchestra and Op. 56b for two pianos, both written 
in the late Summer of 1873 during a visit to Tutzing near Munich, it seems likely that it was the 
keyboard work which was completed first, possibly being devised purely as a sketch for the 
more ambitious orchestral scoring until Brahms saw how successful it was as it stood.   In any 
event, the keyboard version was published first, but it has failed to achieve the popularity of the 
orchestration, which has become one of Brahms’ best-loved works.
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Although the authorship of the Feldpartita is in considerable doubt, the structure of the theme 
shows an irregularity with which Haydn would have been in sympathy.  The first section falls into 
two five bar phrases, the second into a pattern of three groups of four bars each and a codetta 
of seven bars.  Each of these two sections is repeated.   Brahms not only gives the theme exactly 
as it originally appeared to him (apart, of course, form the change in instrumentation), but he 
faithfully follows its odd phrase-lengths in each of the eight variations, and even when the phrases 
are somewhat merged into one another, as in variations Vl and Vll, the correct total number of 
bars is strictly adhered to.

It is clear that Brahms placed contrast high in his priorities since he grouped his variations into 
pairs with decisive changes in mood on either side of each pair.   After St. Anthony’s theme 
has been announced, the first two variations have the energetic aspect of a symphonic first 
movement.  They are followed by variations lll and lV, smooth and introspective respectively, as 
if taking the place of a slow movement.  Variations V and Vl and rapid, the one scherzo-like, the 
other stern and stormy.  Now comes the greatest contrast of all, the emphatic rhythm of Vl gives 
way to a magical Siciliano in 6/8 time, variation Vll, which is twinned with Variation Vlll, a mysterious 
episode that prepares expectantly for the finale.

Now transformed into a basso ostinato, the original theme runs though most of the finale as 
excitement slowly accumulates.    It emerges triumphantly at the end in a splendid affirmation of 
the home key.  The exultant writing foreshadows the joyous conclusion of the Academic Festival 
Overture of seven years later.

Sixteen Waltzes for piano duet
Brahms was born and brought up in Hamburg and displayed the reserve and circumspect serious-
mindedness of the typical North German; yet this by no means closed his mind to musical 
influences from further south.    Early on he developed a taste, which never left him, for the dark 
colours and rhythmic impetuosity of Hungarian folk music, and as early as 1848, when he was 15 
years old, he performed at his first Hamburg concert a Fantasy on a popular waltz tune.  The waltz 
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was a dance rather more readily associated with Vienna, a city which at that time vibrated to the 
rhythm of waltzes by Franz Schubert, Michael Palmer,  Josef Lanner, and Johann Strauss the elder.   
“In Vienna”, reported Chopin, “Strauss and his waltzes obliterate everything.”

In the summer of 1859 Brahms met this carefree, unaffected, easygoing, joyful music at first hand 
in a young lady, Bertha Porubsky, on a visit from Vienna, who epitomised the gemütlich Viennese 
character and sang to him her favourite songs.  Three years later, another lady from Vienna, Luise 
Dustmann-Meyer, who was singing at the Cologne Festival while Brahms was there, confirmed 
for him that Berthas’s charm was no exception to the Austrian capital’s rule.   Luise charmed him 
equally, and she spoke of her city, with such affection that Brahms determined to pay it a visit - and 
perhaps even settle there.  This resolve was strengthened when his friends Joseph Joachim and 
Clara Schumann elaborated not only upon the beauty of the city and its surrounding countryside 
but also upon the artistic opportunities to be found  there.  In September 1862 Brahms left for 
Vienna, bearing letters of introduction from Clara to several influential Viennese figures.

Brahms was soon accepted in the friendly Austrian capital; so completely in fact, that a few 
months later he was offered the important post of director at the Singakademie.  From then on, 
apart from frequent concert trips, Vienna was his home, as it was to be his final resting place. 

By January 1865 Brahms had so completely assimilated the atmosphere of “Waltz City” that 
he produced his own set of 16 waltzes for piano duet, dedicated to his friend Eduard Hanslick, 
the German music critic who was also drawn to Vienna.   They were published two years later 
in parallel versions for one or two pianists.   Unlike the St. Antoni Chorale variations for two 
pianos, the duet version is composed for two players at one keyboard.  They show Brahms in 
a wholly new light of spontaneity and gaiety, more attractive and relaxed even than in the early 
orchestral serenades, and at the opposite pole from the earnest piano sonatas.  Yet Op. 39 ranges 
romantically over several exotic keys: they tend towards simpler keys as they progress, as if 
Brahms was deliberately stretching the tonal possibilities of the waltz in most of the first eight 
dances, only to become content with less challenging tonalities thereafter.

In November 1861 five years after Schumann’s death, Brahms wrote his Variations Op. 23.   The 
theme he chose has been the subject of extraordinary tales of supernatural intervention.   It 
first appeared in the slow movement of Schumann’s Violin Concerto in D minor, one of the last 
works he completed.  Apparently the composer lent this concerto to Joseph Joachim, possibly 
for suggestions and amendments prior to its first performance.  Schumann then seems to have 
forgotten all about the work until, shortly before his mental breakdown, the theme floated back 
into his mind, inspired, he asserted, by the spirits of Mendelssohn and Schubert.   Brahms’s 
Variations have even been published as having been based on Schumann’s Geisterthema (‘Spirits’ 
Theme’).   The spirits were still active as recently as 1933 when a moving glass claiming to be 
guided by the spirits of Schumann and Joachim directed researchers eventually to the Prussian 
State Library in Berlin where the hitherto unknown Concerto was discovered.

That at least is one story!

These Variations were the first music Brahms had written for two players at one piano  They 
were dedicated to Schumann’s third daughter, Julie, 16 years old at the time, for whom Brahms 
later felt something exceeding affection.  The E flat theme, which Brahms marks Leise und innig 
(“soft and intimate”), is in two parts of respectively 16 and 12 bars, the second part repeated. 
This overall pattern is adhered to throughout the first nine variations, except that the second 
part is occasionally extended by one bar (nos. 2 and 4), and the repeat is further varied (nos. 1, 
4 and 5).  As a finale Brahms transforms the theme into a tender funeral march in sad memory 
of his deceased friend.

© Robert Dearling
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The C major of the second movement is balanced by the C minor of the third; a simple song-like 
melody.  The central section seems almost fragmentary at first but mutates most affectingly into a 
legato image of itself.   Impatient to return, the opening song-like melody overlaps the end of the 
central section, then proceeds as before, terminating in a short coda.

There is an extraordinary elastic quality about the first theme of the finale.  It has the ability 
to stretch itself to occupy any given number of bars or beats therein.  It is abruptly displaced 
by the third idea from the second movement, unmistakable now, after Brahms’s insistence 
that it should be recognised.  At the height of an incisive restatement of the elastic theme, the 
second subject arrives: crotchet triplets against quaver triplets, while the unadorned crotchet 
rhythm is maintained in the lower register.  A long and stormy episode ensues in which the two 
introductory notes from that remembered theme undergo diminution and eventually emerge 
from a vast restatement of the whole theme.   The conflict persists through a recapitulation of the 
second theme and further intense examination of various aspects of previous material.

In an instant the storm is past and the first theme of the finale rests in tranquillity, the two-note 
motif joining it in gentle reflection.   Brahms seals the whole symphony with a return to the 
opening of the first movement: a stoke at once both totally unexpected but absolutely inevitable.   
The cycle of the seasons is closed.

Variations on a Theme by Robert Schumann for piano duet
There are few stories more poignant in the history of music than that concerning the friendship of 
Robert Schumann and Johannes Brahms.   Schumann, the senior by 23 years, supported Brahms as 
he struggled to establish himself; indeed, the enthusiasm shown for Brahms’s music in Schumann’s 
influential writings doubtless contributed to the young man’s success.  Then, as his mind moved 
inexorably to the tragic total collapse of February 1854, Schumann knew the true friendship 
and sympathy of Brahms, and in his moments of remission from insanity, he was comforted by 
the thought that his wife Clara was borne up in her anguish by the young composer’s selfless 
devotion and fortitude

Furthermore the work’s innocuous surface hides a world of technical skill: note the double 
counterpoint of the final waltz.  There are subtle links between waltzes, as, for instance, when no. 
15 returns to the rhythm of no. 3, where the primo had offered a gently syncopated rhythm over 
the secondo’s more literal approach.  Just twice, the secondo is induced to follow the primo’s rhythm 
in no. 3, whereas in no. 15 he is not to be moved.   Despite this and other connections, Brahms is 
concerned with contrast, just as in his variations; and the Sixteen Waltzes are a satisfyingly varied 
entry.

Neue Liebeslieder Waltzes for two pianos
Brahms was exposed to Hungarian nationalism in music when, at 20, he toured Europe with 
the Hungarian violinist Ede Reményi.   The so called ‘Magyar style’ so fascinated Brahms that 
it surfaced many times later (Hungarian Dances, Variations on an Hungarian Song  Op. 21, The 
‘Gypsy Rondo’ of the Piano Quartet etc.) and is present virtually throughout the ‘New Love-Song 
Waltzes’, their Viennese Ländler tradition notwithstanding.

These Waltzes were originally conceived for voices (SATB) and piano duet in 1874.  In this 
form they were first heard in Mannheim on 8 May 1875, with texts by Daumer (Polydora) and 
by Goethe (no. 15: Nun ihr Musen).  Brahms then transcribed them for four hands in 1877.   The 
Hungarian influence is evident from the start.  In speech,  Hungarians almost invariably begin their 
phrases emphatically, unlike the English, who frequently commence with an upbeat ‘Well...’ Or 
‘Yes’, but....’.   The Magyar characteristic will be noticed in the emphatic downbeat beginning of 
the stronger waltzes (and, incidentally, of the Hungarian Dances, to which these waltzes inevitably 
bear a resemblance).  The Waltzes range from the gloomy and dark moods of the minor-key 
numbers, such as nos. 2,5 and 9, through passion and strength, nos. 1 and 14, to confidence, no. 7 
with its teasing displaced accents, and optimism as in 10 with its swinging, bell-like chords.  No. 13 
in E is a fine waltz in consoling vein, its running figures freely crossing the bar lines,  and the finale 
in F leaves the listener with a feeling of autumnal satisfaction.
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Symphony No. 3 for two pianos
Transcriptions; arrangements of musical works for a medium other than that for which they 
were originally written, have an honourable history as well as a wide diversity of purposes.   Up 
to the end of the 18th century music was often transcribed according to the dictates of local 
instrumental availability; publishers would issue music in numerous different arrangements in 
order to capture the widest possible market.  Both Bach and Mozart arranged other composers’ 
music for their own virtuoso use, and sometimes popular works (eg. Corelli’s Concerti Grossi) 
would be modernised to bring them into line with modern taste.

Concert works such as symphonies grew in complexity with instrumentation; and the pianoforte 
developed into a perfect instrument.  What more natural, then, for the former to be made available 
for domestic use via transcription for the latter?  Before the invention of sound recordings, the 
only way the vast philosophical outpourings of the romantic symphonists could be heard in the 
home was in transcriptions for the ubiquitous parlour pianoforte.    Franz Liszt catered for this 
need by arranging his own and other composers’ music for one or two pianos, starting with 
Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique in 1833, only three years after it first appeared in the concert 
hall.   So successful was this and his arrangements of Beethoven’s Symphonies that he went on 
to transcribe vast amounts of music, turning the exercise into an art form in its own right and 
attacking the task with such energy and enthusiasm that he arranged his own Totentanz twice, 
repeating an exercise he had already carried out.  However, his enthusiasm did not extend to the 
music of Brahms, with which he was out of sympathy.

The little known authentic two-piano version of the Third Symphony appears to be a study 
made before the orchestration process was carried out, as was probably the case with the 
St. Antoni Variations.  Transcriptions of great symphonies serve rather more than the utilitarian 
purpose of domestic convenience, especially when undertaken by a composer with Brahms’s 
deep understanding of the instrument.  They shed new light on a composition, allowing it to be 
seen from a different viewpoint and very often revealing subtleties in its structure and melodic 
content that can be obscured in concert performance, even when directed by the most faithful 
of conductors.

The four movements of Brahms’s Third Symphony are closely independent, as if they were 
conceived instantaneously in the composer’s mind.    Yet there is evidence to suggest that the 
work occupied a long gestation period.   It reached its final form at Wiesbaden in the summer 
of 1883 and Hans Richter conducted the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra in its first performance 
on 2 December that year.   Perhaps unwisely, Richter called the work “Brahms’s Eroica”, the title 
lending it a wholly spurious aura of heroism.   Sir Arnold Bax, more perceptively, once said that 
the first movement suggested to him the season of spring, the other three representing the rest 
of the seasons.

Joseph Joachim invented for himself a motto: frei uber einsam (“free but alone”), which yields 
the initial letters FAE as a musical tag.   Brahms took up the more positive phrase frei aber 
froh (“free but joyful”), and the resulting FAF often with the A flattened, gave him material for 
a number of works.  Without ado, F-Aflat-F opens the first movement of the symphony with a 
thrilling emphasis, launching the main theme.  The time signature is a broad 6/4, and the theme 
strides confidently for a dozen bars before giving way to a complementary motif which slides 
upwards gracefully amid repeated notes.   A change of key to A major and a change of metre 
to 9/4 brings the second subject which moves contentedly until the tension increases with the 
arrival of the codetta.  The development section opens stormily with massive syncopations based 
on the opening theme, but the second theme quickly enters, passionate now, and prepared to 
contest supremacy with the first subject.  By the end of the development the music has become 
calmer, but an incisive double statement of F-Aflat-F brings the regular recapitulation.  A coda  
concentrating on this same motif moves from drama to tranquility.

A folk-like melody evolves in unhurried lines before a faster moving second idea takes its place.  
This in turn gives way to an important melody, almost stationary, with triplets prominent in its 
rhythm.  Much play is made of this melody, particularly of its opening two notes: Brahms twice 
holds up all forward movement to let these notes, reiterated in different registers, sink deeply 
into the listener’s memory.
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