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[1] Variations on a Theme by Haydn Op.56a 18:56

Symphony No.1 in C minor Op.68 (47:33)
[2] Un poco sostenuto ~ Allegro 13:55
[3] Andante sostenuto 10:13
[4] Un poco allegretto e grazioso 05:08
[5] Adagio ~ Più andante ~ Allegro non troppo, ma con brio 18:17

Playing time: 66:29

Symphony No.2 in D major Op.73 (41:37)
[1] Allegro non troppo 16:06
[2] Andante non troppo 10:05
[3] Allegretto grazioso 05:44
[4] Allegro con spirito 09:42

Symphony No.3 in F major Op.90 (38:11)
[5] Allegro con brio 10:54
[6] Andante 10:16
[7] Poco allegretto 07:06
[8] Allegro 09:55

Playing time: 79:48

[1] Academic Festival Overture Op.80 11:02

[2] Tragic Overture Op.81 14:39

Symphony No.4 in E minor Op.98 (41:56)
[3] Allegro non troppo 13:23
[4] Andante moderato 12:13
[5] Allegro giocoso 06:34
[6] Allegro energico e passionato 09:46

Playing time: 67:37 Re
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The symphonic potential of the music of Johannes Brahms was identified long before 1876 when
the forty-three-year-old composer finally delivered his Symphony No.1, the hard-won fruit of an
uncommonly long gestation period. Back in 1853, Robert Schumann had written an influential
article in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik journal entitled ‘New Paths’ in which he tellingly referred
to Brahms’s powerful large-scale early piano sonatas as ‘veiled symphonies’ and expressed the hope
that the young unknown from Hamburg would ‘plunge his magic wand into the forces of chorus
and orchestra’; a year later, in a letter to Brahms’s champion, the Hungarian violinist Joseph
Joachim, Schumann enquired, ‘Now, where is Johannes?...Is he not yet allowing timpani and drums
to resound?’

By 1860, three years after Schumann’s death, Brahms had already started to meet these high
expectations with his Piano Concerto No.1 in D minor, Op.15, a work of truly symphonic
proportions and cogency, and two colourful Serenades for orchestra, of which the first, in D major,
is a lengthy piece alluded to by Joachim as a ‘Sinfonie-Serenade’. Between 1854 and 1858 Brahms
had also worked on and eventually abandoned a Symphony in D minor of which only the first
movement was orchestrated; he later re-used some of this material in the opening movement of
the Piano Concerto No.1 and the German Requiem (1863-9), a substantial choral work with
orchestral accompaniment which helped to establish his reputation as a composer.

During the following decade Brahms immersed himself in the creation of further works for chorus
and orchestra, including Rinaldo, the Alto Rhapsody, the Schicksalslied and the Triumphlied. By
1870 he occupied a position at the epicentre of German musical life, assisted by the recent
publication of two of his most instantly popular works, the two books of Hungarian Dances and
the Liebeslieder Waltzes, Op.52, as well as a succession of performances of the German Requiem.
His principal publisher Fritz Simrock pressed for the swift appearance of a symphony from the
composer to crown these successes, but he refused to be hurried.

Brahms’s earliest orchestral piece to enter the mainstream repertoire remains one of his most
celebrated and frequently performed. The Variations on a Theme of Haydn (also known as the
‘Variations on the ‘St Antoni’ Chorale’) was completed in 1873 after a productive and highly



Yondani Butt was born in Macau. He studied music at Indiana University and the University of
Michigan. He also has a Ph.D. in Chemistry, on which subject he has published numerous research
papers. As founder of Symphonie Canadiana, he has led the orchestra on major tours throughout
North America. In addition, since 1983, he has held the position of Resident Conductor of the
Victoria International Festival, creating the highly successful Concerti Extravaganza series.
Frequently in demand as a guest conductor, Yondani Butt has recorded and performed in the US,
Canada, Latin America, Asia and Europe. He has conducted the Philharmonia Orchestra of
London, London Symphony, Royal Philharmonic, American Symphony, Hamilton Philharmonic of
Canada, Orquesta Sinfónica del Estado de Mexico, Singapore Symphony, Seoul Philharmonic, Japan
Gunma Symphony and Het Gelders Orkest, amongst many others. Hailed by Robert Marsh of the
Chicago Sun-Times as “an outstanding talent” and acclaimed by critics and audience alike for his
many CD recordings and concert performances, Yondani Butt received an MRA Gramophone
Award in the Symphony Category 1995 for his recording of Glazunov’s Sixth Symphony. He had
previously won the same Award in 1986 for Rimsky-Korsakov’s Third Symphony. His recording of
Glazunov’s Third Symphony is recognised by the Glazunov Society as definitive and earned him the
title of Honorary Patron of the Society. His extensive discography features the more exotic pages of
the orchestral catalogue with works by Saint-Saëns, Elgar, Sibelius, Lalo, Grieg, Barber, Kodaly,
Mahler, Strauss, Raff and Liszt. His recording of Goldmark’s Rustic Wedding Symphony featured in
the Classical Charts and was Gramophone Magazine’s Critics Choice for 1992. In 2009 Yondani Butt
was selected to be the first conductor for the Masterworks of Giants cycle of the Brahms
Symphonies with the London Symphony Orchestra, recorded in state of the art recordings at Abbey
Road Studios. The Beethoven Symphonies cycle follows.

Yondani Butt ~ conductor

www.myspace.com/masterworksofgiants
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Symphony_No._1_(Brahms)
(Click on external Links to ‘Free Score’ on the Wikipedia site)

profitable period during which Brahms explored the field of chamber music and expanded his
orchestral technique in the accompaniments to his various choral works. The Variations’ opus
number 56a belies the existence of an alternative version and in fact it originated as a score for two
pianos which Brahms promptly orchestrated. The theme itself, taken from the second movement
of a Partita in B flat for wind band, was presumed by Brahms, among others, to have been written
by Haydn, yet its provenance is unclear and it is now thought likely that Haydn’s pupil Ignaz Pleyel
wrote the Partita but took the theme from an older, unidentified source. Invoking the ‘Father of
the Symphony’ certainly did Brahms’s piece no harm, serving to provide audiences with a helpful
indication of its essentially ‘classical’ inspiration and character. Of much greater significance is the
considerable potential for development of the theme itself with its irregular phrasing (a pleasing
foil to its comparatively straightforward melody and harmony) and the ingenious and fresh ways
Brahms finds to modify it during the eight variations and finale which succeed its initial
statement.

It is possible to regard the piece as symphonic in terms of the groupings of its variations, the first
three being lively and expository, the fourth a lyrical andante in the minor mode; the fifth to the
eighth are scherzo-like, whilst the extended finale converts the initial five bars of the theme into a
ground bass, upon which Brahms constructs seventeen varied repetitions climaxing in a glorious
restatement of the original theme. Among its many felicitous touches, the galloping rhythms and
thrillingly animated horns of the ‘hunting’ variation No.6, the intricate syncopations of the
delightful siciliano variation No.7 and the spectral scurrying of variation No.8 (which recalls the
phantasmal, mysteriously half-lit outer sections of the First Serenade’s D minor scherzo) are
particularly striking. Most impressive of all is the substantial finale, which slyly liberates itself
from the melody’s symmetrical constraints and whose intricate and resourceful passacaglia-like
structure anticipates the last movement of Brahms’s own Fourth Symphony. Thanks to its
contrapuntal and rhythmic ingenuity, it is one of the least dry and rigidly formulaic of variation-
type pieces. Auspiciously, it also helped to serve notice of its composer’s complete command of
orchestral writing.
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characterised by a heroic fanfare-like figure. So tightly-knit and evolutionary is its structure that,
uniquely among Brahms’s symphonies, there is no exposition repeat marked, though, in a droll,
somewhat Haydnesque gesture, he momentarily wrong-foots the listener by launching the
development section with the opening bars of the work’s initial material. Though beginning
shrouded in mystery, the recapitulation builds implacably to a fiercely anguished coda. Brahms’s
close friend Elizabet von Herzogenberg said of the ensuing andante moderato, one of the
composer’s most lyrically beautiful utterances, ‘I should choose this movement for my companion
through life and in death’. Then, for once, Brahms admits a fully-fledged scherzo into one of his
symphonies: earthy and playful, its festivities are brightened by the use of a triangle, its sole
appearance in his symphonic oeuvre. This outburst of energy makes a satisfying precursor to the
Finale’s weighty rigours. For this mighty symphonic movement, in an unprecedented step, Brahms
turned to the form of a passacaglia. Daringly, this adheres very closely to its bass line figure
throughout no fewer than thirty variations, which present a moving and eloquent flute solo at their
centre before building back up to an inexorably tragic coda. In a tribute to one of the composer’s
great musical heroes, the ground bass itself is a varied rendering of a theme from J. S. Bach’s
Cantata No.150 (Nach dir, Herr, verlanget mich). Unlike the ‘darkness to light’ dramatic path of
Brahms’s first symphony, his last ends firmly and unequivocally in the same key in which it
opened, E minor; its formidable course has been of a different order, driven by its own self-
sufficient intellectual and formal strength.

Two years later, Brahms wrote his Double Concerto for violin, cello and orchestra. After this
delightfully mellow and convivial work, though he lived for another ten years, he abandoned
orchestral writing, perhaps in the belief that he had expressed all he wished to say in the medium.
Thus, in the Fourth Symphony Brahms had produced his ultimate formal masterpiece, and
eventually freed himself from the burden of expectation initiated by Robert Schumann over thirty
years previously.

Paul Conway

Following the success of the Variations, Brahms’s friend the German musicologist Phillipp
Spitta wrote a heartfelt congratulatory letter to him on 9 February 1874: ‘After this
incomparable feat in the realm of orchestral composition, your followers will look forward all
the more eagerly to a long-awaited Symphony.’ Brahms had now turned forty but the thought
of producing an example in the most hallowed of Classical forms continued to inhibit the
instinctively self-critical composer. He recognised that anything he released would instantly
become the subject of the most exacting critical scrutiny and be severely condemned on the
merest pretext. The mighty example of Beethoven persistently haunted him: as he wrote to the
German conductor Herman Levi, ‘You don’t know what it is like, always to hear that giant
marching along behind me.’ In fact Brahms had been drafting a Symphony in C minor at least
since 1862, at which time he showed Clara Schumann part of the first movement. Six years
later a letter to her from Brahms shows that the finale had already been started, as he quotes
that movement’s memorable horn-theme, introducing it with the words ‘Thus blew the
shepherd’s horn today’. However, it took two periods of concentrated effort on the score in the
summer and autumn of 1876 to finally bring it to completion.

Its trajectory from a tense and turbulent scherzo-like opening Allegro in C minor to a dramatic
and ultimately victorious C major finale evokes the progression ‘from darkness to light’ of
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. Another symphony that pursues a comparable path is Robert
Schumann’s Fourth Symphony in D minor and Brahms adapts several aspects of this work that
are unique to his own First i.e. atypically, both outer movements include a weighty introduction
from which the ensuing main sections derive their main material and the second movement
contains a solo violin part for the leader, the sole instance in Brahms’s symphonic output. More
revealing of his individual musical personality (and recognisably by the same composer of the
two earlier Serenades), the two inner movements (a lyrical Andante sostenuto in ternary form
and a gently flowing intermezzo-like Allegretto grazioso) show the composer in lighter mood,
temporarily evading the ‘marching giant’ behind him. As a consequence of their relaxed
disposition, the centre of gravity of the whole work is shifted on to the Finale, making it the



F minor). Paradoxically, Clara Schumann described its character as ‘harmonious’; it is certainly
unified, due in no small measure to the composer’s liberal use of a musical motto-theme in all
four movements: his own youthful musical cypher, ‘FAF’: ‘frei aber froh’ – ‘free but happy’, with
which he chose to counter Joachim’s ‘FAE’: ‘frei aber einsam’ - free but lonely’. In the Third
Symphony the motif is regularly flattened into F-A flat-F, creating a restless ambiguity. The
Allegro con brio first movement’s passionate main theme strongly echoes a falling figure featured
in the recapitulation of the opening movement of Schumann’s Third Symphony, the ‘Rhenish’,
whilst the fragile, radiantly beautiful second subject presages Mahler’s ‘chamber music’ scoring.
So spontaneous-sounding is this opening movement that the music critic Eduard Hanslick
described it as seeming ‘to have been created in the flush of an inspired hour’. Both inner
movements have the character of an intermezzo; the C major Andante second movement begins
with a innocent-sounding theme, like a folksong or hymn tune, but twice its gentle progress is
halted by a passage featuring baleful chords reminiscent of those which haunt the second
movement of Schubert’s ‘Great’ Symphony No.9 in C major. The following Poco allegretto
movement also recalls Schubert in its delicate melancholy and tonal ambiguities, especially in
the darkly chromatic central section. Beginning in the shadows (recalling the hushed opening
of the Second Symphony’s last movement), the finale soon opens out into a big-boned,
powerfully constructed movement crowned by a genial F major coda in which the motto theme
returns. Exceptionally, every movement of this symphony ends piano or pianissimo, and the
work closes with the motto theme gradually winding down in unmistakably autumnal mode.
Harmonically abstruse and slow to yield up all its secrets, this is one of Brahms’s most enigmatic
(and rewarding) works.

Brahms’s greatest orchestral piece, his Fourth Symphony in E minor, Op.98 was composed
during two summer visits to Mürzzuschlag, Styria in 1884 and 1885, and prepared for
performance by Hans von Bülow, whose Meiningen Court Orchestra premièred the work under
Brahms’s direction on 25 October 1885. Almost every bar of the first movement’s main subject
is permeated by a sequential pattern of falling thirds, whilst the secondary material is

first symphony since Beethoven’s Ninth whose crucial concluding movement is emphatically
the goal to which all the preceding movements have been paving the way. The blazing C major
coda, crowned by a magnificent restatement of a brass chorale initially heard in the finale’s
introduction, is a fittingly triumphant peroration not just for this movement but for this closely
argued, meticulously thematically-integrated symphony as a whole. It sets the seal on a work in
which Brahms proves himself to be an indisputable master of orchestral writing, vindicating his
refusal to release it until he was satisfied it could hold its own ground with established
contributions to the genre by Haydn, Mozart, Schubert, Schumann, Mendelssohn and,
particularly, Beethoven.

Amongst the general critical and public acclaim which greeted the symphony, Brahms was not
comforted by conductor Hans von Bülow’s branding of it as ‘the Tenth’; he was also provoked by
comments highlighting the likeness between the grand, hymn-like main theme of the Finale of
his Symphony No.1 and the ‘Ode to Joy’ theme of Beethoven’s Ninth into angrily exclaiming
that ‘every jackass’ could see that. Nevertheless, underlying both of these early, much-quoted
observations is perhaps the recognition that Brahms had produced the first symphony since
Beethoven’s examples in the medium to remain undiminished by comparison with them.

The massive effort involved in producing his First Symphony effectively conquered Brahms’s
creative inhibitions and the next couple of years saw a steady flow of large-scale works,
including his Third (and final) String Quartet in B flat, Op.67, the Violin Concerto in D major,
Op.77, the Viola Sonata in G major, Op.78 and, perhaps most unexpectedly of all in view of the
protracted evolution of its predecessor, his Second Symphony in D major, Op.73. This was
written mainly during a holiday spent at the resort of Pörtschach in Carinthia in the summer of
1877 and first performed in Vienna on 30 December of that year by the Vienna Philharmonic
under Hans Richter.

Throughout the symphony, Brahms makes much use of a simple motif (D-C sharp-D)
introduced by the lower strings at the beginning of the first movement, immediately



establishing the tonic key. This brief three-note figure introduces the principal theme of the
opening Allegro non troppo, a lyrical horn melody of relaxed and urbane character. After a
lilting, song-like second subject entrusted to the violas and cellos, the dramatic potential of the
first theme is fully realised before the serenity of the opening material is recaptured in the
evocative horn calls that usher in the gently tripping coda. For the slow movement Brahms
strikingly presents two themes concurrently, on cello and bassoon, which begin virtually as a
mirror image of each other before both are lavishly developed, gaining in complexity and
ambiguity. This symphony has occasionally been dubbed Brahms’s ‘Pastoral’ and it is
unquestionably a much sunnier work than its predecessor, no doubt deliberately so, yet these
first two movements are undeniably shadowed by occasional brooding episodes and it is not
until the delightful intermezzo-like Allegretto grazioso third movement, a set of free variations
on a delicate oboe theme that the piece fully shakes off these dark undertones. The exultant,
buoyant mood of the Finale was summed up by Clara Schumann’s comment that ‘it might have
been written for a newly-wedded couple’. With its dazzling, brass-led coda, it bears a superficial
resemblance to the concluding movement of the First Serenade (also in D major), though
effortlessly surpassing it in terms of scope, invention and technique. Fluent, spontaneous and lit
by a rich glow of instrumental sound, the Second Symphony is Brahms’s first wholly
characteristic symphonic utterance. Its overtly affable, well-proportioned qualities can cause its
attendant breadth of vision and intricacy of thematic relationships to be overlooked.

In the summer of 1880, Brahms completed a pair of strongly contrasting overtures. The
Academic Festival Overture requires the largest forces to be found in any of his orchestral works,
including a third trumpet, piccolo, contrabassoon, tuba, cymbals, triangle and bass drum. It was
written in acknowledgement of the award of an honorary Doctorate of Philosophy conferred
upon him the previous year by Breslau University. Characteristically avoiding an arid academic
response, Brahms provided one of his wittiest and most entertaining works, ingeniously
incorporating several student songs in an artfully disguised sonata-form structure. Of the
extended introduction in C minor, the furtive initial theme is reshaped to become the first

subject, whilst the second subject is an elegant realisation of the student song Hört ich sing.
The freshman’s initiation song, Was kommt dort in der Höh is first heard sardonically on
bassoons but later erupts on full orchestra. Brahms invests the culminating appearance of the
tune Gaudeamus igitur with an aptly chorale-like grandeur; these imposing final pages deploy
the largest percussion section he ever used.

Obsessive, bleak and defiant in equal measure, the companion work is of a decidedly
contrasting hue. In calling the piece ‘Tragic Overture’, Brahms deliberately circumvented any
literary associations and later declared he had never had any specific tragedy in mind. Again
he adapts sonata form, this time to such compellingly and classically symphonic ends that the
work has been characterised as a compact one-movement symphony. It is ineluctably heroic in
stature and overall character, a direct descendant of Beethoven’s Coriolan and Egmont
overtures. Yet it also possesses a tangible sense of mystery and disquietude. Its two massive
opening hammer blows seem to stand alone, disconnected from the stealthy ensuing sotto voce
theme. Rhythmic disruptions ensue and the poignant violin theme of the second subject is
soon displaced by turbulent passages with bracing unisons and starkly chilly chords. The
substantial development section acts a kind of ‘slow movement’ as the tempo is halved to
deeply disorientating effect. Brahms disguises a return to the original Allegro tempo by
reducing the activity still further to near-stasis; only when the second subject reappears is it
fully apparent that the recapitulation has begun. In the cheerless coda, the first subject’s
principal figure sweeps the unspecified tragedy inexorably on towards its trenchant conclusion.

Brahms began composing his Third Symphony in F major, Op.90 in 1882 and completed it the
following summer during a stay in Wiesbaden; it was first performed on 2 December 1883 in
the Musikveriensaal, Vienna by the Vienna Philharmonic under Hans Richter to almost
universal acclaim. At once his most colourful and compact symphonic statement, its unsettled,
exalted and occasionally dyspeptic nature has gripped generations of listeners, notably winning
the approbation of Edward Elgar. Part of its troubled character is attributable to a predilection
for minor keys (the third movement being in C minor and, strikingly, most of the finale in 
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