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Hailed by Gramophone as a symphonic
conductor of stature, conductor, cellist,
composer and author 
has worked with the National Symphony
Orchestra (USA), Royal Philharmonic
Orchestra, Cincinnati Symphony
Orchestra, BBC National Orchestra of
Wales, Budapest Festival Orchestra,
Royal Northern Sinfonia and English
Chamber Orchestra. In 2013, he took up
a new position as Artistic Director of the
English Symphony Orchestra. In 2015
he became the second Artistic Director
of the Colorado MahlerFest, the only
American organization other than the
New York Philharmonic to receive the
Gold Medal of the International Gustav
Mahler Society. Woods was appointed
Principal Guest Conductor of the
Orchestra of the Swan in 2010 and during his tenure lifted that orchestra to new
international renown. With them, he recorded the first complete cycle of the symphonies
of Hans Gál paired with those of Robert Schumann. A widely read writer and frequent
broadcaster, Woods blog, ‘A View from the Podium’, is one of the 25 most popular
classical blogs in the world.

@kennethwoods facebook.com/kennethwoodsconductor/

The ESO (English String Orchestra/English Symphony Orchestra) are synonymous with
artistic excellence, innovative programming and distinctive commissioning. Since 2013,
the orchestra has presented the orchestra’s first opera (John Joubert’s ) to
overwhelming critical acclaim, presented the 2015 and 2016 Classical Music Magazine
Premiere of the Year, and released a triumphant series of recordings including Donald
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Beethoven’s 7th, and I hope he would have approved of me modelling my use of the
horns not only on his orchestral work but that of his esteemed forbears.

It took several years from that morning on Ishcia to complete this orchestration. After my
initial work on it in 2008, the piece was set to one side while I attended to other projects
with firmer deadlines. A first version was performed in Guildford by the Surrey Mozart
Players on 27 June, 2015 and this was subsequently revised. The final version was
premiered on 21 November, 2017 with the English Symphony Orchestra in Cheltenham
Town Hall. The arrangement is dedicated to Stephen Jones, long-time principal violist
and later Chairman of the SMP. Stephen’s support and encouragement was essential to
making that preview performance in 2015 a possibility, and it was tragic that during the
rehearsals for that concert, he took ill and withdrew after the first rehearsal. It turned out
that he had an exceptionally aggressive form of brain cancer and passed away just a few
weeks later. Stephen was a remarkable musician who had joined the viola section of the
Hallé at age 18, and a devoted Brahmsian. The orchestration is based on the score edited
by Hans Gál and published in 1927 by Breitkopf und Härtel as part of the Brahms
Complete Works Edition, although textual details have been checked against other
critical editions. I am especially grateful to Michael Young, the Assistant Conductor of the
English Symphony Orchestra, for his invaluable help in proofreading the performing
materials and typesetting the final score.

Brahms’ opus 26 is symphonic in scope.  Depending on tempi, it’s potentially longer than
any of the symphonies and the first movement is one of the grandest movements he ever
wrote, but much of the piece also has elements of a Serenade-like character, and I found
myself consulting not only the scores of the Four Symphonies repeatedly during this
process, but also that of Brahms’ D Major Serenade, opus 11. I have orchestrated the
work for the same forces Brahms’s 1st and 3rd Symphonies- 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets,
2 bassoons, contrabassoon, 4 horns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, timpani and strings.

The scores of Brahms’ Four Symphonies are like a sacred text for me. They are among
the most studied, most loved, most performed works in my library. In trying to
understand his use of the orchestra well enough to translate this Piano Quartet into a
symphonic sound world, I’ve found my admiration for Brahms’ achievement continuing
to grow.
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Throughout his career, Brahms often composed sharply contrasting pairs of works. So it
was that his boisterous Academic Festival Overture, opus 80, was followed immediately
by the brooding Tragic Overture, opus 81, and the weighty, tempestuous Symphony no.
1 in C minor was quickly followed by the lyrical Symphony no. 2 in D major.

A similar contrast can be seen between Brahms’s stormy and dramatic Piano Quartet no.
1 in G minor, composed in 1861 and premiered by members of the Hellmesberger
Quartet with the composer at the piano, and the more lyrical Piano Quartet in A major,
completed in the same year and premiered by the same musicians. Both works are
written on a vast scale, and the A major was to be the longest chamber work Brahms
would ever write. Early critics of the work noted a particularly strong influence of the
music of Schubert. In fact, the Hellmesberger Quartet had been founded for the express
purpose of performing Schubert’s then unknown late chamber music. Brahms had made
a careful study of Schubert’s chamber music in the 1850’s and became a co-editor of the
collected critical edition of along with Joseph Hellmesberger Sr.
(founder of the Hellmesberger Quartet) and Eusebius Mandyczewski. Both the
expansiveness of the form of this Piano Quartet, and the breadth and richness of the
melodic ideas testify to Schubert’s influence.

Brahms’ musical voice remained remarkably consistent and clear across his career. The
early and late works are all clearly the product of the same pen. But if there was any
overall progression in Brahms’s music from his early career to his final works, it is
towards ever greater economy of means and ever greater compositional rigour. As a
result, one finds in the A major Piano Quartet a Romantic generosity of material and spirit
that one doesn’t often find in his later music.

The opening  is one of the largest sonata movements Brahms ever
composed. It is notable for the way in which Brahms beguiles us with long-breathed
melodic strands while at the same time mining every musical possibility of the opening
contrast of triplets and duplets with the kind of forensic creativity that would mark his
later works. It is a work of statuesque grandeur—perfectly balanced from beginning to
end.

The  has much in common with the slow movements of Brahms’ Second
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Symphony and Second Piano Concerto, but the youthful Brahms was a more extrovert
composer than the man who wrote those two works, and there are outpourings of sheer
passion and untempered anguish in this movement that one wouldn’t expect to see in a
later work, either.

Calum MacDonald has said of the third movement that the “easily flowing crotchet
motion of the next movement seems too mild for a scherzo, yet it proves apt for an
inexorable build-up of immense melodic spans.” The Trio is the sort of mix of high and
low that Brahms loved- a rough-and-ready Hungarian style melody treated as a strict
canon.

Brahms also loved a dash of paprika in his finales- the G minor Piano Quartet ended with
an “alla Zingaresca” gypsy finale, and the A major Quartet has a similar feel to it. However,
the finale of the A major Quartet still shows tell-tale signs of Schubert’s influence, with a
big-boned sonata form and long melodic ideas generating the sort of “Heavenly length”
we associate with that most Viennese of masters. In a way, the tension between
Gypsy-style merrymaking and Schubertian melos is the crux of the whole movement,
and it is only in the final, wild Coda, that Brahms finally leaves Vienna behind in favour of
the sounds and smells of Budapest.

The idea for this orchestration of the Brahms Piano Quartet in A Major came to me
spontaneously in a flash of inspiration while I was coaching chamber music at the Ischia
Chamber Music Festival in 2008. I vividly remember the bright blue sea and cloudless sky
over Mount Epomeo that morning as I listened to a group play though the first movement
of the piece in its original form. As I began to work with them, I found myself speaking to
the pianist, as I often do, in orchestral terms. “Can you try playing the opening phrase
more like…. a quartet of hunting horns?” I asked. His playing sounded more convincing
with that in mind, but that sound concept had also planted itself firmly in my inner ear.
After the coaching I had a bit of free time, and found myself listening to an imaginary
orchestral version of the entire first movement emerging from that horn quartet. I was
fascinated by the ways in which I thought an orchestral realisation could bring to the fore
some the nature imagery and vernacular music that is present in the original. By the end
of that morning, I’d decided to try to undertake a realization of the orchestration.
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After my initial euphoria, I had a few more sober thoughts. First, there was the question
of Schoenberg’s orchestration of opus 26’s fraternal twin, the Piano Quartet in G minor,
opus 25. Should I be deterred by the possibility (certainty) of comparisons, or should I in
some way try to look to Schoenberg’s example as a model for my own work? This was
actually the easiest of questions to answer—I didn’t feel any need to worry one way or
another about Schoenberg’s arrangement. It hadn’t been in any way on my mind when I
first thought of the project, so I could answer questions about whether I’d stolen his idea
with a clear conscience and an even clearer answer. Also, much as I revere his
arrangements of many other composer’s works, including the Monn Cello Concerto and
Mahler’s , I actually have never warmed to his eccentric, and, to
me, often vulgar and un-idiomatic take on Brahms’ opus 25. In the end, I decided not to
listen to or look at the score of Schoenberg’s orchestration until I’d finished my work on
opus 26.

A more serious deterrent was figuring how to translate Brahms’ piano writing into an
orchestral medium. Short of deploying an army of harps, which would have sounded
almost as silly as Schoenberg’s xylophone in opus 25, it would have been absurd to try
to recreate some of the sweeping piano arpeggios in the second movement of the Piano
Quartet in an orchestra. On the other hand, purely decorative writing is very rare in
Brahms, and often what first seems like a mere figuration turns into a motive that he
works with and develops—one replaces something with an easier pattern at your moral
and musical peril. In the end, those sweeping arpeggios were a fairly easy question to
resolve—their very impossibility mandated a radical approach. Other, less obvious, spots
took more soul searching, and the careful balancing between staying as true as possible
to the original while making things playable and satisfying for the orchestral musicians.
As it is, both my version of opus 26 and Schoenberg’s version of ups 25 are considerably
more technically demanding than the Brahms symphonies. Questions of playability and
risk also figured into whether and how to realise my idea of the opening being played by
horn quartet. A major is a very high key for the horn, and to transcribe the first few bars
of the piano part for horns would mean asking them to play higher in the first phrase of
the piece than they do in any of Brahms’ orchestral canon. In the end, I employed a little
bit of orchestral sleight of hand to transfer elsewhere notes that I thought were really
unrealistic to ask for, but otherwise, I decided that Brahms would have known and
appreciated the sound of high horns in A from the symphonies of Haydn and notably from
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Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)

Piano Quartet No. 2 in A major, op. 26

Total playing time 49.17

“Woods has orchestrated Brahms’s Second Piano Quartet Op. 26 to
create what’s effectively a completely new Brahms symphony...Any
Brahms lover would be fascinated to hear this orchestration...”
Richard Bratby. The Birmingham Post

“In his Brahms arrangement, Woods proves to be a master orchestrator,
delivering a score of wide-ranging expression and colour...Woods brings
glorious warmth to Opus 26, and this could well pass as an original
Brahms orchestral score...one which will for sure in the future delight
audiences everywhere.” Adrian Williams. Classical Source

English Symphony Orchestra

Orchestrated and conducted by Kenneth Woods
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