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Johannes Brahms’ String Sextets

Johannes Brahms’ Op. 18 Sextet was not only his first valid chamber work without piano, it also marks the beginning of
a series of compositions for smaller instrumental ensembles, stretching across five years up to the second Sextet and his
Horn Trio, Op. 40. Sir Donald Tovey called this period Brahms’ “first maturity”. This statement applies on both counts:
various composers on whom the young Brahms modelled his music — Beethoven, Schubert, Bach, Mendelssohn and
Schumann — appear clearly, and sometimes reacting against each other, in the first version of his Op. 8 Piano Trio. In the
first sextet and the great works written around that time, especially the two serenades for orchestra and the Handel
variations for piano, he managed to blend the various influences, both inspiring and burdening, to form a personal style
of unmistakeable individuality: this represents their “maturity”.

The fact that Brahms had, for the first time, reached a sense of musical confidence and self-assuredness is emphasised
by another creative development: after this period, chamber music production came to a halt for around eight years; the
two string quartets which Brahms started, possibly as early as 1865, were not completed until 1873; instead, he turned
towards larger-scale vocal and instrumental works. The period between 1859 and 1865 also brought several existential
decisions and upheavals for Brahms which left their marks in his oeuvre. The relationship with Clara Schumann was
straightened out, inasmuch as this was possible. In 1859 Brahms broke off his engagement with Agathe von Siebold,
the daughter of a Gottingen professor which was to have repercussions for some time: the sequence A-G-A-B[=H in
German notation]-E, containing all the letters of her name which can be translated into music notation, can be found not
only in a prominent position in his Op. 44 works for women’s chorus, written in 1860, but also in the sextet of 1865. In
this latter work, the sequence concludes the presentation of the themes in the first movement and, in the process, is
repeated and transformed several times; a retrospective analysis reveals that an entire chain of motivic metamorphoses
leads up to this anagram. Brahms confided in his Viennese friend Josef Gansbacher, the dedicatee of his Cello Sonata Op.
38, that the G major sextet had “untied him” from his “last love”.

Did this comment refer only to Agathe von Siebold, as Brahms scholars seem to agree? In this context, two further
musical references are worth mentioning. The second movement of the G major sextet, a scherzo, is based on an earlier
piano piece, a gavotte of 1855 which formed part of a suite fragment, a Sarabande and Gavotte. The latter is cast into
a common tripartite form, gavotte | — gavotte |l — gavotte |. These two pieces were premiered by Brahms himself at a
concert that he gave together with Clara Schumann and Joseph Joachim in Danzig on 14 November 1855. Later on, both
he and Clara regularly included them in their concert programmes. For the sextet, he used the gavotte I, whilst the
sarabande and gavotte |l were reused in 1882 in his String Quartet Op. 88 (see audite 97.724).




The dominant motif of the adagio theme, on which Brahms writes a series of variations, can also be found in other
works, such as the First Piano Concerto. It originates in Robert Schumann’s Introduction and Allegro appassionato in G
major, Op. 92, for piano and orchestra. The relationship and formation of variants is so apparent that coincidence seems
unlikely. In the context of the sextet it appears as a relation of the initial motif of the first movement with which, at the
same time, the unique harmonic idiom of the work is fixed; in reverse form, it seems to relate to the trio theme in the
scherzo, whose central section creates a vivid contrast to the outer sections. Similarly as with the Agathe motif in the
first movement, there is a build-up towards the theme which is charged with memories. Technically, such a build-up is
achieved by varying certain elements. This begins well before the actual variations which then represent the climax. In
each of the first three movements, motifs and themes are developed that are linked to Brahms’ biography. They point
towards Agathe von Siebold, to Clara and to Robert Schumann: the three people with whom he had, alongside Joseph
Joachim, the closest relationships from 1853 onwards. It is surely not insignificant to note that these three movements
were written around the same time, whilst the finale was composed several months later, almost from a distance. These
two creative spurts were separated by a dual existential caesura: his mother’s death in February 1865 (the Horn Trio as
well as parts of the German Requiem were written in her memory) and the ultimate decision to make Vienna his home city.

In his second sextet, Brahms, as he does in other works, stages a part of his personal history. He does not, however,
set stories from his life to music. The artistic form remains crucial for him; what he has to say needs to stand the test
of its tradition. For art itself, not just life and social history with its impulses and themes, represents “existential experi-
ence” for Brahms, as Helmut Lachenmann puts it. Life events may have inspired musical signs and symbols, or suggested
perspectives. Thus the finale of Op. 36 presents a few reminiscences of previous movements, without quoting directly.
Playing with memories and connections creates a sense of distance. This becomes reality in the élan and lightness of the
last movement which effectively seals the conclusion of a process that took place in the first three movements.

The two sextets provide eloquent examples of Brahms’ preference to create certain types of works in pairs. Opp. 18
and 36 share many similarities. The themes of the opening movements are lyrical, the slow movements are conceived as
variations — Brahms later explained: “In a theme of variations, it is almost only the bass that means something to me. But
the bass is sacred, it is the firm ground on which | build my creations.” The bass, at the same time, determines the har-
monic system of the piece. The final movements are not elevated into a special position. The tonal relationships between
the four movements create the specific harmonic characters, lending the works their unique colours.

Against this background the differences emerge clearly: in the B flat major sextet, the scherzo appears as the third move-
ment, whilst in the G major work it represents the second movement; correspondingly, the variation movements are also




interchanged. In the G major sextet, the finale responds to the three previous movements, which are also interconnected
by shared motifs. In the B flat major work, the finale recalls the first movement by opening with the same three-part
constellation (main part in cello |, accompanied by cello Il and a viola), and despite the altered metres there are apparent
motivic parallels. However, in the finale it is not the entire ensemble that answers the opening trio but only the three top
instruments. Thereby the composer evokes a principle which was dominant in the central section of the first movements.
There, he increasingly dissolved the rigid thematic progressions into dialogues between instruments and instrumental
groups. The intensive téte-a-téte becomes a characteristic of what is otherwise termed as “development section”. The
friendly to and fro, however, is met with harsh ripostes and dramatically pointed passages threatening and interrupting the
lyrical flow.

The harsh confrontation of opposites constitutes another difference between the first and second sextets: opus 18 has
a more expansive conception, both in its contrasts and also in its accumulation of material. The first section of the open-
ing movement presents three, instead of the usual two, themes; some might argue that the middle theme merely fulfils a
transitional function, but the significance which it assumes in the development section disproves that claim. Comparing
the scherzos, the one in the B flat major sextet seems more hands-on, but also less intricately fashioned. In contrast
to the G major work, the variations are based on a song-like, closed theme whose harmonic and expressive potential
is tested out. The melody, although vivid, does not play a crucial role in terms of the internal cohesion of the andante.
Brahms himself was very fond of this ballad-like piece and often performed it at the piano.

The romantic ideal of the folk-like tone is realised to a far greater extent in the B flat major sextet — especially in the
outer movements — than in its counterpart. Even the first theme of the opening allegro has distinctly vocal qualities. The
second one could originate in one of Brahms’ folksong arrangements, and the third, with its wide intervals, is reminiscent
of Alpine folklore; the gamut, however, considerably exceeds a feasible vocal range. Brahms achieved an elegant transla-
tion of the popular gestures into the instrumental sphere.

As in his orchestral music, in his chamber works Brahms also did not head directly for the most exploited genre,
namely the string quartet. But he put in motion a genre tradition for the sextet which, in the course of the following
decades, was to be enriched by several masterpieces: Brahms, crucially, was their initiator.

Habakuk Traber
Translation: Viola Scheffel
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