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Introduction

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO as of this writing, on April 3, 1897, Johannes Brahms died in Vienna. The city gave him one of the grandest funerals ever seen in a place that loves extravagant funerals. Brahms was a prophet very much honored in his adopted country and even, belatedly, in his own. When he died the flags in the harbor of his native Hamburg flew at half-mast. It was an uncommon tribute from a mercantile, matter-of-fact town to an elusive master of an elusive art. North German Hamburg, and Vienna, which is like nothing but Vienna—the two cities marked the poles of his life and career.

“My God, what do you want?” Brahms exclaimed in later years to a friend who had tried to call him underappreciated. “I’ve gotten far enough!” Soon after, at the inauguration of a new concert hall in Zürich, he looked up to the ceiling to find likenesses of Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms. Two decades before that, in the wake of his First Symphony, one of the leading conductors in Europe had proclaimed the formula “the three great B’s of music,” the others being his companions on the ceiling in Zürich. If Brahms was not the equal of Bach and Beethoven and knew it, he was the only composer of his generation writing chamber and symphonic music at their level of ambition, craft, and originality, and he knew that too.

Among his prophecies was that in those respects he was the end of the line. Once again, in his terms, he was correct. Gustav Mahler, the prophetic genius of the next generation whose early symphonies Brahms knew, could only say of his own achievement, “My time is yet to come.” He meant, “when I am dead.” In one way or another, most composers since Mahler have said the same. As far as Brahms was concerned, the heyday of his music was his own lifetime. His ultimate fear was that when his milieu fell apart, as was happening before his eyes, so would his audience. But still he knew that he had triumphed as few composers have ever done in their own era, and had done it under incredible conditions: introduced to the world at age twenty as the heir of Beethoven and the Messiah of music, having to grow to maturity with that sword hanging over him.

It is perhaps an inevitable human consequence and balancing-out that none of it made him happy. Given his personality, at once blustery and withdrawn, it is also inevitable that as the withering glare of renown turned on him, Brahms would retreat into himself, revealing less and less, placing the finely wrought mask of his music between himself and the world. Near the end of his life he exploded to old friends: “I have no friends!”

The world that he wanted to keep at bay included the necessary evil of biography. Early in his career he wrote Clara Schumann: “What would become of all historical research and biographies if undertaken with an eye to the susceptibilities of the subject?” In later years, he lectured a potential biographer in the opposite doctrine: “The chief consideration, in the selection of material for a biography of an artist or author, should be whether the facts in question were of a nature to make the artist, whom we love and honor in his art, also win our esteem as a man.” Material contrary to the honor of a great man, he had concluded, must be obliterated. So he destroyed by fire and water much of the record of his life that he could get his hands on.

Did he hope to avoid the predations of biography entirely? No, he was too realistic for that. If his work had any chance of survival, biography was part of the game. Did he have something terrible to hide? Perhaps terrible to him, perhaps not so unusual from the perspective of our time, perhaps nothing so terrible in any case. His craving for prostitutes, the only major peccadillo we know of in his adulthood, was nothing remarkable for a bachelor in his day in Germany and Austria.

Still, whatever his reasons for hiding from history, and however incompletely he succeeded, his attempt had its effects. The triumph of his music, contrary to his fears, did not begin to slacken from the day of his death but persisted through the Modernist century. Yet during that period, as millions took up his music, Brahms remained an oddly isolated figure, appearing irrelevant not only to Modernism but to his own time—especially in comparison to his mentor Schumann and his rivals Liszt and Wagner. In contrast to those three, Brahms destroyed many of his personal records and never wrote a word of aesthetics or criticism or direct comment on his own or anyone else’s music. His first foray into public musical politics, one embarrassing page in length, was also his last. Thereafter he wielded his influence behind the scenes, letting others fight it out onstage.

As a result, his story has remained shrouded, his art hard to place, his influence ambiguous, his person indistinct. At the same time his music, which unites magisterial perfection with lyrical warmth, a monumental style with whispering intimacy, lay in the hearts of listeners everywhere. Beyond the overwhelming presence of his music in the repertoire, his reputation has largely run in the course critics laid out in his own lifetime: Brahms the conservative, the abstractionist, the great unifier of Classical and Romantic streams. Beyond that have been the millions who love his music, and the musicians who admire it the way a bricklayer admires a straight, sturdy wall.

It is important to realize that Brahms has existed that way in history because he wanted to. Rather than avoiding biography, he attempted to keep his future biographers on a short leash. From an early period in his fame he realized that strangers might be interested in what he wrote in a letter, so he guarded his pen. Most of his personal papers, unpublished manuscripts, musical sketches, receipts, musings, juvenilia, everything in reach, he either tossed out or burned or committed to the nearest river. His maid was required to leave the lid of his wastebasket open at all times; it was his most important item of furniture.

It was not because he cared nothing for history that Brahms attempted to obliterate the record of his life. It was very much the reverse: he was in awe of history. To a degree perhaps beyond any composer up to his time—and like most to come—he was obsessed by the past. He was personally involved with the development of musicology in his era, and counted among his friends several of the figures who shaped that new discipline. He owned an important private collection of composers’ manuscripts, including their sketches and letters. Which is all to say: this eager student of history did everything he could to eradicate his own.

Yet he failed. Through carelessness, accident, perhaps here and there by design, a significant number of letters and a few sketches and juvenilia escaped annihilation. He failed also because one cannot put words together, no matter how discreetly, without revealing something to somebody who can read between the lines, especially when those lines are held up against the background of events. And he failed because now and then alcohol loosened his tongue, and in the decades of his fame there were people waiting to write down everything he said.

As a biographer, I can only be happy that Brahms failed in his efforts to restrain biographers. At the same time, as a composer myself, I have to admire him for the attempt. Brahms wanted the story of his music to be the story of his life. He did his best to live the same way, struggling relentlessly to escape the consequences of life and love. He wanted his biography to be the shining edifice of his music, and beyond that a brief and edifying story of exemplary service to art.

But biographers are devious, and sooner or later the attempt to hide behind his music in his life and in history becomes, of course, a theme of his biography. If in part that struggle was idealistic and exemplary, it was also temperamental. Brahms lived behind barricades of silence, jokes, sarcasm, flight, anger, and music. He hid also behind the flowing beard, the forget-me-not eyes, even behind the genius and generosity and fame. He studied Beethoven’s sketches and letters and burned his own because he saw what history had made of Beethoven’s letters, and was afraid his own music might not survive the operation. Well and good: his life must not sully his music. Beyond that it was his nature to hide, and at least some of what he was hiding can be discerned. That is a story beginning in the proverbial reticence of the North German, amplified to unshakable aloofness in the waterfront bars of Hamburg, continuing through his troubled relations with men and especially with women, at once his bêtes noires and his indispensable muses.

Over the course of the century since he died, however, Brahms’s attempts to manipulate history, though they tend to dissolve under close scrutiny, have indeed resulted in the kind of portrait he would have liked. On the whole, scholars have left him the lofty Master on the pedestal. Most of the important studies—including those of Karl Geiringer and Walter Niemann, and the recent one by Malcolm MacDonald—are divided between a brisk survey of his life and a lengthy examination of his work. Their assumption seems to be that there are not enough sources available for an intimate look at Brahms the man. And perhaps scholars have been a little overawed by the figure on the pedestal, and thus reluctant to read between the lines or illuminate the shadows.

In other words, biographers on the whole have left Brahms the privacy he wanted, have not attempted to draw him in light and shade, and have left the details to two exhaustive early works: the four volumes of Johannes Brahms, published in German over the years 1912–21 by his friend Max Kalbeck, and the two-volume Life of Brahms in English from 1905, by his piano student Florence May. Between those two writers the available facts are largely parceled out. Both authors knew Brahms close up, in the constrained way he allowed anyone to know him. Yet while both authors cover his life more dutifully than any later ones, neither study is satisfactory for a modern reader. Kalbeck’s is voluminous but inchoate, the details crowding out the big picture and the story. (Mainly for that reason, his volumes have never appeared in English.) Florence May, for all her labors and her insider’s understanding of the musician’s life, did not attempt to probe beneath the formidable veneer of her hero.

Meanwhile, as far as we have discovered in a hundred years, there are in the story none of what we Americans call “smoking guns”—no dramatic, revealing developments. Kalbeck remains the essential source, fleshed out largely by May, a row of personal memoirs, and the volumes of surviving letters. At the same time, this century has turned up no serious and sustained attempts to understand Brahms as a person, in the context of his art and his age.

My book is that attempt. On the hundredth anniversary of his death, as a testament from the New World to the Old, I have set out to paint the fullest portrait possible with the material Brahms and his observers left us, to place him in the context of his place and time, to relate his life to his music to the degree that the two can confidently be said to relate. I do that as Brahms’s music enters the period on the other side of the era we still call Modernist.

FOR MYSELF, only half-jokingly, I’ve called my project Brahms ohne Bart, “Brahms without beard.” In that respect I am building on current scholarship. Years ago I was startled to come across a portrait of the composer in his handsome, thin, smooth-cheeked thirties. Only later did Brahms become the familiar bearded bear. And only in the last decade or so have we begun to realize to what degree his music grew out of his life and feelings—especially his experiences in the years Vorbart, before beard. In the process, the once-common wisdom of Brahms the abstractionist has faded. As with most common wisdom, there is something to that, but it is only part of the picture.

If our age has begun to understand the searing experiences that lie beneath the magisterial surface of Brahms’s music, it becomes necessary to reexamine what we know of his life. It has been my intention to take him off the pedestal and put him back in the world of the living, with his feet on the ground. I have told the story largely in sequence, to convey his life as it was lived, his music as it was created. To show Brahms amid the quotidian is not to diminish him but to see his genius, his courage, and his achievement more clearly, eye to eye with those of us who have less genius, but do possess at least the perspective of time. (Time is the only real advantage a biographer has, and not one to be abused by imposing on the past the assumptions of the present.)

While avoiding unsupported speculation or psychologizing, I have tried to show the human reality behind Brahms’s music—not only the individual reality of my subject, but the reality of being a musician at the summit of his trade in the nineteenth century, in a time of relative peace in Europe, of middle-class prosperity and concomitant passion for music, in a time when music was called, in Walter Pater’s celebrated phrase, “the art to which all other arts aspire.” That encapsulated the nineteenth century’s view of tonal art, which was only natural given the unprecedented power of the work that had emerged, much of it from Vienna, during the previous century and a half.

Brahms composed for himself first, for a few close friends second, and for the bourgeois audience third. This was his approach in assessing his work: What do I think? What will he think? What will she think? What will they think? So in writing I asked, What did it mean to be a musician in nineteenth-century Europe? What were the struggles, the pressures, the expectations of musicians? What were the terms in which Brahms thought about his own and other music? What were the terms of his friends, who included some of the finest performers and most sophisticated amateurs of the day? What were the terms of his critics and of the music-loving, middle-class public? How did those terms intersect and diverge? How did these various groups talk about music, when music was in its prime?

In many ways the process of becoming a first-rank musician then was much the same as in any other age, a matter of unrelenting discipline, of ambitious parents and teachers working with an extraordinary talent, of endless hours in lonely rooms while the world outside pursues the normal course of life. What does that do to one’s psyche, and to one’s relations with the world outside music? How is that inflected by growing up when music, for the first time, was dominated by the looming presence of almost mythical creative giants: Bach, Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert? Added to those inspirations and intimidations, what happens to a hypersensitive prepubescent boy who is required to play the piano all night in cheap dives?

To get behind the beard I’ve had to read between my subject’s words and deeds, to hold them up to the story and the other characters. In a much-cited letter Brahms wrote his great muse: “Passions are not natural to mankind, they are always exceptions or excrescences.… The ideal and the genuine man is calm both in his joy and in his sorrow. Passions must quickly pass or else they must be hunted out.” This has always been called the credo of a reticent North German who indeed tried (only sometimes successfully) to hunt out his passions and destroy them. That is, however, only one dimension of Brahms’s words. Also crucial is that they were written to a woman of genius who was in fact prone to hysteria, and one, moreover, whom he had in effect just thrown over. For a full understanding of what this famous letter reveals about both characters, we need to examine all these facets. Likewise it is only between the lines of letters and diaries, wisps of reminiscence, intersections of places, events, and compositions, that we can trace the long, sad passion of the aging Brahms for a young woman, and how it affected his relationship with her mother.

Naturally the story of an artist includes the story of the work, but the relation between the two is not simple. An artist’s life and work run not together but in parallel streams, touching here and diverging there. Musical traditions have abstractions and kinds of logic and rules of craft peculiar to them, which occupy one profoundly whether one is a German Kapellmeister or the director of a Balinese gamelan. In that sense a composer’s music has its own logic and development, a life parallel to its creator’s, the two lives connecting in unpredictable ways. At the same time one’s art is inevitably of a time and a place and a person. The work comes from everything one has seen, heard, experienced, every shaping event and circumstance and force of logic.

In other words, an artist’s work distills everything an artist is, interacting with the nature of the art as guided and interpreted by the culture. The particular traditions are mutable, cultural; the nature of the interaction is universal. Thus the significance in the arts, tangential but persistent, of biography. The art is the vital thing. Everything else—biography, technical analysis, theory, psychology—is a prism that can turn up matters of value, but cannot encompass the art.

THE FAMILIAR PORTRAIT of Brahms has been of a creator whose work stands on its own abstract integrity. In contrast, everyone who knew him understood that his earlier music used hidden symbols to represent his life and the people in it, and that throughout his life he turned his sorrows and joys into music. Clara Schumann wrote of one work: “This piece seems to me neither more nor less than the expression of his own heart’s anguish. If only he would for once speak as tenderly!” Max Kalbeck exclaimed over the ebullient opening of the G Major Quintet, “Brahms in the Prater!” and Brahms replied, “You’ve got it!”

Still, during the last decades as the personal experiences adumbrated in Brahms’s music have been rediscovered, some writing on the arts has swung toward a position that can distort the nature and purpose of art. To put it in the context of my subject: A common illusion of the past was that Brahms epitomized the “purity” of music, an abstract perfection nearly free of personality, biography, and setting. A common illusion of the present is that art is little but setting, autobiography, hormones. This is the post-Marxian, deconstructed, pop-psychology version of the artist, whose archetype is Andy Warhol: an art pursued for the purpose of getting rich and powerful and famous, and so mainly of interest in what it tells us about this celebrity who so seduces and deceives us.

As I hope to show, Brahms refutes those assumptions, the clichés both of his own time and of ours. Out of the highest idealism, and at the same time hardheadedly and without illusions, he created a body of work at once remote and personal, atavistic and of an age and prophetic. In the process he employed his own life and feelings, without depending on them any more than on his superb craftsmanship. Much current biography looks at art for what it tells us about the artist, which is to say: about the Celebrity. From my own experience as an artist, I say that while doing art may help put its creator’s feelings to rest, when it comes to the work those feelings are one tool among others.

In other words, I don’t believe the meaning of art lies in autobiography. Autobiography is the part of the artist’s tool-chest that grounds the work in the reality of life and feeling—something necessary and incapable of being faked. Autobiography is the foundation in breathing life that every art requires. But it is only a foundation, not the purpose or point. A great work is great in large part because of what it tells us not about the artist but about ourselves and the world we inhabit, including the world of sounds. The more an art speaks to our selves whoever we are, and our world wherever we are, the more “universal” it is. Accordingly, I will be concerned here not so much with what Brahms’s art tells us about his life and times, as what his life and times tell us about his art, which is as nearly universal as anything Western tradition has produced.

So while this is primarily a life of Brahms and the focus is on my man, his music lies at its center. Without the music, no point to the story. All the same, unlike many Brahms biographers I haven’t tried to include every piece he composed, and a biography is no place for ambitious new theories of the work. Rather, I examine all the major pieces and selected others, with the overriding goal of limning the biography of his art and its most salient terms—the terms in which Brahms thought about music, gleaned from the evidence of the music itself, from his surviving sketches, his words, and the responses of friends and critics. We shall see that thematic development, counterpoint, and form were the dominant technical terms in which Brahms and his age thought about music. I note that he had unique ideas about rhythm and meter and phrasing, which is something that entirely escaped the attention of his time. My musical examples are chosen mainly to illustrate particular aspects of his craft. Since the analytical literature on his music is extensive and I am writing for the listening public as well as for the profession, I have generally avoided technical language. There will be the occasional paragraph that is tricky for a nonmusician—I ask for a paragraph’s indulgence, now and then.

The personal echoes—the tool of feeling that worked together with the tools of thematic and contrapuntal and formal mastery—appear to come and go in his work. For someone so reserved, Brahms could be surprisingly forthcoming about the autobiographical elements. Eventually, though, he decided that the personal aspect excused nothing in the music; from then on he largely stopped talking about it. The point at which he seems to have reached that conclusion, paradoxically around the time of the profoundly autobiographical G Major Sextet, is as good a place as any to date the beginning of his full maturity. His songs, which he composed steadily from his teens onward, functioned at times (as with most composers) like a diary. That does not mean that every song is a diary entry. Whenever I examine the personal dimension of a piece, it is because Brahms left clues to that effect or the connection is inescapable. Just as often, especially in his maturity, he needed little more than the excitement of an idea, or of a particular performer, to inspire him. Un-Romantic, unpostmodern, but true.

I should mention that I began the book intending to explore the idea of Brahmsian lyricism as revealing the “feminine” side of a composer who on the surface, at least in his bearded age, was a cigar-smoking, salty-talking old bachelor and man’s man, egregiously if inconsistently misogynistic. (In fact a good deal of his life and work revolved around women, both his muses and probably the larger part of his audience.) During the writing, however, I found that having undergone a decade of obsession over gender in books and magazines and academic discourse—scholarly exegeses of “gay” and “straight” cadences in music, and theories of men and women speaking different languages and coming from different planets—I no longer have any sensible idea at all of what constitutes “male” and “female.” Are lyric melody and falling-away cadences feminine, and forte dotted figures and downbeat cadences masculine? Shameful stereotypes, surely! The future can deal with the “feminine” in Brahms, if the future is up to it. Besides, I’m more interested in the sexes in their messy relations than in their noble isolation.

THIS IS QUITE A DIFFERENT BOOK than my last, about composer Charles Ives. In large part, that is because as a historian I submit as humbly as possible to my subject and the nature of my material. I viewed Ives through an Ivesian prism, Brahms through a Brahmsian. One man was archetypically American, the other North German with a weakness for decadent Vienna. Besides being an idiosyncratic composer who constituted a kind of one-man milieu, Ives was a businessman and occasional philosopher, he rarely threw away anything, and his music demands much explanation and, in some degree, justification. Brahms never tried to be anything but a composer and performer, was a creature of the Austro-German musical mainstream, threw away much, and wrote music that, while it welcomes analysis, demands relatively little explanation. Brahms’s work, among the most widely beloved bodies of music ever composed, has stood every conceivable test of time (which is not to say it is beyond criticism, only that it does not need justification). It is Brahms the man and his context—especially in relation to Germany in the Romantic period, to Vienna as it approached the fin de siècle, and to his rival Richard Wagner—that have never been adequately examined.

As with all Brahms scholars, my mainstays have been Max Kalbeck and the volumes of the Briefwechsel, the surviving correspondence. I’ve made occasional but critical use of The Schumanns and Johannes Brahms by Eugenie Schumann, daughter of Robert and Clara, who observed the entire course of the relationship between Brahms and Clara Schumann and provides, in her discreet way, not only information but insight. Some of my sources have been translated into English, some not. When good translations were available for quotes, I used them (sometimes with revisions), otherwise I translated for myself. May’s Life of Brahms, nearly as thorough as Kalbeck’s but less intimate, was done independently and adds details that Kalbeck overlooked. Of modern biographies the classic is Karl Geiringer’s, first published in 1947, written from his experience as librarian of the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde and thus overseer of the largest collection of Brahms manuscripts and letters.

While one can’t commend the psychological insight of any of these three—Kalbeck is the only one who creates a figure who casts a shadow—they have long been fundamental to research and thinking about Brahms and likely always will be. For that reason none of the three is cited in the endnotes, except when a substantive quote is involved. From a basis in Kalbeck, the essential tales of Brahms’s life have been told many, many times. It is the implications and the setting that I have undertaken to fill in. There are in the endnotes occasional mini-essays on technical or other matters that did not fit in the text. These notes are meant to be browsed.

There are more of Brahms’s own words here than in any other study. I have tried to translate him, or revised previous translations, into more modern and idiomatic English. Most previous translations of his letters and words sound stiffer and more archaic than the German originals. To convey his oblique and ironical voice, I have used contemporary phrasing, contractions, and the like. This is especially important when Brahms is joking, as he often is, and often with a subtle grace and wit. The book is also full of letters and recollections of Brahms’s compatriots—among others, Josef Joachim, his oldest friend and collaborator, Clara Schumann, his great love and first of his muses, the legendary surgeon and musical amateur Theodor Billroth, and Elisabet von Herzogenberg, who for nearly a decade may have been the person Brahms most trusted for criticism (she has gotten grievously short shrift in previous biographies). I’ve made more use than any other biographer of the memoirs of composer, critic, and Brahms friend Richard Heuberger, in which we find the clearest record of Brahms’s preoccupation with Wagner and his despair over the state of music. The words of these and other figures form the dialogue of the story, a colloquy on art and life that went on for decades among those who were intimately involved with Brahms and his music.

My method as a biographer is to weave together the best and most relevant existing scholarship with my own research and conclusions. I hope this book will stand as an echo of Kalbeck’s and May’s early biographies, from a perspective on the other side of Modernism. I hope also to complement recent surveys of the music, especially Michael Musgrave’s The Music of Brahms, Malcolm MacDonald’s in Brahms, and Reinhold Brinkmann’s admirable book on the Second Symphony, Late Idyll. Still in print is one of my touchstones, Hans Gal’s slim but irreplaceable study from 1963, Johannes Brahms.

MY OWN CONNECTION to Brahms has much to do with my having stumbled into music in the first place. Perhaps the story is worth telling, because it could stand for the way many innocents around the world come to love a figure from another time and another country. It begins when I was a teenager in Chattanooga, Tennessee, playing trombone in the junior high band and having as my main ambition in life: to get on the football team.

The first thing I ever did of any account came that year, when I won first chair in an all-district band. Among the pieces we played was a number with a vaguely uplifting title, something like “The Song of Freedom.” As I listened to the piece during rehearsals (trombones have interminable rests), its theme filled my heart as no music ever had. As usual, I paid no attention to the composer; it appeared to be the sort of generic school-band piece we always played. Yet for months afterward I’d run through the melody in my mind because it gave me a piercing sensation in the pit of my stomach, an unfamiliar yearning poised somewhere between happy and sad. (This time was, of course, coincident with puberty.) Then, one day, I discovered that “The Song of Freedom” had vanished from my head. Losing that bittersweet feeling was a little like losing a girlfriend, or a familiar consolation. Over the next months I kept thinking about the tune, struggling to find it again.

One night, as part of her ongoing attempts to inject some culture into her son, my mother took me to a concert unusual for Chattanooga: the New York Philharmonic under Leonard Bernstein, somebody you actually saw on television from New York, unutterably glamorous. I had rarely heard classical music outside of Bernstein’s Young People’s Concerts on TV, and never a full program by a big-city orchestra. The concert began with Bernstein’s own overture to Candide, which seemed marvelous, then Aaron Copland’s El Salón México, even more so.

The second half of the concert was taken up by another work and composer I’d never heard before: the First Symphony of Brahms. As the music unfolded, I experienced what many listeners did in the nineteenth century on hearing Brahms for the first time—transported by the mingled warmth and boldness of his voice, at the same time befuddled by the complexities of his melodic and tonal language. I sat in the balcony of the cavernous hall straining to keep my mind on the music but mainly waiting for Bernstein to jump up in the air again.

Finally, in the last movement came something to get hold of, a soaring theme for French horn. A flute picked up the tune while strings shimmered beneath. After a solemn chorale for trombones—at last, trombones—from out of nowhere the violins took up a full-throated melody that made my jaw drop and brought tears to my eyes. Of all things, it was “The Song of Freedom,” the tune I’d played in the band months before, that I’d lost and now found again. The piece had been a band arrangement of the main theme from Brahms’s finale.

After that concert I became not only a devotee of Bernstein and Copland and Brahms, I also discovered what it means to be in love with music. Music and I have had a stormy and frustrating union since, but the love endures. From that night I became a musician, and before long a composer. The wistful, piercing melancholy that overwhelmed me when I listened to Brahms and a good deal of other classical music—a depth of feeling pop music has never approached—only abated a little when I began writing music. In part, that feeling had been a longing to plunge deeper into music than listening and playing could take me, to create it for myself. The essence of that revelation I owe to Johannes Brahms. I count the night when Leonard Bernstein led the orchestra into the main theme of the First Symphony as my initiation into the most magnificent, demanding, absurd, and hopeless endeavor on this earth. Brahms, I’m convinced, felt much the same way about it.

I imagine that moment of mine as something like what Robert and Clara Schumann felt when a boyish blond stranger sat down at their piano and launched into the astounding C Major Sonata that became his Opus 1, and what Josef Joachim experienced when he first heard “Liebestreu,” and likewise millions since who have in a few dazzling moments taken Brahms into their hearts. In the book I call it the Brahms epiphany. I have had it many times with him since that first time, in my forty-year journey with one of the greatest and most elusive creators in our tradition.

If there are two composers most responsible for first drawing me into music, they are Brahms and Copland. Near the end of Copland’s life I was able to thank him in person. (He threw his head back and chortled, “Don’t stop! Don’t stop!”) Among other things, this book is my thanks to Brahms for his part of the same great and ambiguous gift.

OF THOSE TO WHOM I OWE thanks for their help with the book, I begin with the readers who added to it their sensitivity and expertise: musicologist and pianist Ira Braus, Raphael Atlas of Smith College, friend and composer Steven Gerber, and Terry Desser, all of whom read the whole manuscript and made dozens of suggestions that I happily adopted. Peter Burkholder and Veronica Jochum made some incisive corrections. Thanks to the Fulbright Foundation for sponsoring my research in Vienna and at the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde. Thanks to my editor at Knopf, Robin Desser, who once again provided the kind of insightful counsel that I thought had disappeared from the writing trade. What shortcomings that remain are entirely my own. Finally, thanks to Gilles from Chamonix, a stranger who materialized to prevent me from falling off an Alp while this book was in the works. As I said that day in my toast to Gilles: À la vie!

Note to the Vintage Edition

IN THIS EDITION I’ve made the corrections that have accumulated since the initial printing. Some I’ve discovered myself, others have been pointed out by critics and by some helpful readers. The latter include the gentleman who sent me a careful list of typos in the endnotes, and the one who pointed out that the Karlskirche is a church, not a cathedral, and Salzburger Knockerln a dessert, not an entree. More significantly, I’ve integrated information from Kurt Hofmann’s 1986 Johannes Brahms and Hamburg to clear up some haziness in the first chapter concerning family finances—as I suspected but did not spell out, the Brahmses were not as dirt-poor as history has painted them, and the part of town Brahms was born in was not the slum it later became. At the same time, I can’t accept Hofmann’s claim that Brahms never played in waterfront bars in his youth. I have addressed this question in detail elsewhere, but that aspect of the book is unchanged and I stand by it.


Prologue

THE MINOR CHORDS that drive the symphony to its end reeled to their final E minor shout, and the Viennese leaped to their feet. From audience and orchestra together a hysterical bellowing and clapping erupted, an ovation like none ever heard before in the Golden Hall. Hundreds of eyes rose past the golden caryatids to the balcony where the little figure stood in the director’s box. They cried out as if they could bring him back to life, revive him and what he embodied, to them and to the world.

Everyone in town had heard the rumor, but for most of the audience it was the first confirmation. Brahms was dying, they could see it all over him. He had risen to acknowledge the applause after each movement of this his last symphony, and everyone had looked up with a shudder, and the grieving had built through the course of the stark, sorrowful work until this explosion at the end. Brahms stood in the box leaning on the balustrade with tears pouring down his face. For once he did not try to hide them.

The sight of him was terrible, unbelievable to the Viennese. The little husky figure had bustled through the streets of the city for as long as most of this audience could remember, had stood before them in countless performances. When he was not onstage, they would catch sight of the unmistakable florid face in the audience before concert or play or opera, leaning over the balustrade to search the crowd with his opera glasses, chuckling to himself. Even the old ones may have forgotten what Brahms looked like when he first came to the city in 1862, his music unknown there but his name already legendary. In those days his beautiful North German face was beardless and fresh as a boy’s. Since then the magisterial beard had become part of the city’s landscape like a monument, his quips repeated in cafés, his approvals and disapprovals the stuff of daily gossip, and so for years the Viennese had hardly given him a glance and only the tourists stared. Now he stood before the tumultuous crowd at the Musikverein shrunken and trembling, the hair and famous beard stringy, eyes yellow, face sickly brown and gaunt under the sheen of tears.

The ovation roared on and on until it became almost unbearable, for the audience and for Brahms. Some of them must have been thinking: this wild hurrah for the Fourth Symphony of all things, which had always been too gloomy and austere for the Viennese. After its first performance in the city in 1886, a local wit had set words to the lilting minor-key thirds of the opening: Es fiel … ihm wie … dermal … nichts ein, “yet again he had no ideas.” The city had presented Brahms the back of its collective hand often enough, but that only made the cheers sweeter when it chose to give them to him. On this night it was not for this symphony they shouted. They cried out for all the music and for the man, for Brahms who was dying, and with him an age.

He had vanished from the streets months earlier, now and then struggling out to a concert or a dinner with one of the eminent families that had adopted him. Now he spent much of his time sitting at home by the window, looking out to the looming dome of the Karlskirche across the street and beyond it to the gaslit park and the River Wien and to this hall, the Musikverein, where for twenty-five years he had seen failures and triumphs in succession, and had loved it all and loved the fickle, cynical, inexplicable people who had made music the town’s glory, and its music the glory of the world.

Finally, exhausted, the crowd stuttered to silence and hundreds of eyes turned away in sorrow. Brahms still stood uncertainly in the director’s box. Someone handed him his coat and bowler hat, wary of his bark if they offered to take his arm and help him down the stairs. He made his way backstage to thank the director and players, then accepted a carriage home. A year before, he would have scorned such laziness. After so many concerts he had walked home alone, across the Elizabeth Bridge and the Resselpark, past the Karlskirche to his three plain rooms with rented furniture. Now, leaving the carriage and solicitous friends with a gruff ade, he pulled himself up the three flights of stairs. Maybe once more before bed, as Frau Truxa helped him with his coat, he glanced through the big windows to the silhouette of the great dome he had seen most days for twenty-four years, all the while calling himself a vagabond in the wilderness of the world.

•   •   •

THE KARLSKIRCHE that lay before Brahms’s window was finished in 1739, erected from the vow of Emperor Charles VI to his namesake Saint Charles Borromeo, to honor the saint and the Austrian Empire, and to reward God for taking only ten thousand souls in the plague of 1713. Once the church had loomed over the vineyards that surrounded the old walled city. Like the polyglot empire it celebrated, the Karlskirche’s exterior subsumes an extraordinary mélange of elements from other times and places: reminiscences of the Pantheon of Rome, the Invalides in Paris, the imagined Temple of Jerusalem. For further touches of Viennese extravagance and incongruity, the stately Classical portico is flanked by two spiral columns modeled after Trajan’s in Rome and topped by Eastern-style minarets, and the wings have pagoda roofs.

The maker of the Karlskirche, Johann Fischer von Erlach, was a historian of architecture as well as a visionary practitioner. If, for all its amalgam of historical elements, the exterior of the church is still a splendid and harmonious exercise in public architecture, to enter the sanctuary is to be drawn into the mystery of faith. In the interior, Fischer von Erlach fashioned cold stone into an uncanny evocation of the immaterial. As with most churches, the interior concerns itself with light as quality and symbol, but few have exploited light like this one. A worshipper first sees the veined marble of the walls, the sunburst altarpiece with floating cherubs and the saint in glory. Then the eye and the spirit are drawn upward, seeking the light. From any point in the sanctuary most windows are hidden in deep galleries or recessed in the cupola. You move to find one window and others disappear. Wherever you stand, light floods in from mysterious springs, a radiance whose source, like the divine radiance, is hidden from us.

Fischer von Erlach’s sermon in stone was created to make tangible the invisible, unknowable presence at the center of existence. As such it is not only a symbol of divine mystery but a prophecy of the German Romantic spirit that a century later, Johannes Brahms inherited. Like E. T. A. Hoffmann’s stories, Schubert’s last songs, the poems of Heine and Eichendorff and their settings by Robert Schumann, the church is haunted by the Unseen.

But as Hoffmann’s ghostly and vertiginous tales reveal, for artists of the nineteenth century that mystery had come to appear as much demonic as divine, as much menace as salvation: the sublime emanating not pure radiance as in the Karlskirche, but an ambiguous twilight before a night threatening despair. The German Romantic era of magical poetry and triumphant music was also an age of madness and suicide. Likewise the architectural themes from across centuries and cultures that Fischer von Erlach integrated so masterfully in the Karlskirche, the highest monument of the city’s Baroque glory, had become in the crumbling empire of late-nineteenth-century Vienna the kitsch eclecticism of the Ringstrasse.

Brahms was born into the atmosphere of German Romanticism and, laboring in a long period of sporadically interrupted but still unprecedented peace and prosperity across Europe, turned that spirit to his own eclectic and history-haunted purposes—his singular integration of conservative and progressive, Classical and Romantic, atavistic and prophetic. By the night of his last concert in the Musikverein, history appeared already to have rushed past Brahms and left him at once victorious and irrelevant, stranded on his lonely promontory. In that year approaching the last turn of century before the millennium, Europe was falling toward unimaginable catastrophe, and the arts toward the corollary of Romanticism: the ferment and fever called Modernism.

Brahms saw it coming. And he could not believe that the triumphs he had experienced in his lifetime could endure, that his work could find a place in a such a world. He feared that the future would sweep away his public and his art, leaving him little more than a footnote in history. Perhaps that too lay behind his tears at the Musikverein on March 7, 1897, when with the Fourth Symphony—his last testament to the highest level of idealism and craft, and to something in the direction of despair—Brahms heard his music played in public for the last time.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Homeland

IN 1826 JOHANN JAKOB BRAHMS, aged nineteen, his gray eyes full of hope and good humor, arrived in the port city of Hamburg carrying musical instruments and a Certificate of Apprenticeship. He intended to make his fortune in music, which appeared to him the grandest of professions. Through the course of a long career, Johann Jakob was to discover that in fact there was no fortune to be found in that trade, at least not for a man more zealous than talented, more dogged than resourceful, with a flair for fruitless schemes. He was prepared to work his way up from the bottom, and so he would. In due course his son Johannes, who managed to be born with a talent of historic dimensions, would be expected to earn his first talers in Hamburg the same way his father had, in the same squalor. Yet for both men a childhood passion for music would survive a life of toil and care—one toiling in obscurity, the other in the unforgiving glare of renown.

Johann Jakob’s people were small-town bourgeois. The family name, indifferently spelled Brahms or Brahmst or Brams, identified them as Lower Saxon, speakers of Plattdeutsch, the Low German drawl. Their name comes from the broom plant, Planta genista, called Bram, common as dust but sturdy and useful, whose yellow flowers cover the sandy heathland and dunes of the Ditmarsh region on the edge of the North Sea. In France, Johann Jakob might therefore have been a Plantagenet, but in Germany he was plain Brahms: child of the broom, son of the heath. In his dingy Hamburg quarters Johann Jakob would display, framed over the sofa, what he called the family coat of arms—three brambles, a wheel in a shield, a helmet, and so on. Everyone knew what that amounted to, an attempt at respectability whipped up, for a fee, by a local genealogist. In the Brahms chronicles there had been no great deeds, no shield and helm. The first history knows of them is three generations back from Johann Jakob’s son, who would make the family name illustrious after all.

Around the middle of the eighteenth century the first-recorded of the clan, carpenter and wheelwright Peter Brahms, labored his way from Hanover northward until he settled in the seaport hamlet of Brunsbüttel, in fen country north of the Elbe. There Peter married and in 1769 fathered a son named Johann, grandfather of Johannes the composer. Like his father, this Johann drifted north in search of work. He took up innkeeping and selling groceries, married a country girl named Christiana Asmus, and settled in Heide, which means heath: town of Heide, area of Ditmarsh, state of Holstein, North Germany—when there was no country of Germany at all, rather a loose confederation of kingdoms and duchies and principalities and free cities. Although Heide is a little way from the coast, it has the North Sea weather of looming clouds and sudden squalls. Old Peter Brahms finally joined his son there, to spend his dotage sitting in front of Johann’s inn puffing a pipe and hailing passersby. One of those passing was a schoolboy named Klaus Groth, who would grow up to put Ditmarsh and its people and dialect into the poems of his Quickborn, and track the generations of the Brahms family down to his friend Johannes.

Johann and Christiana Brahms had two boys, Peter Hinrich and, fourteen years later, Johann Jakob. These sons were expected to take up the family trade of innkeeping. Peter Hinrich was agreeable to that; he married at twenty and succeeded his father at the inn. He had five children and many descendants, the only branch of the family to flourish. To innkeeping he added a pawnshop, which burgeoned into a house overflowing with antiques. Klaus Groth relates that in his old age a lame Peter Hinrich spent his days in an armchair inside the door of his antique shop, pointing out favorite pieces to visitors with a stick—here a suit of armor, there a fine pot—but he could not easily be persuaded to sell any of them. Such a preference for aesthetic over financial concerns would also characterize his brother Johann Jakob (disastrously) and his nephew Johannes (triumphantly).

Johann Jakob Brahms was born in 1806. If we did not know what he grew up to be, we might call him a dreamer. As a boy he was given to wandering out on the heath, his head full of tunes. Neither school nor innkeeping interested him. What did seize Johann Jakob’s attention were the bands of musicians who accompanied the eating and drinking and dancing in the family place as in most inns, who enlivened town holidays and harvest festivals and weddings. Johann Jakob was a sociable and amusing sort, dazzled by music and the laughing, skillful figures of the players. To become one of them seemed to him thrilling. When, however, Johann Jakob begged his father to let him study an instrument, Johann senior refused, in the way of parents everywhere who look on the trade of music with dismay: music is a fine thing, a fine hobby, but a treacherous profession.

But Johann Jakob would not give it up. As a teenager he began playing hooky from school once a week to take music lessons. One day his father, on a visit to a nearby village, was shocked to find his son sawing at a viola among the musicians at a dance. There was a scene and his father forbade the foolishness, whereupon Johann Jakob ran away from home to continue his studies with one Theodor Müller, a local leader of the old Stadtpfeifer guild.1 In a sort of medieval-style apprenticeship, the teenager lived with Müller’s family, worked in house and garden for his keep, and was taught his notes. After a while he had learned a little violin, viola, cello, flute, and French horn. When he was able enough, he began playing for his master in the town band.2

Twice the prodigal son returned to the inn, hoping his father would consider his career as settled. But Johann Brahms disdained the idea as much as ever, and Johann Jakob bolted again. (These escapades were noted by Klaus Groth, who learned them from Johannes Brahms, who observed in the telling: “I can’t give such proof of my devotion to music!”3) At last Johann Jakob’s father wearily gave in: his son was not destined for the respectable trade of innkeeper, but would be a mere horn-blower and fiddle-scraper.

On December 16, 1825, the boy of nineteen received his signed and sealed Certificate of Apprenticeship:


I Theodor Müller, privileged and invested Musicus of Weslingburen in the region of Northern Dithmarsch attest herewith, that Johann Brahmst of Heide has studied three years with the Stadt-Musicus in Heide and two years with me in order to learn instrumental music. Now, as during his apprenticeship the aforementioned Johann Brahmst has proved himself conscientious, thirsty for knowledge, diligent and obedient towards myself, I declare herewith his apprenticeship to be over and done.4



Now Johann Jakob was prepared to mount the most splendid stage he could imagine: Hamburg. He parted with blessings and bedding from his parents, along with his instruments, probably a horn and flute and fiddle, maybe a contrabass on his back. He headed for the Free and Hanseatic City—proud, rich, and not as welcoming of musicians as Johann Jakob Brahms imagined, or as his son Johannes would bitterly wish.

THOUGH IT LAY SIXTY-FIVE miles from the North Sea, for centuries Hamburg had been one of the primary gateways in and out of German lands. The reason was the River Elbe, its channels spreading miles wide below the city and opening to the sea. The city’s harbor brought Hamburg prosperity even before the Middle Ages, when it joined the fabled Hanseatic League of North German trading cities. Hamburg had never concerned itself as much with empire or religion as with profit. Its stock exchange, the first in Germany, was organized in 1558. It invented convoy protection for its ships in 1662, and in the seventeenth century it rode out the Thirty Years War relatively untroubled while most of Germany was left a ruin. When Johann Jakob arrived in 1826, Hamburg had some 200,000 souls and was rising toward its greatest years, in the decades around the turn of the twentieth century. The city’s fleets were the largest and some of the fastest in the world, making it one of Europe’s primary departure points for sending goods and immigrants and refugees to the Americas. In the second half of the nineteenth century, much of the city’s wealth flowed back across the Atlantic from the United States via the Hamburg-American Line. By the 1860s the port was the largest in the German states.

In Johann Jakob’s time the old city was still enclosed within the defensive walls built during the Thirty Years War to keep out the armies of Sweden and Denmark. At sunset the city still locked the gates. Five Protestant cathedrals raised their steeples; returning sailors looked for the columned tower of St. Michael’s to tell them they were home. Temperate overall in weather, Hamburg was also perennially rainy, foggy, muddy, and sooty: “on the whole somewhat raw,” wrote a visitor in 1783, “damp and cold most days of the year, just like most of the people.”5

In 1826 the city roared and teemed mostly along close streets and labyrinthine alleys. The broad artificial lake called the Alster in the middle of the city connected to the harbor on the Elbe with a network of canals crossed by hundreds of bridges, the effect reminiscent of Amsterdam or Venice. Unlike Venice, Hamburg existed for business, not as a showpiece for empire or an intellectual center. There was no university until 1919, mainly because the merchants did not want professors and intellectuals meddling in their business. The medieval houses of the old town and the merchants’ elegant new residences along the Alster were counterpointed by the sordid alleys and pubs of St. Pauli, where sailors and the poor lived and amused themselves. Still, everyone could enjoy the tall beeches along the Sachsenwald, the section of the Elbe called “piece of Italy,” and the woods and fields and classical buildings of next-door Altona. On summer nights the Alster was filled with lighted boats and swans and music.6

In the way of North Germans, Hamburgers were proverbially taciturn, tight with money and with words, conservative, at the same time hardworking, unpretentious, good-hearted, ready to enjoy themselves in the traditional modes: goose at Christmas, carp on New Year’s Eve, eggnog at celebrations, and a healthy allotment of beer to get you through the day. If these were the qualities of a Hamburg citizen, Johannes Brahms would run true to type.

As with all cities, music was required everywhere. The wealthy bourgeois of Hamburg wanted waltzes and polkas and mazurkas to grace their promenades and pavilions and cafés. Every theater employed musicians, and the first opera house dated from 1678. At the other end of the social scale, sailors lurching from ships into waterfront dives needed fiddlers and pianists to accompany their debauches. The city possessed an orchestra, the Hamburg Philharmonic, but it had never attained the polish of orchestras in smaller, less prosperous, but more musical places like Leipzig—once J. S. Bach’s home, where later Felix Mendelssohn blazed at the summit of his short life.

Hamburg’s musical glory days had been in the eighteenth century. In 1772, when historian Charles Burney visited to interview Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, this eminent son of J. S. Bach observed to the Englishman, “You should have come fifty years ago!” In that time G. P. Telemann, J. S. Bach’s more successful rival, was preeminent among musicians in the city. Hardly less important in that era was the composer, singer, music theorist, and historian Johann Mattheson. Working at the Opera, Mattheson became friends with a young violinist named Georg Friedrich Händel, and nearly ended Händel’s career when he came within an inch—or rather the width of a waistcoat-button—of stabbing him in a duel. The two made up and Händel wrote his first operas in the city before moving on to find his glory as George Frederick Handel, in Britain. Staying put, Mattheson among other herculean labors wrote the first biography of Handel. In the next century the Mendelssohn family also left Hamburg for greener pastures, taking two-year-old Felix with them. By the early nineteenth century the city’s lack of interest in the creative arts was so much a byword that a journalist from Leipzig entitled his observations “Musical Doings from the Unmusical City.”7

In Hamburg, music existed as an amusement incidental to real life. For most of the orchestral musicians and the few composers, music was a job like any other. As a young man, Johannes Brahms knew all about that: “Everybody always has business on his mind,” he complained. He would be the only first-rate composer actually reared in Hamburg, and the city shrugged him off. Yet for all his artistic idealism, inexplicable for a native of that place, Brahms would love Hamburg to the end of his life, in rosy exile in Vienna.

ALONG THE BANKS of the Alster the rich merchants’ houses stood gleaming and straight, and the Stock Market and other marble trading edifices of the city grand and solid. This was the world of the North German well-to-do that Thomas Mann captured in Buddenbrooks:


Say what you will, it is pleasant to awake every morning in a large, gaily tapestried bed-chamber, and with one’s first movements to feel the soft satin of the coverlet under one’s hand; to take early breakfast in the balcony room, with the sweet fresh air coming up from the garden through the open glass door; to drink, instead of coffee, a cup of chocolate handed one on a tray.



St. Pauli and the Gängeviertel, where Johann Jakob Brahms lived during his early years in Hamburg, were not yet the appalling slums they were to become, but were still a mingling of the picturesque and oppressive: a warren of reeking canals and dirty passages only as wide as a wagon, stuffed with high-gabled, many-windowed, half-timbered houses that doddered in long rows down alleys, leaning like drunken sailors. When Johann Jakob arrived in the city in 1826, he began playing on the streets and in waterfront dives for small change and grog, and sleeping in squalid rooms next to the dives. He became a familiar figure in the little bands of players standing here and there, indoors and out, sawing away in the gray out-of-tune whine of musicians who play much of the day for an audience that is hardly listening. The German term, derisive but accurate, is Bierfiedler, beer-fiddler.

Garrulous and good-looking, Johann Jakob made friends easily. Nobody ever accused him of great intellect, but various stories recall a droll peasant wit. There was the time in his later years when a conductor declared his bass-playing out of tune and Johann Jakob rejoined, “Maestro, any decent sound from a contrabass is purely accidental.” Friends knew Johann Jakob as a reliable player on several instruments, no less a reliable drinking companion, a Bierfiedler par excellence, a joker, a buffoon.8

Slowly, he got ahead. He practiced, took every job he could manage, learned the stacks of music he needed to have at his fingertips. He began to focus on the contrabass, a good practical instrument because most groups needed one. The bulky wooden box shared his narrow quarters like a wife. In May 1830, Johann Jakob petitioned successfully to be made a Bürger of Hamburg, testifying before Almighty God that he would honor and decently represent the city.9 Thus he became a certified wage-earning citizen, even if his wages were fickle and he roomed in slums.

And so Johann Jakob’s great plan went forward. As a necessary part of his ascent to the position of proper Bürger, he began courting a prospective bride. The object of his affections, Johanna Henrike Christiane Nissen, seems a curious choice as an inamorata. She was sister to Frau Christina Detmering, in whose house on Ulrikusstrasse Christiane lived when Johann Jakob came there to room, early in 1830. Christiane was small, sickly, gimpy from a short leg, plain of face though she had enchanting blue eyes (they reappeared in her son Johannes), and a com-plainer. When twenty-four-year-old Johann Jakob became smitten with her, she was a spinster of forty-one.

Christiane came from a line of town-councillors, pastors, and teachers, her family manifestly more respectable than her suitor’s. Though her father had been a tailor, she could claim a real coat of arms, tracing her mother’s side of the family back to illustrious names in the fourteenth century. But Christiane had grown up frail and plain and found no husband, and had done small handiwork from the age of thirteen. In those years, after a day’s labor at sewing outside the house she would often come home and help her mother sew until midnight. At nineteen she became a household servant and remained one for ten years; then there was more sewing, for eight years at a Hamburg firm. Legend calls Christiane an exquisitely skilled seamstress. Nothing remains of her life’s labor, but she had to be skilled, to live. After her sister married longshoreman Johann Detmering, Christiane moved in with them and they opened a shop, “Nissen Sisters—Dutch Wares,” which meant sewing articles and other small goods.10

When Johann Jakob Brahms began courting Christiane a week after he took up residence in Ulrikusstrasse, she thought he had to be joking; it was unbelievable. After all, though poor he was a fine-looking figure of a man, with a handsome forthright face and flowing brown hair; and his dark gray eyes were roguish and merry. Surely he could find a younger and prettier wife. But Johann Jakob proposed, and appeared to be earnest about it, and Christiane’s brother-in-law Detmering persuaded her that she should accept: it was her last chance for home, children, happiness. “And so,” Christiane was to write her son Johannes shortly before she died, “I considered it Destiny.”11 Christiane and Johann Jakob were married on June 9, 1830.12

There is no indication of why Johann Jakob chose Christiane, but a likely reason in his mind was that, having become a Bürger, he intended to be a proper one, and that meant having a wife and children, and the sooner the better. If the reasoning sounds elementary, his son Johannes would share more or less the same North German bourgeois ideal. Besides, Christiane was a fine seamstress and her experience as a servant made her a splendid cook and housekeeper. Friends described her eggnog and bilberry fritters as “famous.” Her son would become a connoisseur of fritters and of Germanic cooking generally.

In her later years a family friend called Christiane, approvingly, “a little withered mother who busied herself unobtrusively with her own affairs, and was unknown outside the house.”13 Few noticed her intelligence, her plainspoken wit and articulateness. Though her husband would not have cared, she seems to have been well read. (Biographer Max Kalbeck’s idea that Christiane Brahms could quote all of Schiller by heart is an embellishment14—an attempt to conjure up some explanation for the unaccountable sensibilities of her son.) Christiane’s letters to Johannes reveal her as reasonably literate, archetypically motherly, shrewd in understanding his needs and gifts.

As far as Johann Jakob was concerned, Christiane would be a fastidious Hausfrau, perhaps grateful for his saving her from spinsterhood. He probably aspired to no more complicated a household. He had married up in the social scale; her life surely was easier after she joined him. Apparently their first years together were relatively happy, however shabby their setting. It would be only after some three decades under the same roof that their incompatibility, and the cumulative effects of their seventeen-year difference in age, overwhelmed them.

The Brahmses changed houses nine times in their three decades together,15 much of the moving due to Johann Jakob’s restlessness and his financial mishaps. In February 1831, daughter Elisabeth, called Elise, was born. Soon afterward, Johann Jakob joined the Hamburger Musikverein, a sort of trade union that he hoped would improve his prospects. If it did, the trend was slow to develop. Johann Jakob spent much of his time at the Musikverein’s clubhouse, where jobs were posted and there was a pub on the premises.16 In 1833 he moved the family to a ramshackle half-timbered house on Specksgang—“Bacon Lane”—in the Gängeviertel, the “Lane Quarter.”

At that point and for a long time after, the Brahmses were nobodies living nowhere. The Gängeviertel was an area of dark streets and passages, infested with sailor’s dancehalls that doubled as brothels—hence the familiar Hamburg name for the place: “Adulterer’s Walk.” The house on Specksgang fronted not on anything so respectable as a lane but on a narrow alley. Christiane and Johann Jakob probably lived on the first floor in two tiny, low-ceilinged rooms, a kitchen/entrance and a sitting room with sleeping closet. Unlike most of the houses in the Gängeviertel, this one was set back from the street by a small littered court, and on that account given the hopeful name Schlutershof, “Schluter’s Court.”

They lived there only some two years, but that was enough to make the house live in history. It vanished, along with most of Hamburg, in the Second World War. Photographs show a five-storied tenement like hundreds of others in the city, covered with windows hanging crookedly from their frames, out of true like the whole place. From these windows wives leaned out to shout at their husbands and their urchins, the din of shouts and rough laughter echoing up and down the alley in a dreary human symphony all day long and into the night. Inside was the smell of smoked meat and cabbage and herring and unwashed tenants. This is the world Johannes Brahms awoke to. He was born in Specksgang on May 7, 1833.

JOHANN JAKOB laid out some of his scarce funds to announce in the Weekly News that he had produced a son.17 The baby was named for his grandfather and father: Johannes, son of Johann: Johnny Broom, a name as humble in German as in English. When he was a child, the family called him “Hannes” and “Jehann.” When he was grown and famous, his father would start signing himself “Johann” instead of Jakob18—the son re-creating the father. At the new baby’s christening at St. Michael’s on May 26, 1833, his grandfather Johann Brahms came down from Heide to stand as godfather along with Uncle Philip Detmering. Apparently, in his childhood Johannes would be taken on a visit to Heide only once, and old Johann died when the boy was six.

In 1833, the year Johannes was born, other figures and factors destined to appear in his chronicle had milestones large and small. The scattered German states took a step toward the old dream of unity by creating the Zollverein, the Customs Union (without Holstein and Hamburg, who were prideful of their freedom). Since the wars of the Napoleonic years and their negation in the 1814–15 Congress of Vienna, Europe had been generally peaceful; but it was an enforced peace, with great repressions and ensuing resentments simmering under the placid surface of what, in Germany and Austria, would be named the Biedermeier Era.

By the time of Brahms’s birth, music was becoming king of the arts, the position it would occupy for the rest of the century. That resulted above all from three generations of composers who had worked in Vienna—Josef Haydn, W. A. Mozart, Ludwig van Beethoven, and Franz Schubert. In 1833 Beethoven had been dead only six years, but his memory loomed over living composers like an awesome ancestral presence. Schubert had died in Vienna a year after Beethoven, with his full stature yet to be understood.

Elsewhere in Europe in 1833, French composer Hector Berlioz was thirty and notorious, Frédéric Chopin twenty-three and finding his way in Paris, Franz Liszt twenty-two and worshipped, Gioacchino Rossini forty-one and retired, and Felix Mendelssohn twenty-four with some of his best work behind him. Meanwhile, Anton Bruckner was nine, Johann Strauss, Jr., eight, Josef Joachim two. Richard Wagner and Giuseppe Verdi were both twenty, Verdi wondering if he was talented enough to write operas, Wagner convinced of his genius but not quite decided what to be a genius at. Clara Wieck of Leipzig was a famous piano prodigy at fourteen, shortly to become a sensation. Her future husband, Robert Schumann, was twenty-three, recently a piano student of Clara’s father, and had composed his astonishing first opuses for the piano. In 1834, Schumann would found the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik and make it the most important journal in Europe promoting progressive composers.

The Brahmses’ second son and the last of three children was born in February 1835 and christened Friedrich, called Fritz. Apparently, that year Johann Jakob secured his first steady job; he began playing keyed bugle in the brass band of the Second Jäger-Bataillon of the Hamburg Bürgerwehr, the town militia. (The Free City had its own post office, diplomatic service, and military.) Johann Jakob prized his green uniform with the embroidered collar and high pompom. From the job and the uniform he acquired a small steady paycheck and a shade more respectability. Fortunately the Bürgerwehr required no actual military discipline and occupied much of its time with splendid parades. Johann Jakob had only to show up for a half dozen “watches” in the winter, and in summer a few exercises before the city gate, which were followed by crowds of children.19 He would keep his place in the band for thirty-two years, until the militia was dissolved.

From 1831, Johann Jakob had been a substitute at a better job, with a sextet that played daily from noon to midnight at the Alster Pavilion. The café lay on the promenade of the Jungfernstieg, on the southern edge of the Inner Alster. There the fashionable families of Hamburg liked to stroll and drive along the rows of lindens, looking out to the swans on the water and the little boats passing under low bridges, in and out of the canals. Besides wealthy Bürgers of the town, patrons of the Pavilion included tourists, literati, and artists. Eduard Marxsen, Hamburg’s leading piano teacher and composer, took his coffee there, enjoying the music dispensed by the sextet.20

The group consisted of two violins, viola, contrabass, flute, clarinet, plus whatever instruments the members could double. They played overtures, operatic arrangements, the latest waltzes from Vienna, and the like. For nine years, Johann Jakob substituted at the lowest rung of the sextet, mostly playing horn and handing round the plate.21 That may be how he met Eduard Marxsen and others on the higher levels of the Bürgertum: with begging bowl in hand.

Finally in 1840 the bass player of the Alster Pavilion sextet was so good as to die, and Johann Jakob took his place as a regular. The militia and the sextet would be his slim staples for many years. In the 1840s he also found work playing bass in town theaters. Years after, his persistence would secure Johann Jakob a job in the bass section of the Hamburg Philharmonic; even in old age he kept up his other instruments and apparently was a capable flutist. All the same, typical of the meager and backhanded progress that characterized his life, there was no pay for the Philharmonic rehearsals so he had to keep taking jobs in theaters and cafés and beer gardens.22 Until Johann Jakob retired on a pension from his famous son, as far as Hamburg was concerned a Bierfiedler he remained.

AS THE YEARS WENT BY, the family at least felt a sense, or an illusion, of improvement however halting. But to be the modestly successful freelance musician Johann Jakob was does not mean—then or now—a reliable income. Work was unpredictable. Whenever there was a little money to spare, Johann Jakob was apt to become ambitious to bad effect. He lost a good deal of the family savings playing the lottery, and tried raising chickens, rabbits, and pigeons, all with unfortunate results. When Hannes was three they moved from Ulrikusstrasse to marginally larger quarters at Erichstrasse, in crime-ridden St. Pauli, and two years later back to another place on Ulrikusstrasse.

In 1839, Hannes began attending a private school on the Dammthorwall; at eleven he was placed in a school run by a Johann Friedrich Hoffmann on A-B-C Strasse. This school was progressive, with a strong course in mathematics and natural history, a gymnasium, and an atmosphere less tyrannical than that of most schools of the day. There, besides his usual lessons, the boy would acquire a fair reading knowledge of French and English, useful to citizens of a seafaring town. In 1846, Hannes wrote extended Christmas greetings “à mes chers parens … par leur fils Johannes Brahms.”

Johannes grew up surrounded by water, the immense expanses of harbors and the canals lapping at the feet of ramshackle houses, and everyplace littered with boats, from the fishing smacks and skiffs that moored in the canal at the foot of Fuhlentwiete to the great fleets of sailing ships, the forests of high masts and furled sails that stretched numberless along the docks on the sea-restless Elbe. Like all Hamburg children, he spent years exploring the dockside and the warehouses and granaries and butcher shops there, and he dreamed of ports in America and the East. Yet though he prowled the byways of the old city throughout his youth, the slums and where the tumbledown edged into antique charm, though he knew the docks as well as he knew Scripture, Brahms would never happily set foot on a ship in his life, and never board an oceangoing one at all. He had an instinctive fear of sailing, one more thing that made him a peculiar native of Hamburg. He would travel much, by preference on solid land. Sailing measureless seas was not his style. The Eisenbahn, the iron road, would be his vessel.

From early on, what fascinated Hannes, far more than the romance of an old harbor town, was music and musical notation, the arcane language of dots and flags hanging from lines. At age six, not quite clear that there already was such a thing, he invented his own method of writing down music.23 Johann Jakob was delighted to discover that his boy had perfect pitch—not a guarantee of talent, but a good sign. Even better, Hannes loved to play “Katz und Maus” and the other children’s games that were always accompanied by song; even when he was tiny he could sing any number of tunes for you in his piping voice. When Johann Jakob practiced at home, the boy would leave his toy soldiers and come listen, then sing back what he had heard.24

Johann Jakob took it as a matter of course that his son would take up his trade. He would start the boy in music himself, then turn him over to teachers who would make him into an orchestral player, the highest level of success Johann Jakob himself aspired to. To that end, Hannes would work his way up in the musical world just as his father had, such as it was, playing fiddle or cello or horn, and someday join the Hamburg Philharmonic. That would be a proud day, a proud achievement, when Hannes did that.

All this was the style of the time: one found a niche and stuck to it. After the early Napoleonic wars, the nineteenth century was an era of unprecedented social and economic stability in Europe. Wars flared only briefly, and ran their course with far less destruction than in the past (or the future). During this century the middle class triumphed not only economically but in its influence on social and artistic life. Three decades of relative peace and conformity followed the aristocratic restorations of the 1815 Congress of Vienna, which as far as possible turned the clock back before Napoleon. The time is captured in the term Biedermeier, with its implications of bourgeois domesticity, cozy interiors, sentimentality, philistinism, and kitsch. The characteristic design elements of the era were the household chair and the chest of drawers.25 The operative tone was Gemütlichkeit, meaning something on the order of cozy, sanguine, wine-enhanced good cheer. Nur immer gemütlich! went the saying: Take it easy, don’t get excited.

Prosperous, bustling, conservative Hamburg suited the era and its style. In the Biedermeier, between 1815 and 1848, life seemed good and getting better for those, like the Brahmses, who did not stop to notice how fragile and police-enforced the Gemütlichkeit was. Across Europe the complacency would shatter with the barricades and cannons of 1848. But outside that flare of revolution, quickly suppressed, no extended wars or social upheavals troubled the course of Johannes Brahms’s life, and he left the scene before European peace of mind departed for good. In those decades, writes Brahmsian Hans Gal, “The course of a successful man’s life … was of almost trivial uniformity; it could be practically reconstructed from a set of surveyable given conditions.26 Whatever imagination, genius, innovation, touches of nonconformity Brahms grew up to, he would never entirely outgrow that style, those North German bourgeois and Biedermeierish ideals: loving wife, cozy kitchen and parlor, laughing children, and a respectable position.

WHEN HANNES WAS ABOUT FOUR, Johann Jakob began teaching him the useful instruments violin and cello and the valveless Waldhorn. Thus he would find a trade and a place in the world. Hannes became good enough on cello to manage a Romberg Concerto. But the boy unaccountably demanded to learn the piano. Where did he get such ideas? There was not even a piano in the house. Johann Jakob resisted his son’s demand for three years—there was no place for a pianist, he reminded Hannes, in the Hamburg Philharmonic. Finally, perhaps remembering his own childhood obstinacy, he gave in.27

In 1840, Johann Jakob took his seven-year-old to the home of Hamburg piano teacher Otto Friedrich Willibald Cossel and drawled, “My Hannes should learn as much as you know, Herr Cossel, then he’ll know enough. He dearly wants to be a piano player.” The studies began, and Cossel took to the boy. Delicate and blond, with his mother’s forget-me-not eyes, Hannes would show up for lessons sometimes barefoot, sometimes in clattering wooden shoes. He would sit his tiny form down before the big keyboard and attack it with a large determination. His progress was remarkable, but once again the strange obstinacy turned up, as though the child had some vision before his eyes that only he could see. Now he insisted to Cossel that he wanted to learn how to compose music, not just play it. But that would be another struggle, in due time: if the piano seemed impractical to Johann Jakob, composing was an absurd indulgence for anybody expecting to make a living at music.

When he began teaching Brahms, Otto Cossel was twenty-eight. By then, defeated by a weak heart, he had given up his own hopes of becoming a keyboard virtuoso.28 He was still an able pianist who had studied with Eduard Marxsen, Hamburg’s leading light. Cossel tended to teach the children of less well-to-do families and gave them all the time he had, so he lived not much better than the Brahmses. Devoted and meticulous, he kept the boy at his scales and exercises and sonatas, his Czerny and Cramer and Clementi.29

Johannes would never quite become a virtuoso either, but from Cossel he picked up a solid foundation on the keyboard. Besides the technical and analytical part of playing, his first master taught Hannes that music was more than an ordinary job. The fingers “should be able to express what the heart feels.” That was the meaning of technique, not virtuosity for its own sake.30 So Hannes learned something he would not forget: musical skill, whether of the fingers or the composer’s craft, is inextricably connected to the heart.

For his lessons with Cossel, whom he began seeing nearly every day to practice and study and talk about music, Johannes was at first forced to walk a considerable distance between school, home, and teacher. In 1842 the Brahmses’ boarder on Ulrikusstrasse left to marry and Johann Jakob moved the family to a smaller place nearby, at No. 29 Dammthorwall. If clean and respectable, the flat was tiny for four people. Johannes practiced when he had to on a shabby upright piano that Johann Jakob installed in the parlor, with family and friends chattering noisily around him. Whenever possible Hannes practiced outside of the house, at his teacher’s or at local piano stores. Meanwhile, Cossel brought his own family to the Brahmses’ previous place, to be closer to his pupil.

In other words, Cossel was now organizing his and his family’s life around his student. By the age of eight little Johnny Broom had acquired the aura of the extraordinary that would surround him for the rest of his life. Already Johannes commanded not only respect but devotion from older musicians, without his asking or expecting it—and sometimes with his snarling resistance. Even Cossel’s other students recognized the primacy of this one. At home it was the same; Hannes was his mother’s golden child and would remain that to her last day.

So Brahms grew up a favored son and behaved like one, with an air of privilege. At the same time he could hardly be called pampered. The family finances were too chancy for that, and the job of becoming a soloist too exacting. To Johann Jakob this son was a mystery and in some ways a disappointment. Years later Brahms said to a friend, with a bitterness unusual when he spoke of his family: “If my father were still alive and I were sitting in the orchestra in the first chair of the second violins, then at least I could say to him that I had accomplished something.”31 All the same, Johann Jakob knew musical talent when he saw it. He cannot be said to have stinted on his son’s education, even if prodding from his wife probably had much to do with it. Johannes got the best teachers Hamburg had.

The other children got what was left over. Elise would always be a burden, afflicted with chronic migraine headaches that could keep her in bed for weeks. (Johannes had migraines too in his childhood, but outgrew them.) Elise looked a good deal like her brother but without the aura, the penetrating intelligence in the eyes, or the sheer attractiveness. Because of her health Elise could learn little; she would live at home, collecting her one-taler-a-week allowance, until her mother died. She seemed content to play her role as semi-invalid and patient virgin, and to help keep house as best she could. She adored flowers and birds, shiny floors and tidiness, entertaining friends. Ostensibly with affection, Christiane Brahms called her daughter die dicke dumme Deern, the “fat dumb peasant.”32 Always the two women of the house teamed up against Johann Jakob’s foolishness and impracticality.

Brother Fritz, not afflicted like their sister, reasonably bright and talented but only so much, had the more difficult task psychologically: to live in the shadow of the golden child. Like Johannes, he resisted his father’s attempts to make him an orchestral player and took up the piano, following his brother with the same teachers. If he took on music as a profession, he did it in his negligent fashion, without Johannes’s drive or his ruthlessness. The brothers never exactly feuded, but were never close. Most of the time Johannes simply ignored Fritz. Great talents, geniuses, may sometimes illuminate those around them, but not always, and in any case a favored child goes hard on the others. Considering what he had to work with, maybe Fritz did all right for someone who came of age known around town as “the wrong Brahms.”

IN 1841, Uncle Philip Detmering died and the Brahmses borrowed three hundred marks of his estate from his widow, Christiane’s sister, to set up another Dutch Wares shop, with frilly curtains and embroidery in the windows, at the house on the Dammthorwall.33 Hannes was still progressing marvelously on piano; to Otto Cossel he seemed a phenomenon, a prodigy. What had begun as Johann Jakob’s idea of a practical education on the keyboard had slipped into something of another order—an intense and disciplined training toward a career as a virtuoso. That may well have happened without Johann Jakob’s even being aware of it.

Still, Johannes did not have the relentless education in music that some suffer, among them Beethoven. It was not all piano and study. At home he spent hours on the floor arranging toy soldiers in parades and battle formations, the martial music and the fury of battle roaring in his mind, sighting the cannons, laying out his rifle battalions as later he arranged the forms and forces of his music. (Perhaps the bright-painted lead figures reminded him of his father, parading with the militia in his Jäger-Bataillon uniform.)

In May 1842 a fire broke out in Hamburg, spreading from the medieval Deichstrasse to roar through the city for four days, one of them Hannes’s ninth birthday. The boy watched the terrifying glow in the sky, the roiling smoke and flames approaching the house. The police appeared to tell the neighborhood to pack up and get out. Then, like a miracle, the wind shifted and the house stood. When the inferno had run its course, a third of the inner city was consumed and a tenth of the population homeless. The elegant Jungfernstieg lay in shambles, though the Alster Pavilion survived.

After this historic disaster Hamburg rebuilt with little effect on its prosperity. That same year the Hamburg-Bergedorf section of the Berlin railroad opened, bringing the city’s first experience of a staggering new speed in moving goods and people. From the small two-track station you set out in the spindly cars that looked like conjoined post-coaches, behind a little smoke-belching locomotive whose engineers stood on an open platform at the back. For Brahms the line presaged a life dependent on railroads for his career as well as his vacations. Like many working Hamburgers, his family used the new line to go out to Bergedorf and relax at the inn Zur Schönen Aussicht (At the Beautiful Prospect).34

Still, while the city rebuilt from the fire there was less time or money for music. For a while Johann Jakob had no work at the Alster Pavilion.35 That threatened the always shaky family finances. Johann Jakob probably concluded that if the boy could play the piano nicely now, he was going to have to earn his keep with it. In 1843 Hannes survived a wagon running over his chest; he recovered after six weeks in bed, with no lasting effects. Convalescence from the accident may have kept him from hard labor for a time, but he would not long be spared a dismal initiation into the profession of music.

In 1843, Johann Jakob pulled together something of a formal debut for his son. It was a private benefit concert to raise money for Hannes’s studies, and to show off to the paying public the ten-year-old who played the piano like a grown-up. The program included a Mozart piano quartet, a Beethoven quintet for piano and winds, and a virtuosic étude by Henry Herz. Johann Jakob contributed his bass-playing to the occasion. His son’s performance seems to have done credit to his family and his teacher Cossel.

But the results of the concert were too dramatic for Cossel’s taste. An impresario who had been in the audience took Johann Jakob by the arm and offered to take the boy—why, the whole family—across the ocean to the United States: this blue-eyed prodigy could make heaps of money on those golden shores. Perhaps the scenario the promoter had in mind was to present tiny Johannes as younger than he was, a wunderkind like Mozart.

Johann Jakob was naturally bedazzled by the scheme, but this time so was Christiane. To the teacher’s wife she declared, “Look here, Frau Cossel, if we go to America and Johannes plays there, we can live in hotels and I won’t have to do any more scrubbing.”36 In short order the Dutch Wares shop was sold, at a loss, to collect funds for the trip. (Widow Detmering would not get back a groschen of the money she had loaned the Brahmses until a decade later, when she received it from Johannes.) Glorious strategies were spun out in the parlor. Our Hannes is going to be another Mozart! In America!

Otto Cossel was horrified. He knew that prodigies are fragile creatures; the great majority of them crash and become nothing. This uprooting and sailing and American show business he could only see as a disaster for a student just ten years old, far from what he could become if he kept on track. How, Cossel reflected in desperation, could he convince the parents to give up this idiotic scheme? He had given Johannes a fine foundation in music, but this teacher’s true service to art, and his immortality, lie in this: he had the courage and the insight to let go of what he recognized as an extraordinary talent.

It would not be easy to do. Cossel brought Johannes to his one-time teacher Eduard Marxsen and asked him to take on the boy. In three years, Cossel told Marxsen, he had taught the child everything he knew about the piano. If Johannes was to develop properly, he needed Herr Marxsen’s superior gifts as a teacher and musician. Besides, the boy wanted to compose and Cossel could not help him with that. (He had tried, without success, to discourage composing as a distraction from practice.) Presumably Cossel added in his proposition to Marxsen a more pressing reason to get a more advanced teacher: the parents needed something as impressive as Marxsen’s opinion to get them to give up this mirage of Hannes making them rich in America.

Then in his late thirties, Eduard Marxsen was more experienced than Cossel, had seen more and better students come and go.37 Upon hearing this ten-year-old play, he was impressed but not overwhelmed. As he probably sized up Johannes, here was a child obviously gifted and diligent, but one who took to the keyboard more as to a duty than as a fish to water. That is how great pianists take to the piano, even before they become great. Johannes might become a fine player, even a soloist, but he did not seem likely to develop into a true virtuoso. Something held him back. He hadn’t the fire in the belly.

Marxsen told Cossel he was crazy to give up this student. The boy was doing perfectly well under his tutelage and he should stay there. But Cossel would not retreat. Day after day he appeared at Marxsen’s door to renew his plea. A few months later, Johann Jakob also showed up, entreating the Herr Doktor to teach his son.

Under this assault Marxsen finally gave in, to the extent of agreeing to give one lesson a week; the boy should also continue with Cossel as before. Somewhere in these maneuvers the American boondoggle was dropped. So one more of Johann Jakob’s schemes came tumbling, leaving the family worse off. After some months of sharing Johannes, Cossel once more declared that he could not trust himself with this kind of talent. Only then did Marxsen agree to become the boy’s sole teacher.38

If Eduard Marxsen assessed Johannes as having no great promise as a virtuoso, he was an earnest child and his progress at the piano continued steadily. But with that curious persistence for one so frail and dutiful, the boy kept prodding Marxsen to help him with composing. He was already doing it on the side, in fact by age eleven had composed a piano sonata that he played for a young musician named Luise Japha, whom he had met at a piano store where he practiced. Luise, seven years older, thought the sonata quite a feat for his age.

Marxsen tried to keep his student’s mind on his work: You can compose all in good time, my boy, now do your scales. But Johannes would not be put off. So once again Marxsen relented. He began looking at his pupil’s little songs and piano pieces, initiating him into the arcana of musical theory and the forms of music as perfected by the masters of the past. Very soon it became clear to Marxsen what had been holding back this student. Here was the real thing, the fire in the belly.

YEARS LATER, Eduard Marxsen recalled the period when he first discovered Johannes Brahms’s gift.


When I started teaching him composition, he exhibited a rare acuteness of mind which enchanted me, and, insignificant though his first attempts at original creation turned out to be, I was bound to recognize in them an intelligence which convinced me that an exceptional, great, and peculiarly profound talent was dormant in him. I therefore shrank from no effort or work in order to awaken and form it, that I might one day rear a priest of art, who should preach in new accents what was sublime, true, and eternally incorruptible in art.39



At the time, Marxsen was probably less lofty in his attitude. He had always been more a practical composer than priest of the sublime. A compact man with plump cheeks and a sardonic glint in his eye, Eduard Marxsen was Hamburg’s most prominent musician in those days—well read, well dressed, a notable pianist and prolific composer. His music was Mendelssohnian in style, and included many fashionable “homage” pieces for piano, the honorees including Jenny Lind and Clara Schumann.40 Still, his most celebrated effort was an 1835 arrangement for orchestra of Beethoven’s Kreutzer Sonata, the sort of thing that later in the century would be understood as an aberration.

Where Otto Cossel had been earnest and in awe of Johannes, Marxsen was flinty and worldly, with a hardheaded perspective on the profession. In his fashion, though, he was also a generous and idealistic artist. “I’ll never forget,” Brahms recalled, “how he refused to accept the heavy moneybag that my father had saved up for the lessons: he wouldn’t take it, yet I was to come four times a week and it would be a pleasure for him to teach me.”41 Marxsen would rear this pupil as an idealist and no less a shrewd professional. And perhaps due in part to this early association, Brahms never absorbed the antisemitism that was the virtual inheritance of so many Germans. As an example a note from Robert Schumann’s journal: “E. Marxsen also visited us; his Jewish physiogamy disgusted me.”

Johannes still did much of his practicing at Otto Cossel’s house and in piano showrooms. (He stayed close to his first teacher; as late as 1857, Brahms stood as godfather to one of Cossel’s daughters.) Although Marxsen continued to teach the boy piano, as Johannes moved into his teens composition and theory took precedence. The training was based on the towering Germanic musical tradition that had been created mostly by artists of living memory. Marxsen had studied in Vienna with men who had personally known Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven, and Schubert. Those composers were Marxsen’s touchstones, as well as J. S. Bach, whose work had been neglected and was only now being fully explored, like a vast half-known territory. The forms, craft, and principles of these demigods defined what Marxsen meant by the “sublime, true, and eternally incorruptible in art.”

Marxsen made sure Johannes knew these composers exhaustively and founded everything he composed on their example. At the same time the boy was allowed room to find his own voice, what Marxsen called “new accents” on the eternal patterns of musical language. By age eighteen, with the first works he allowed to survive, Brahms possessed something that cannot be taught: a musical voice audibly grounded in tradition and at the same time unlike any other ever heard. In his recollections Marxsen took some of the credit for that, and he deserved it. In more than one sense, he had reared a priest of art.

The great Viennese had been the composers most responsible for raising Western music to the peak of its influence, “the art to which all other arts aspire.” That would not have been said in any earlier age. The overwhelming presence of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven—later joined by Schubert and Schumann—would make the past increasingly present in the musical repertoire, as it had not been in the time of Bach and Mozart, when most music heard had been new music.

In the course of the nineteenth century, the discipline of music history first flourished and the concert hall became a museum as well as a proving ground for the latest music. Increasingly, listeners no longer wanted to hear new work for its own sake; they wanted to hear certified Masterpieces. In Brahms’s training in the 1840s we see that process already at work. Marxsen gave his student mostly those masterpieces, and very little music by living composers—perhaps a hint of Chopin, not all that much Schubert, the occasional piece of Marxsen’s own.42 It would be Luise Japha, years later, who first told Johannes about Robert Schumann.

As the months went forward, Marxsen found composition opening the boy’s intellectual curiosity to an extraordinary depth and breadth. In and out of music, Johannes leaped at everything given him, took it in and made it his own. Along with the lessons Marxsen gave him books, and the boy devoured them too. Though he was to be a freethinker in religion, Johannes pored over the Bible beyond the requirements for his Protestant confirmation.

His teacher had never seen a talent like this, and he was willing to stake his reputation on it. In 1847, when Felix Mendelssohn died and Johannes was fourteen, Marxsen declared to friends, “A great master of the musical art has gone hence, but an even greater one will bloom for us in Brahms.”43

At the same time, Marxsen had to have wondered where it came from. A little towheaded working family’s child like this, son of that blockhead Johann Jakob and a simple goodwife like Christiane, with a weak-minded sister and a brother of no great gifts—how could he have acquired this depth of talent and intelligence, this idealism and ambition, this endless curiosity, this thirst not only for skill and knowledge but also for wisdom? How could he have known so unerringly, from the beginning, where he wanted to go?

NONE OF THOSE MYSTERIES can be answered—not what lay behind those bright blue eyes, what was going on in the child’s head as he gravely lined up his toy soldiers, why the passion for books and Scripture and everything to do with music. Neither then nor later, through years of talking about his life, did Brahms ever really reveal himself. Nor from moment to moment could you tell what would come out of him, or why. From his childhood on, sometimes what came was kindness, sociability, volubility. At other times it was slashing sarcasm, an imperious indifference to everyone and everything except his own concerns.

Later, when he and Luise Japha became friends, she admired the younger musician greatly but did not really like him. When she knew him, Luise said, Johannes was sehr herbe im Wesen: very harsh, bitter, acrid in nature. Eventually, when he had money and power in abundance, he showed enormous generosity. Nearly everyone close to Johannes Brahms understood that underneath it all he had a great heart. But in dealing with him face to face you rarely got beyond the surface, and much of the time that surface was sehr herbe im Wesen. So, like Luise, all his friends were wary of him. He could bite as well as bark, and he had wounded them all.

Why were there doors inside Brahms that he never opened for anyone? Never opened in his golden-boy childhood, nor in his gruff maturity? It is one of the great questions of his life. Only some of it can be accounted for. But clearly in his youth there were dark counterweights to his brilliance and eagerness, his sunny virtues.

As with every child raised in an exacting discipline, with long hours in lonely rooms, the rest of life and education took second place. That is the only way to train a virtuoso. Most of Brahms’s closest friends in later life had gone through something comparable as children. The eternal problem is that such an upbringing teaches you how to make music but not how to be a friend or a lover or husband or wife: how to live. To the degree at least that Hannes still spent time with his parents, he absorbed from them something of life’s pleasures and values—Johann Jakob’s waggery and garrulousness, Christiane’s generosity and her love of books. Brahms would say that some of the happiest hours in his life were spent by the fireside talking with his mother. When it came time, he launched into adulthood with extraordinary poise and fine North German common sense.

Yet his maturity remained incomplete, his socialization crippled in startling and frustrating ways. Despite his sociability, much of the time Brahms seemed to have something better to do than be with a friend or a lover, and he could express it with wounding heedlessness. He shared that self-absorption with the virtuosos he called friends. A good deal of the time, for all the mutual love and admiration, they could hardly endure him or he them.

Besides the repercussions of a virtuoso’s education, humiliating experiences weighed on him. They came from the time of his first paying jobs, which rose from his family’s shaky finances, compounded by an all-but-fatal ignorance.

As soon as Hannes was able, Johann Jakob took it as a matter of course that he must start playing for money. There is no record that Christiane objected. Eduard Marxsen may never have known about it. They were a struggling family and, with Elise incapable, it was the boys who had to bring in money. That meant playing piano in St. Pauli near the docks.

The waterfront places in Hamburg were known as Animierlokale, roughly “stimulation pubs.” For their clients fresh from sailing ships the Lokale handily integrated the services of dancehall, bar, café, and whorehouse, integrated them also in the persons of the “Singing Girls” who served the food and drink, sang and danced with the customers, and took them upstairs for more intimate services. The St. Pauli girls hung around in a flock by the door, their low-cut dresses catching the attention of passing gents. Inside, the dancing was continuous. The house pianist sat at a clangy, out-of-tune piano playing songs and dances all night long. Legend says the pay was the traditional pay twee Dahler un duhn, two talers and all you can drink.

Johannes began playing in the Lokale of St. Pauli in 1846, before he turned thirteen, often playing until dawn. After a few months of it he was weak, anemic, tormented by migraines. But he was kept at the jobs until better came along, off and on through that year and maybe longer.

His months in the Animierlokale do not seem to have interfered with his studies or his intellectual growth. Once Johannes’s fingers had learned the requisite waltzes, polkas, mazurkas, and such, he would place on the piano rack a novel or a volume of poetry and read the night away as he played, leaning into the book nearsightedly, the revels going on behind him. It sounds almost charming. But the effects of the Lokale on him were indelible. For the rest of his life, with friends or in his cups, Brahms would recall those nights as dark and shameful. No one has had a harder time of it than I have, he would say, and narrate the shocking details. He told one beloved that “he saw things and received impressions which left a deep shadow on his mind.”44

It had not been all polkas and poetry. Johannes was surrounded by the stench of beer and unwashed sailors and bad food, the din of rough laughter and drunkenness and raving obscenity. He had to accompany the bawdy songs, he had to turn around and look sometimes at the drunken sailors fondling the half-naked Singing Girls, and he had to participate sometimes too. Between dances the women would sit the prepubescent teenager on their laps and pour beer into him, and pull down his pants and hand him around to be played with, to general hilarity. There may have been worse from the sailors. Johannes was as fair and pretty as a girl.

Many years later, in Vienna, the old Brahms got drunk and broke up a birthday dinner by branding all women with a word that nobody would repeat. Later that night, walking it off with a friend, he spoke disjointedly of what he had seen and suffered in those places. In a seizure of anguish and rage he cried out: “You tell me I should have the same respect, the same exalted homage for women that you have! You expect that of a man cursed with a childhood like mine!”45

Everything that happens plays a part in an artist’s life. What elevates one and not another to the level of genius is not only talent and ambition and luck, but a gift for turning everything to the purpose. Many first-rank creators have had traumas in their lives—Beethoven’s drunken father and his chronic illness and deafness, Robert Schumann’s mental decline, Bartók’s sickly childhood. With Brahms, it was first of all the lowlife of Hamburg. The Singing Girls shaped him along with the training in music, the novels and poetry. The brutal dichotomy between the squalor of his home and the Lokale with his playing jobs in bourgeois theaters and restaurants, and with the idealistic intensity of his studies and his reading—all that is one with the story of his music.

As he approached puberty, Brahms was steeped in an atmosphere where the deepest intimacies between men and women were a matter of ceaseless and shameful transaction. That sense of human relations haunted him for life. He felt intimacy as a threat, female sexuality as a threat. To preserve yourself, look away, get away! Even before puberty his relations with women were subverted: “You expect me to honor them as you do!” All his life Brahms would sustain a taste for whores and a deep-lying misogyny.

True, this attitude only exaggerated norms of his time and culture. Hamburgers like most North Germans were proverbially taciturn and reserved. In the terms of a later era, all Germany was misogynistic, the role of women relentlessly circumscribed by Kinder, Kirche, und Küche (kids, church, and kitchen). Only women of unusual talent and courage could break through those boundaries. Many unmarried men resorted to prostitutes in an era of repressed sexuality, which was constrained further by the scarcity of birth control, the ubiquitous threat of syphilis, and a prudery that left sexual matters unmentionable in polite society.

Brahms was driven beyond those dismal norms. As a grown man, he suffered from what Freud would name “degradation in erotic life”: he had difficulty sleeping with women he loved, had difficulty loving women he slept with.46 In his relations with women he was possessed by the old, poisonous dichotomy of virgin and whore.

Even so, his fear and hatred of female sexuality was only part of the equation. In regard to women too he turned away from corruption toward the ideal: the poetry on the whorehouse piano. His need for women contended incessantly with his scorn. Starting with his mother, a few women would play an irreplaceable role in his life and music. He admired those women extravagantly and depended on them and fell in love with them, all without giving up a contempt for their sex that now and then boiled to the surface, sometimes in jokes, sometimes in wrath. In his mind the women he loved must be talented, and must be eternal virgins. And he must not soil them with his lust.

The sharp dichotomies of experience in his teens played other roles too, however hard to pin down. Johannes lived amid irreconcilable worlds: the elegant pavilion and the whorehouse, the ideal and the degraded. His teacher Cossel told Brahms to make his fingers express his heart; Marxsen taught him to submit passion to relentless craftsmanship. In his maturity, his art would be marked by a reconciliation of elements that would seem irreconcilable had he not resolved them so magnificently, so nearly seamlessly.

These conflicting elements have been given names such as Classical and Romantic, Apollonian and Dionysian. In his maturity, Brahms’s music amounted to this: passion constrained within abstraction, personal anguish dissolved in impersonal form. Before that, the Lokale taught him something in the direction of the same lesson, in a more soul-searing way: Hide! He would live as a revered master with something to hide. In and out of music, he would become adept at masking his feelings, his identity.47

Which is to say, in the meanness and corruption of waterfront dives something was crushed in the young Brahms, and at the same time something liberated—if he could survive the experience. Perhaps that is a common element in the story of genius: beyond talent and ambition and luck, in some degree you have to be forcibly booted out of everyday life and everyday goals.

In any case, it was like that with Brahms. The fulfillment of love was denied him so that other things might take wing. In degraded places he formed an implacable compulsion to follow his course whatever the obstacles. For all his delicacy of build and romantic exuberance, he reached adulthood tough as nails, without illusions about himself, about music, or about humanity. What tortured him was that he understood what he had gained and what he had lost, and he could never stop grieving for what he had lost.

So in his teens Brahms played tunes in places mean and gradually better, and he read books, and with the guidance of teachers he made himself a very fine pianist and a creative genius of the highest rank. The abuse he suffered in dives was a kind of tragedy; it created a dangerous fissure in his psyche. Yet he not only survived that shame but exploited it, turning the random events of his life to the purpose—as genuine creators must. In later years, Brahms spoke of the Lokale with as much pride as bitterness: “I would not on any account have missed this period of hardship in my life, for I am convinced that it did me good.”48 Other times there was anguish, but never real regret. He never blamed his parents for subjecting him to the experience (though others did). The Lokale steeled him. He felt the shadow lingering on his soul, and he prospered in it.

At the same time, these experiences left him with an impetus to hide, to shroud himself, to escape—into his own, and into loneliness. Whether the dark side of life that Brahms endured early had a direct or indirect or symbolic relation to his music, its joining of irreconcilables, may be left to conjecture. In ways both clear and unsearchable, the Singing Girls marked and molded what he became, and so molded his art. Not least, they left him with a simple but compelling ambition: to get out of there. Yet all his life Brahms would return to places like the Animierlokale and over and over revisit the scenes of his degradation, and also re-enact his escape, his victory.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Kreisleriana

BY THE SUMMER OF 1847, Christiane and Johann Jakob Brahms could no longer ignore the plight of their son. By day Hannes was the precocious high-minded music student, by night a piano-tinkler in dives. Headaches tortured him; he had become anemic and overwrought. Likely in the Animierlokale he dosed himself with the unlimited supply of drink to ease the oppressiveness of the places. Sometimes in the mornings he could only make it home by staggering from tree to tree. He was fourteen years old.

His father had gotten Hannes into that predicament; now his father got him out of it. Playing at the Alster Pavilion, Johann Jakob made the acquaintance of an amateur musician named Adolph Giesemann, who owned a paper mill and farm in Winsen-an-der-Luhe, a hamlet south of Hamburg on the Lüneburger Heath. Giesemann was an aficionado of Johann Jakob’s Pavilion sextet, and also enjoyed listening to the gabby bass player go on about his talented sons Hannes and Fritz. In the spring of 1847 the talk turned to the older boy’s health. Johann Jakob made a proposal: let Hannes come out to Winsen for a few weeks to live with the Giesemanns, get some sun on his pale skin, and teach piano to daughter Lieschen. At the end of his next visit to Hamburg, Giesemann took the boy home with him.

Johannes had never been out of the city for any length of time, but he took to the country as if born to it. In Winsen during this and the next summer he found a love of forests and hills that never left him. Here was presaged the Brahmsian seasonal rhythm of city man in winter and spring, outdoorsman in summer and fall. From that point too, his works would mostly be conceived during walks in woods and countryside. And the cure worked spectacularly. After weeks of drinking milk and wandering in the woods and swimming in the river, Brahms turned a corner into a lifetime of robust health.

As in his later career, these two Winsen summers were working vacations. He brought with him a silent practice keyboard and every week took a steamer to Hamburg for a lesson with Eduard Marxsen. He got in the habit of rising at the farmer’s hour of five a.m. to have a swim in the river. After breakfast and piano practice, Frau Giesemann would send him into the fields with his keyboard and notebook, with orders not to come back until dinner.

From the dirt and inglorious dives of Hamburg, Johannes had been transported into an Edenic idyll, with a little sister to share it. His pupil Lieschen Giesemann, one year younger, accompanied him on treks around Winsen. Besides her lessons and her pleasure in music, Lieschen shared Johannes’s passion for books. They roamed the heath looking for flowers, sat in the shade reading. A local boy they befriended, Aaron Löwenherz, was willing for a small fee to sneak books for them from his mother’s lending library. One of them was a play called The Robbers, by Schiller. Johannes had never heard of this author but thought him quite fine. More compelling to the friends, though, was the medieval romance The Beautiful Magelone and the Knight Peter with the Silver Keys. Johannes and Lieschen sat in the fields reading aloud that tale of a knight inspired by a minstrel to go adventuring, who finds and loses and regains an eternal love.

With the serendipitous good fortune that marked his early life, practical experience fell into his lap. The Giesemanns liked to spend Sunday afternoons after church in a pub at the nearby village of Hoopte. As the grown-ups talked, Johannes would sit at the piano and run through his repertoire of dance tunes. That led to an offer to try his hand at conducting the local men’s chorus.

It probably seemed like a joke at first, the slight, girlish boy leading a group of men. But the men of the chorus were charmed by this teenager’s aplomb, his knowledge, his forceful if childish time-beating. Unanimously, they declared Johannes their conductor. The twelve members practiced in a schoolroom or around a billiard table in a Winsen bar; now the practices were called to order by the soprano voice of their blond maestro. That summer Johannes wrote two pieces for his men’s choir—an “ABC” song, consisting of the alphabet in four-part harmony, and a “Postilion’s Morning Song.”1 The next summer he would arrange a couple of German songs for them, the first record of a lifetime’s concern with folk music.

None of Brahms’s Winsen music survives. In later life he obliterated those pieces along with his other juvenilia, demanded the return of his letters and musical manuscripts from the Giesemanns, and despite his old benefactors’ tears destroyed them too (some of that music was dedicated to the family).2 With a ruthless instinct for recognizing and seizing what he required, Brahms drew from the experience of Winsen what it could teach him, how it could save him, then covered his tracks. He did not want history nosing too much into what the German language calls his Bildung—his growth in knowledge and wisdom, his creative and sentimental education.

In Winsen the teenager continued to inspire people to do things for him without his seeming to ask, or even to notice. As his teachers had discovered, there was an aura around him. A town official, Amtsvogt (Bailiff) Blume, offered his piano for practice and spent hours with Johannes playing Beethoven in four-hand arrangements—the way much orchestral and chamber music was heard in the nineteenth century. Johannes became friendly with choir member and music teacher Alwin Schröder of Hoopte, who made himself available for questions of music theory. One day Schröder delivered his young friend late to the worried Giesemanns, telling them that Johannes had gotten lost and simply gone to sleep out on the heath, his keyboard and notebook by his side.

Lieschen Giesemann remembered another day, when the fourteen-year-old had just arrived from Hamburg, pale and frail, and ran afoul of some older rowdies at the river. She found little Hannes, his long hair bedraggled, stripped of his notebook and everything else in his pockets, crying on the riverbank. Since the culprits were still playing in the water, a wrathful Lieschen went down and demanded her friend’s things back, and got them.

After the piano and his compositions, that notebook was the most important thing in Johannes’s creative life. Probably it was an early stage of the collection he would name “Des jungen Kreislers Schatzkästlein” (The Young Kreisler’s Treasure Chest). In it, he was copying down quotations from books he had read. The Young Kreisler of the title is Johannes himself, in his alter ego.

FROM HIS TEENAGE YEARS, when he became attached to literature and history and Scripture, Brahms looked to books for knowledge and wisdom. As someone who thought in tones and felt clumsy with language, he was willing throughout his life to let writers articulate ideas for him. Thus the quotes of “Des jungen Kreislers Schatzkästlein” that filled several notebooks from his teens and twenties. After a lapse of decades he would put down the final entries, in a shaking hand, in the last months of his life.3

The “Schatzkästlein” is the record of Brahms’s Bildung—the part of it he allowed to survive. Like a diary in other people’s words, the notebooks sketch out a conception of music and art that he shared with his age. Its title and the figure of the half-mad composer Kreisler he gleaned from E. T. A. Hoffmann, who with his stories and criticism initiated the high noon of musical Romanticism. The title “Young Kreisler” also echoes one of the iconic books of that era, Goethe’s Sorrows of Young Werther, the story of a poet who kills himself over a frustrated passion for the betrothed of a friend.

Brahms took the quotes and aphorisms of “Des jungen Kreislers Schatzkästlein” largely from German Romantic writers. Carl Dahlhaus dates the musical part of Romanticism between Viennese landmarks: from Beethoven’s late works and Schubert’s early lieder around 1814, to the combination of Arnold Schoenberg’s “emancipation of the dissonance” and Richard Strauss’s backward-looking opera Der Rosenkavalier in 1914.4 Like all periods, the Romantic is a vast, cloudy, and self-contradictory affair, different in each country and in each medium, yet the zeitgeist was pervasive and powerful.

Literary and philosophical ideas defined the era. When Johannes read The Beautiful Magelone he unknowingly steeped himself in a founding element. Romanticism is named for the medieval prose narrative called the romance, one example of which is Schöne Magelone—not the real medieval but the Romantic-medieval, a fairy-tale world of gallant knights and minstrels and fair maidens and sorcerers. That in turn suggests one of the foundations of Romanticism, a turning away from the Classical notions of beauty and logic that dominated the eighteenth century, and an embrace of the boundless territory of creative fantasy. As a product of fantasy, art could conjure a world beyond this one, a place infinite and mysterious. And art was the only thing that could bring us to that territory. (Already a doctrine like that implies the course of Romanticism through the century: art merging with religion, eventually taking over religion, finally becoming religion, and artists priests in that religion.)

Through the course of the century the corollaries of these intuitions played out in myriad ways, but for all the contradictions some essentials are plain to see and hear. In the nineteenth century there rose a craving to shatter boundaries, leave old forms behind, throw over tired notions of beauty and taste. What we call the Classical period of the eighteenth century exalted the lucid, objective, unpretentious, universal, and finished. Its defining figures include the rationalist philosophers of the Enlightenment and the composers Haydn and Mozart. The Romantic period of the nineteenth century preferred the subjective and emotional, the characteristic and idiosyncratic and fantastic, the nationalistic, the grand and terrible, the quality of the sublime that passes human understanding. Its figures include the philosophers Herder and Schopenhauer, the writers Hoffmann, Novalis, Eichendorff, and Heine, the composers Schubert, Schumann, and Berlioz.

In Germany, the heart of the Romantic movement, Goethe spanned Classical and Romantic in literature as Beethoven did in music (music generally following in the wake of literature). Above all, Beethoven expressed for the first time in music the overwhelming force of an individual personality. His music seems to take each of us by the shoulders and shake us, speaking person to person, saying: I am telling you something of supreme importance. Still, during the nineteenth century, which saw the ascendancy of the middle class across Europe, all those cloudy intuitions were counterbalanced by a rejection of anarchy as such, and in practical terms by the pressures of the marketplace—artists had to live largely by selling their wares to the bourgeoisie. The marketplace and the holding back before the specter of anarchy served as brakes on the boundless creative imagination of the era.

The Classical era admired restraint, practicality, the practical present; the Romantics exalted the emotional, the idealistic, the mysteries of past and future. The eighteenth century exalted Greek architecture and formal gardens and ironic detachment; the nineteenth preferred savage forests, castles in ruins, and a different kind of irony. The philosopher Schlegel defined Romantic irony as the creator’s freedom to shatter his own illusions on the page, to break his own mirrors: the creator refusing to submit even to his own creation. A characteristic musical product of the Classical era was sonata form, a musical grammar and syntax that unfolded with great freedom, yet as logically as a well-wrought essay. The characteristic Romantic product was a fragment: the art song, the little character piece for piano, the prelude that is a prelude to nothing in particular.

As part of the Romantic fascination with the past came a new discipline in studying it. During the nineteenth century, history, musicology, and ethnology flourished. In the process the past became even more enchanted as more of it was revealed—still Romantic because distant and unattainable. Meanwhile, obsessed with history and with art and artists, the Romantic era raised creators to the status of pedestaled demigods. Now began the cult of Genius. Accordingly, the art of the past began to accumulate in books and museums and concert halls, piling up to burden the artists of the present.

If the age exalted both passion and scholarship, no less did it honor simplicity and directness in authentic forms, or forms masquerading as authentic. In his 1778–9 collection Stimmen der Völker (Voices of the People), the philosopher Herder declared folk poetry the wellspring of all poetry, a spontaneous and ingenuous outpouring of a people’s soul. Goethe sponsored the epochal collection of German folk poetry called Des Knaben Wunderhorn (The Youth’s Magic Horn). Assembled by Achim von Arnim and Clemens Brentano in 1805–8, the Wunderhorn became a resource and inspiration for generations of poets and composers.

Yet much of the work in those collections turned out to be ersatz. A great deal of what passed for “folk” music and poetry had been written by professionals, sometimes working anonymously, sometimes under pseudonyms. After the Wunderhorn, creating verse and music in folk style became a commonplace. (One day Brahms would play that game himself, in some of his Hungarian Dances.) In the hands of Franz Schubert the German art song, called lied, became a sublimation of folk song into sophisticated forms. (Brahms was to make folk song the model for many of his lieder.) At the end of the century, Gustav Mahler achieved in his Wunderhorn settings an uncanny evocation of the atmosphere of folk poetry and fairy tale.

Another collection championed by Herder and used by countless composers from Schubert on, including Brahms, was Scottish poet James Macpherson’s “translations from the ancient Gaelic” of fragmentary epics by the bard Ossian—books in fact largely penned by Macpherson himself. This kind of pseudo-mythology, admitted or covert, is manifest in the vogue for building “ruined” castles from the ground up, and in the fake-medieval citadels erected by King Ludwig of Bavaria. Some young Romantics dressed in yellow waistcoats like Goethe’s young Werther and cultivated Romantic yearning, and sometimes followed their hero to the end of the story as suicides. Many Romantic touchstones (folk music and poetry, perhaps nationalism itself) proved like “Ossian” a delusion or a pose or a beautiful fraud.

The obsession with the past in both scholarly and imaginative dimensions, the myth of “authentic” folk art as the soul of a people and a nation, the exaltation of yearning and the supernatural—these hungers and hazy imaginings lay behind the language and metaphor of the age, and its characteristic blurring of boundaries in the arts. Novalis turned from philosophy and declared poetry the ultimate reality: “The more poetic, the more true.”5 Robert Schumann, torn in his youth between poetry and music, determined to compose poetic music and declared that novelist Jean Paul, “with a poetic companion-piece, can perhaps contribute more to the understanding of a symphony or fantasy by Beethoven” than a critic or theorist.6

Beside Schumann the rhapsodic critic and poetic musician, some Romantic composers turned more forcefully to words to inspire and justify their notes. In 1830, Hector Berlioz composed his Symphonie fantastique on a program of an artist’s opium dreams; thereby he sparked the great age of Romantic program music. In voluminous writings, Franz Liszt and Richard Wagner enlarged on the position that music could no longer properly exist at all without a literary or dramatic foundation. Their “Artwork of the Future,” whether written for stage or concert hall, was music built over a gigantic apparatus of words, of poetry, myth, philosophy, feuilleton, screed, and rant.

The age’s interpretation and interpenetration of history and poetry and music and myth and philosophy evidenced an unprecedented self-consciousness. The Romantic era was the first to name itself. Obsessed by the past, the age obsessively attempted to define its own zeitgeist. “Romanticism,” wrote Jean Paul, “is beauty without bounds—the beautiful infinite.”7 Walter Pater wrote that the essence of Romanticism is “the addition of strangeness to beauty.” Every artist painted himself into history, amid the intimidating company of pedestaled Geniuses. Brahms became an archetype of this pattern, in thrall to the past and what he called “the tramp of giants” behind him.

The literary-based creed of Liszt and Wagner was in part a revolt against earlier Romanticism, which upheld the primacy of instrumental music over vocal. (That would remain Brahms’s Romanticism, despite all his vocal music.) In that aesthetic, music without words was called superior because it has no defined subject but is rather absolute form, expressive in the abstract, pure suggestion. Possessed by history, nineteenth-century theorists codified and deified the “abstract” instrumental forms perfected by Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven—above all the principal named “sonata form.”

If Classical-era grammar and syntax brought nonreferential instrumental music, and its abstract formal devices such as sonata form, to a point of superiority over vocal music and word-setting, it was exactly that achievement that Liszt and Wagner were accused of betraying: music, having divested itself of subservience to the word, was once again to be harnessed to words even when the orchestra played alone. Wagner rejoined: Music, in whatever partnership, will always be the superior art. In the 1840s, when Brahms was receiving his education in Romanticism, a historic battle loomed around these questions.

Inevitably in an age when artists exulted in the unattainable and irrational, there was inherent in Romanticism a neurotic frustration and a taste for the bizarre. In his fatal passion for a friend’s betrothed, Goethe’s Young Werther suffers not only literally but symbolically from what he cannot attain; he leaves himself with nowhere to go but the dark portal of death. Artists and thinkers and aesthetes of the early nineteenth century took up Werther as a symbol of the age. In midcentury, Wagner revived the old romance of Tristan and Isolde as another image of the zeitgeist: a love-death is the only transcendence possible for his lovers. Which is to say, a tendency to despair—whether interpreted negatively by Goethe or positively by Schopenhauer and Wagner—was inherent in Romanticism’s yearning for the infinite. Over time, that despair infected both individuals and the spirit of the age.

Meanwhile the novelist Jean Paul established the literary motif of the Doppelgänger, the terrifying mirror of oneself walking in the world. Franz Schubert caught the weirdness of that image in setting verses of Heinrich Heine: the poet sees a figure standing in despair before the house of an old love, discovers it is his double, and cries out: “Pale companion, why do you ape the torments of love I suffered in this place, so many nights, so long ago?” Ludwig Tieck wrote a play called Puss in Boots that satirized philistines and Enlightenment rationality. The main character is a tomcat, and the piece constantly comments on its own existence as a play, breaking out of the dramatic frame like a series of mirrors. In literature, Doppelgängers and mirrors proliferated, representing the endless mystery of reality and identity.

These were the kind of intoxicating intimations among which young Brahms, who came to call himself Young Kreisler, formed his own shadowy identity during his teens when, as he was to write his closest friend, “chaotic emotions seethed in me.”8

THE FIRST ENTRY in Johannes’s “Des jungen Kreislers Schatzkästlein” comes from the mystical philosopher-poet Novalis, the second from Jean Paul (the most quoted writer in the “Schatzkästlein”), whose rhapsodic novels as much created as embodied the Romantic spirit. The opening citations in the “Schatzkästlein” are abstract, philosophical. Novalis: “Hypotheses are nets, and only he who throws them out catches something; was not America itself discovered through hypotheses?” And the second citation, from Jean Paul: “Many blooms open themselves to the sun; only one perpetually follows the sun. My heart, be like the sunflower; be not only open to God, but also obey Him.” And then Shakespeare, the Romantics’ preferred dramatist, from The Merchant of Venice: “Bring the musicians out. How sweetly the moonlight sleeps on the hills!”9

Rocked by events and feelings and ambitions he could not yet grasp, the aspiring artist seized on Jean Paul’s raptures to speak for his own:


O Music! Echo of a distant harmonious world! Sighs of the angel within us! When the word is speechless, and when the embrace, and the weeping eye, and our voiceless hearts lie lonely in our breasts: O, then only through you may men call to one another in their dungeons, and their faint sighs unite in the wilderness!10



The book is diary, aesthetics, and prophecy of what was to become of Young Kreisler after a marvelous and grueling education in sentiment and in life. Johannes quotes Herder: “Loneliness is to the unfortunate one as a peaceful harbor, outside which the sorrows of other men storm, without disturbing its waters.”11

The ecstatic images of Novalis turn up again and again: “Our life is no dream, but ought to be and perhaps will become one.”12 Novalis writes as if in anticipation of Brahms’s mature music: “Lucid intellect coupled with warm fantasy is the true, healthy food of the soul.”13 And again, foreshadowing the Alto Rhapsody, “Every sickness is a musical problem, its healing a harmonic resolution.”14

Yet even if less quoted in the “Schatzkästlein,” E. T. A. Hoffmann is the presence behind it. The title of Johannes’s notebook came from Hoffmann, and so did his alter ego.

In the beginning of the nineteenth century the Romantic spirit turned up the fantastic figure of Hoffmann as symptom and archetype. Among other endeavors, he wrote fantastic fiction, poetry, music, and music criticism. More than any other single figure he created the Romantic agenda as it applied to music, both as spiritual force and as architecture: he was the first to write about the “structure” of music. Across Europe, Hoffmann helped establish music as the most Romantic of arts in an era when the arts as a whole were regarded (by artists certainly, but often by the middle-class public as well) as the most important intellectual and spiritual endeavor of the human race. He claimed Haydn and Mozart for the Romantic movement, especially the demonic Mozart of Don Giovanni. The third initial in Hoffmann’s name stands for Amadeus, a name he gave himself in honor of Mozart. His gaze stretched back into what at the time was considered the distant past in music, to the sixteenth century and Palestrina. His magic opera Undine of 1816 was the first German Romantic opera, the beginning of a line that led to Carl Maria von Weber and Richard Wagner. His stories, meanwhile, helped establish themes and standards for fantastic and supernatural fiction. Jacques Offenbach’s fantasy opera Tales of Hoffmann was a natural subject for its era.

The first important music critic in a century when the critic would become a ubiquitous adjunct to the concert hall, Hoffmann was mainly responsible for elevating Beethoven to the status of demigod. He did that above all in his 1813 review “Beethoven’s Instrumental Music”; those pages, Carl Dahlhaus writes, “set the tone of musical discourse for an entire century.”15 Like most of his musical generation and the ones before and after, the young Johannes Brahms read in Hoffmann’s Beethoven article:


[Music] is the most romantic of all the arts—one might also say, the only genuinely romantic one—for its sole subject is the infinite … music discloses to man an unknown realm … a world in which he leaves behind him all definite feelings to surrender himself to an inexpressible longing.



Inexpressible longing, Johannes read, sitting beneath a tree in a Winsen glade, or beside the harbor in Hamburg. And this:


Every passion—love, hatred, anger, despair and so forth … is clothed by music with the purple luster of romanticism, and even what we have undergone in life guides us out of life into the realm of the infinite.



Life, the teenaged Brahms read there, one’s own life, all human life and emotion, can be encompassed in music that intimates a world apart and better. Music evokes an existence beyond this one, toward which the soul inexpressibly yearns. Music is the voice of the inexpressible. So, in the heart of his essay, Hoffmann writes,


Beethoven’s music sets in motion the mechanism of fear, of awe, of horror, of suffering, and wakens just that infinite longing which is the essence of Romanticism.16



That infinite longing, Johannes read, which is the essence of Romanticism.

Hoffmann took these dazzling and cryptic metaphors further. In the Beethoven essay, with a characteristic turn of mirrors, the true author vanishes. It turns out that the one supposedly writing all this is not Hoffmann at all, but his alter ego: “The gifted lady who indeed honored me, Kapellmeister Kreisler, by today playing the first trio.…” Hoffmann placed the article in a series of writings and stories called Kreisleriana, circling around the fictional half-mad Kapellmeister Johannes Kreisler. His name is taken from Kreis, “circle,” and thus signifies “Circler.”

For the teenaged Johannes Brahms, the mirroring of the name Johannes, the fact that Hoffmann/Kreisler was a composer like himself17—these were reasons the dreamy young artist refracted his identity between mirrors he called Brahms and Young Kreisler, and why Kreisler became his Doppelgänger, shared with Hoffmann: an alter ego of an alter ego.

One of the most enigmatic stories in the Kreisleriana cycle is called “Johannes Kreisler’s Certificate of Apprenticeship.” For the boy Johannes Brahms, this story begins as if directly addressed to him, and to his yearnings: “Now that you, my dear Johannes, really want to escape from your apprenticeship and seek your own fortunes in the wide world, it is only fair that I, your master, should stuff a certificate into your pouch so that you have a passport to show to all musical guilds.” It had been with just such a Certificate of Apprenticeship that Johann Jakob Brahms had come to Hamburg. To his son, perhaps, Hoffmann’s story amounted to a similar but secret and mystical credential, no less personal to him: “Ah, my dear Johannes, who knows you better than I do, who has so deeply looked into you, nay, has looked out from inside you?”

In Hoffmann’s “Apprenticeship,” the music master/narrator tells a story of a “quiet, friendly youth, whom we call Chrysostomus.” (A clue there: in Hoffmann’s unfinished novel Kater Mürr, Kapellmeister Kreisler is born on St. John Chrysostom’s Day.18) This youth tells a story-within-the-story, actually related to him by his father (another level of story), about a stranger who appears at a castle and bewitches the nobleman’s daughter with fables and songs—something like Count Peter in the Magelone, Brahms would have noted. But the tale takes a malignant turn. After learning the art of music from the mysterious stranger, the maiden elopes with him; when her father rides out to search for her, he finds his daughter murdered in the forest, her body lying beneath a stone.

Upon hearing the tale, Chrysostomus is drawn with strange fascination to the fatal stone. After his father teaches him music, the youth conceives an uncanny project: to re-create the songs of the murdered girl, hinted at in a wild notation in the mossy designs of the rock where she was killed. The story-within-story-within-story concludes with her enchanted melodies singing in his mind as Chrysostomus lies dreaming on the stone: “Its veins blossomed into dark carnations whose fragrance rose almost visibly in bright, sounding rays. The rays condensed, as the long crescendo of the nightingale sounded, into the figure of a beautiful woman, but the form was again one of divine, delightful music.”19

“As you can see, my dear Johannes,” the music master concludes to his apprentice Kreisler, “the story of our Chrysostomus is most educational.” The tales within tales, the young man dreaming the song of a murdered maiden from the notation of mosses on a stone, the dream figure of a woman who is also flower and fragrance and bird and light and music, is a parable of what to Kreisler, to Hoffmann, and to a great degree to Brahms and the Romantic century, music is, as it floods our senses and our spirits with visions fantastic and ungraspable. As the music master explains to his pupil Kreisler in the “Certificate”:


Our realm is not of this world … for where in nature can we find, as painters and sculptors do, the prototypes of our art?… But then, does not the spirit of music, even as the spirit of sound, pervade all nature too?… Music … is the universal language of nature, speaking to us in beautiful, mysterious sounds, and we wrestle in vain trying to confine these in symbols, those artificial notes no more than hints of what we have heard.



Having poetically intimated nature as the fount of music to Johannes reading in Winsen’s woods and fields, at the end Hoffmann the magician creates one of his most dizzying shifts of identity: “This cross will … serve as seal to this Certificate of Apprenticeship, and thus I sign my name—which is also yours: Johannes Kreisler.” Thus Kreisler, who is Hoffmann, confers his seal of mastery on himself. What could be more Hoffmannesque, more Kreisleresque, more Brahmsian, than this self-created circle of personas?

As a teenager contending with chaotic emotions, Johannes Brahms lived in Hoffmann’s hall of mirrors that seemed to spread in every direction and to whisper directly to him: “Johannes … your music has really moved the beloved’s heart,” says a character in Kreisleriana.20 So perhaps did Young Kreisler dream. In another story, Kreisler sits at the piano playing one chord after another, in turbulent modulations, rhapsodizing between: “They carry me to the land of eternal yearning, but as they take hold of me, pain awakens and attempts to tear out of my breast.”21 There music sings directly from a suffering heart. And indeed, in Kater Mürr Hoffmann encourages others to enter his hall of mirrors: “I will never be convinced that the bizarre name Kreisler was not smuggled in and substituted for a quite different family name.”22 That other, secret name, Johannes thought, could be his own.

In that labyrinth of identities lay a seductive retreat for Brahms in his teenage years, when his life was wrenched between the ideals of art and the degradation of brothels. Heaped on that came the necessity not only to master two crafts as pianist and composer, but the far more difficult and elusive drive to find his creative soul. These struggles already set him apart from business-obsessed Hamburg, and from most of its musicians as well. Under it all lay the torments of puberty and the anxiety of delayed or somehow incomplete development—Johannes’s voice had not significantly changed by twenty, and he tried then without success to grow a beard.23 No surprise that in his seething imagination the teenager needed to dream of other worlds, to find a more Romantic disguise than Johannes Brahms—son of a Bierfiedler, obscure music student, pianist in dives. Johannes escaped the Animierlokale, but in his mind and his sexual identity he never left them. As with the poetry on the whorehouse piano, he needed to create refuges in his mind. So he withdrew into a hall of mirrors where he could refract his identity.

The paradox is that in his art no composer ever had a more consistent and audible stylistic signature than Johannes Brahms, and he had it in some degree from the first works he allowed to survive. From early on he knew where he was going, and stayed on his path with an unrelenting discipline, day after day, year after year. Elsewhere in Germany in the same period, these games of identity, equally Hoffmann-inspired, perhaps contributed to Robert Schumann’s ruin, overwhelmed by divine and demonic music roaring in his mind. Brahms, more stable as man and artist, would survive in his hall of mirrors and prosper. The game of identities would help make his mature music possible; it equipped him for a time in history where one could not work in a natural style, without a lacerating self-consciousness, without the looming presence of history. At the same time, his game of identities could not make Brahms happy, nor help in his always problematical dealings with the concrete and social world. He was all too adept at escape.

Brahms maintained his alter ego for a decade or more. A few of the pieces written in his first flush of public creative activity he actually signed “Johannes Kreisler, Junior.” Amid the frustration and exaltation of love, he would start and abandon a piano quartet in C# minor, just as in a story Kapellmeister Kreisler starts and abandons a trio in that key. (Kreisler speaks of the trio in the context of a night on which “I was given a different name.”24) In the 1870s, when Brahms proposed the Italian fantasist Gozzi’s plays for opera librettos, he echoed Hoffmann/Kreisler’s love of Gozzi.25 In other words Brahms never left Kreisler Junior entirely behind him. His Doppelgänger, and Hoffmann’s extravagant conception of music, only retired underground, singing in the lyrical transports of his grown-up music, emerging in his grown-up tears.

Yet for all his Romantic Bildung, in the end Brahms did not turn out a high-Romantic composer in the image, say, of Robert Schumann, even though Schumann himself was to help complete Brahms’s Bildung. Brahms was too much an individualist to fall totally under the sway of any time, any personality. Besides, his musical loyalties stretched backward far beyond the Romantic age.

Romanticism remained a galvanizing force in Brahms’s personal and creative consciousness, but not the boundless, infinite, form-shattering side of it. In his maturity he would put away that part. Against the chaos of life, especially the chaos of emotional life, Brahms would create something as classically perfect as humanly conceivable, that both captured and restrained the chaos of emotion. By that means, he erected walls around darkness and imperfection, contained the minotaur in a labyrinth of exquisite form. Work at it over and over again, ran his famous formula, until “there is not a note too much or too little, not a bar you could improve on. Whether it is also beautiful is an entirely different matter, but perfect it must be.”26 That must was the essence of Brahms as man and artist, the unforgiving credo of his religion.

JOHANNES RETURNED HOME from Winsen in autumn 1847 tanned and hale. Perhaps he still had to put in time in Hamburg Lokale, but now he began to acquire his own piano students to bring in money, and to find jobs in respectable restaurants and theaters. So far his teacher Eduard Marxsen, cautious as always in managing this talent, had not encouraged Johannes to play in public even though the boy was ready for it. Other prodigies of the era—Franz Liszt, Clara Wieck, violinist Josef Joachim—had been famous by age fourteen. As of autumn 1847, though, Marxsen agreed to his charge’s making an official debut (his concert at age ten had been by invitation). So Brahms’s introduction to the public as a soloist fell on November 20, 1847, in Hamburg’s Apollo Concert Room.

This was not the modern notion of a “recital,” involving a single artist and a single medium for a whole concert. That kind of program was still novel. Franz Liszt had introduced the idea and the poetic term recital in 1840. Chamber-music programs of the 1840s and 50s still tended to mix ensembles, to break up multimovement pieces with interpolated works, even to present single movements of longer works. Brahms’s concert of November 1847 was such an event, a benefit sponsored by Hamburg violinist Karl Birgfeld involving several players and singers. Brahms’s contribution, in sixth place on the program, was the virtuosic Fantasy on Themes from Bellini’s Norma by then-celebrated pianist and composer Sigismund Thalberg.

A few days later came a pleasant notice in the Hamburg paper Freischütz: “A very special impression was made by the performance of one of Thalberg’s fantasias by a little virtuoso called J. Brahms, who not only showed great facility, precision, clarity, power, and certainty, but occasioned general surprise and obtained unanimous applause by the intelligence of his interpretation.” In fact the notice was written anonymously by Eduard Marxsen, as a pat on the head for his pupil. The occasion brought no further comment. A week later, Johannes appeared in another concert, playing the fantasy again and a Thalberg duet with Frau Meyer-David, with a similar review and the same outcome.27

Hamburg “the Unmusical City” in fact had an increasingly active musical scene, even if not of the caliber of Leipzig and Berlin. Friedrich Wilhelm Gund conducted the Philharmonic and a Singakademie he had founded. There were concerts by the orchestral Musikalische Gesellschaft and choral Cäcilienverein. If these groups tended to the second-rate, one could still hear good chamber music and visiting artists of stature, among them Hector Berlioz (he conducted his mammoth Requiem in Hamburg), Liszt, Thalberg, and soprano Jenny Lind.28 In March 1848, Johannes, then fourteen, heard sixteen-year-old prodigy Josef Joachim play the Beethoven Violin Concerto with the Philharmonic. Seven years later, Brahms would write Joachim that in his innocence “I reckoned the concerto to be your own.… I was certainly your most enraptured listener.”

Already a constant reader, Johannes was becoming a bibliophile and collector, haunter of second-hand bookshops in search of rarities. Prowling bookstalls that year, he found a 1743 treatise on figured bass. Bound in the back of it was another old tome on keyboard playing by Johann Mattheson, biographer and friend of Handel from their Hamburg days. Brahms not only collected old volumes and music and manuscripts, he also studied them as living texts. As he was someday to inform Richard Wagner: “I do not collect ‘curiosities.’ ”

In spring of 1848, around the time he turned fifteen, Brahms returned to “Uncle” and “Auntie” Giesemann and to conducting the men’s choir. (His second departure to Winsen marks the end of his formal schooling.) On this visit there were further evenings of piano duets with Amtsvogt Blume. Since Lieschen Giesemann had given up the piano, they had no more lessons, but she remained a music fancier. Lieschen and Johannes had one more memorable time together when Adolf Giesemann sent them to Hamburg to take in Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro. It was Johannes’s first experience with opera. “Lieschen, Lieschen,” he whispered when the whirling, whispering overture began, “Listen to the music! There never was anything like it!”

That summer, at the last meeting of the men’s choir, he recited a poem of farewell, and there were tears. One of the men picked up little Johannes and carried him around the room piggyback to the sound of singing and hurrahs. In his life Brahms would leave many situations with tears and ceremonies, and rarely returned to any of them. He always had somewhere else to go, something else to do than what anyone expected of him. But he would visit Winsen and the Giesemanns for the rest of his time in Hamburg.

DURING JOHANNES’S gemütlich sojourn in the country that summer, revolution simmered and boiled all over Europe. In February 1848, Marx and Engels published the Communist Manifesto and a popular revolt overthrew King Louis Philippe in Paris. Beginning in March the French uprising touched off a wave of revolution. All the uprisings were liberal-democratic to socialist in politics and, in occupied lands like Hungary, nationalist in import. Soon the ferment spread to Vienna, which drove out the autocratic Prince Metternich in March, and erupted again in October to send the emperor running to Innsbrück. After a third revolution in Vienna, Emperor Ferdinand abdicated and his nephew Franz Josef took the throne, to remain on it for sixty-eight years. With and without gunfire, with initial success in some places but in the end unavailing everywhere, there were insurrections in Germany, Hungary, Italy, and Czechoslovakia.

Bursts of fighting continued into the next year. Lajos Kossuth led Hungary in proclaiming independence from Austria, but in August 1849, Austria reclaimed Hungary by force at Vilagos. In May of that year, Richard Wagner, Kapellmeister of the court of Dresden, ascended a church steeple to direct rebel forces against Prussian troops, and watched his opera house burn down during the fighting. Within days the Prussians had suppressed the Dresden rebellion; Wagner fled an arrest warrant to live in exile from Germany for eleven years.29 Also in Dresden that month, Clara and Robert Schumann were driven from their back door with their oldest child by fighting in the streets. Clara, seven months pregnant, returned through the fields in the middle of the night to face down armed men and lead her other children to safety.30

Progressive forces lost out everywhere in that flare of revolution, yet after the explosions the pieces came down in quite different configurations. In German lands the time before the March revolutions would be given its own name: Vormärz, Before March. With the end of that gemütlich era (only later called the Biedermeier) also ended Metternich’s regime that had made Austria into a police state, with a full complement of censors and spies. The next decades would see the rise to power of Austrian liberalism by means of parliamentary rule. Across Europe the period after 1849 would be marked by lingering unrest but also by prosperity and relative peace around Europe—the Age of Speculators, it has been called, in Germany the Gründerzeit, and in Vienna the Ringstrasse Era. For the moment, Realpolitik and bourgeois prosperity triumphed over ideology. The situation would suit music, and Brahms, very well.

The revolutions of 1848–49 stayed distant from Hamburg, in its far corner of Germany. Citizens went about their business and kept going to concerts. One of the less noticed programs came on September 21, 1848, the first recital with Johannes Brahms as principal. He shared the program with a local soprano, violinist, cellist, and clarinetist, whom he accompanied. His solo pieces, mostly conventionalities of the time, included a virtuosic fantasy on themes from Rossini’s William Tell by Döhler and a Marxsen serenade for the left hand, but also a Bach fugue—the last generally perceived as too intellectual for a normal program.

He gave a second recital on April 14, 1849, this time advertised in the paper with apparently good results in attendance. The program was a potpourri similar to the last, but in addition to the requisite virtuoso piece—Thalberg’s Don Juan Fantasy—Johannes played Beethoven’s fiery and difficult Waldstein Sonata. And there was a novelty, “Fantasia for Piano on a Favorite Waltz, composed and performed by the concert-giver.” Thus Brahms made his debut as a composer, with a little salon piece. Later—history, biography, and sentimentality notwithstanding—he exterminated it.

His teacher Marxsen wrote another anonymous polite review for the paper. Then, gauging the results of these two efforts, Marxsen discouraged more recitals. In a memoir he wrote that his student’s time “seemed to me too precious, as interludes of this kind often upset a man’s studies very considerably. At any rate, the press always spoke of these first attempts with great appreciation.”31 He was joking with the last, because most of the appreciation had come from himself.

In fact the programs generated no particular enthusiasm. Brahms had tested the waters as a virtuoso, and he would never really try it again. Marxsen was resigned now to his student being composer first, pianist second. That in itself would make 1849–52 a watershed in Brahms’s life. Nothing dramatic happened, but in his work creative powers gathered that were to burst across Europe with extraordinary effect.

BY AGE SIXTEEN, Johannes was earning his keep mainly by giving cut-rate piano lessons to talentless students—probably the overflow from Cossel and Marxsen—and playing incidental music in various venues. Over the years these included Sundays at the Bergedorf inn Zur Schönen Aussicht (for three marks and free food) and manning piano and harmonium behind the scenes of plays at the Thalia Theater. Here and there jobs turned up accompanying virtuosos who were passing through town. Probably he arranged and composed little pieces for his father’s sextet at the Alster Pavilion. It was the way any number of musicians lived, in Hamburg and everywhere else. His piano career appeared to be settling into the position of workaday accompanist, something Brahms was suited for technically but not temperamentally. He was composing more serious pieces now, and would say that some of his best lieder melodies came to him as he polished his boots at dawn for another day’s work.

Johannes often practiced at the firm of Baumgarten and Heinz, and there in 1849 he again ran into Luise Japha. With this older student he formed one of the few close friendships of those years—a strained friendship, like all of them. Despite his boyish high spirits, Johannes lived too much in his own thoughts and labors to adapt to the demands of friendship. Earlier he had spent much time in Bergedorf playing duets with a young admirer named Christian Miller. This pianist recalled that when they were together away from the piano Johannes usually ignored him, walking hat in hand humming to himself.

One night a friend of Luise Japha, impressed with his music, escorted Brahms home but could not get a single word out of him. Later Johannes explained to Luise, “One is not always inclined to talk … and then it is best to be silent. You understand that, don’t you?” She did not.32 Luise was not particularly keen on his “harsh, acid” personality. Tempered by a genuine compassion and need for companionship, Brahms’s social skills would eventually improve in some degree, but he remained maladroit and unpredictable even with close friends.

Luise, seven years older than Johannes, was herself exceptional as a pianist and song composer, and headed for a notable performing career. For all the harshness of Brahms’s manner, she found much remarkable about him. Once he brought her a counterpoint exercise Marxsen had assigned him and told her that doing it had given him a terrible headache, but “that’s always when it works best for me.” His students were stupid, he said, and the ones who appreciated him the least paid him the least. He did not, Luise recalled, talk to her about playing dances in bars, or how poor his parents were.

They got along, in the distant and sometimes abrasive way one got along with Brahms. They played duets together, talked technique, discussed books, critiqued each other’s music. Once they played through a long piano duet that Johannes finally admitted was his own. Luise praised it, but when he dismissed one of the themes as routine she agreed. Suddenly indignant, he barked, “Why didn’t you say so? Why did I have to ask you?”33 She could tell that Johannes had picked up his teacher’s deification of Bach and Beethoven, and was suspicious of newer music. Already a Schumann devotee, Luise showed Johannes an aria from Schumann’s oratorio Paradise and the Peri. He condemned it for beginning with a seventh chord, an unprepared dissonance forbidden in the theory books. (Presumably he forgot that Beethoven’s First Symphony begins likewise.)

His conservative reaction to Schumann says something about Marxsen’s training. Brahms’s subsequent development says more. In the first of his surviving pieces, songs and piano music written from ages eighteen and nineteen, Brahms already possessed an urgent youthful expressiveness. For a young man that is not surprising. Beyond that, in his earliest surviving works there is a precociously sophisticated sense of form and melodic development—some of the most difficult things to master.

From Marxsen, Johannes seems to have learned to derive the melodic material of a piece from pregnant short patterns called motives, the germs of melody. This was a relatively new technique. Where earlier Classical composers tended to base their work on clear-cut melodic themes, reworked and disassembled and reassembled in the course of a movement, Beethoven in his later music sank the basic material of a piece deep in the texture, until the discourse was carried on less in the overt themes than in the subthemes: the subliminal logic of forging melodic germs into melodies.34 Brahms would carry that motivic technique further; he began doing it in his earliest surviving works.

Marxsen also taught his pupil to revere and exploit the musical forms that theorists had abstracted and codified from the music of the masters. These went under such names as sonata form, theme-and-variations, rondo, fugue, and canon. In previous centuries such formal designs had guided much of the music written, and in the process had brought Western music to its highest development.

By the nineteenth century, these patterns had taken on the aura of the geniuses who had used them. To honor Beethoven and Bach and Mozart, Johannes was taught, one must honor their designs. In the first movement of a sonata or symphony, for example, one presents a first theme, a transition, and a second theme in a related key, and then repeats that exposition; then comes the development, a play of keys and thematic fragmentation and dramatic contrast, which leads back to the recapitulation that revisits the exposition but resolves the harmonic tensions into a single key. On that basic “sonata form” (as it was dubbed in the mid-nineteenth century) one can develop many variants under the influence of the material at hand, but the essential design must remain as a foundation or the music falls into confusion.

Marxsen called the procedures of the masters “eternally incorruptible.” He infused Brahms with that sense of traditional form, part technique and part religion. Brahms never strayed from that spirit, no matter how creatively he varied the details of the old designs. From his apprenticeship on, all else but allegiance to the past and its procedures appeared to him as chaos. There was a danger lurking in this faith, which Brahms also understood and escaped, but which snared many composers: these formal abstractions tended to harden into dogma, time-hallowed patterns into which composers poured notes (which is exactly what Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven did not do). As time would prove, more than any other composer of his time, Brahms demonstrated that it remained possible for a true creator to revitalize the old forms. Even Richard Wagner would have to concede that.

Meanwhile, it would be exactly those forms that Liszt, Wagner, and their New German School rejected—or rather, the aura of dogma and phony holiness the forms had acquired. Dahlhaus writes that in the Romantic period, form “as a rough categorization, either … was schematic or it was disintegrated.”35 In other words, the central musical debate of the later nineteenth century would line up in terms of traditional form versus free, which usually meant “absolute music” versus “program music.” Eventually, all these abstractions would be contained in tangible dichotomies: Leipzig versus Weimar, Brahms versus Liszt and Wagner.

That Brahms lined up on the conservative half of this divide was clearly a matter of temperament and aesthetics as much as training. In his first pieces, we can see that Marxsen taught his student melodic development and a traditional approach to form remarkably thoroughly. Probably he kept Johannes at writing theme-and-variations pieces as well. The idea of theme-and-variations is to present a musical statement (the theme) and then transform it into a series of contrasting statements (the variations), each in some way derived from the original statement—ornamenting its melody, improvising on its harmonies or its bass line. The theme-and-variations genre is an idea at the heart of musical form: making many things out of one.

In some elements of musical craft, Marxsen skimped Johannes, or his pupil concluded he did. Brahms reached adulthood so inexperienced at handling instruments that in his first attempts with the orchestra he was practically at a loss. With the help of friends, over a period of years, he would have to teach himself orchestration. It would be some time, however, in larger works, before he could break entirely from his own instrument, the piano. In maturity, his handling of instrumentation, though hardly weak, was all the same his weakest suit, the one matter of craftsmanship in which he felt chronically unsure of himself. That recalls the more conservative, characteristically North German attitudes of the time. Walter Niemann writes of “the austere North German conception of … music, a conception concerned with form rather than color, contrapuntal … rather than homophonic.36 In the 1870s, British composition student Ethel Smyth found the circle of composers around Brahms largely indifferent to the coloristic use of instruments, the stunning new art of orchestration developed by Berlioz and Wagner.37 They seemed to look at scoring as merely the efficient presentation of ideas. To Smyth’s taste the results were gray and awkward.

Brahms did not assume that conservative posture in practice; eventually he developed a distinctive voice with the orchestra. Yet something in his artistic conscience seemed to whisper that instrumental color, the mere sensuous clothing of an idea, was suspicious, beside the point. In the history of music, Germany had long been associated more with counterpoint and form than with color, lightness, charm, melodiousness—the latter, traditionally, were the provenance of the French and the Italians. (Mozart specialized in unifying German and Italian qualities.) Brahms grew up believing that the point of composition was the perfection and expressiveness of the notes, of the organic logic, counterpoint, and form: the high-German qualities that Marxsen and his culture taught him.

As Luise Japha recalled, with his teacher Brahms studied the intricate craft of interweaving melodic lines that is called counterpoint. J. S. Bach, who called music “an art and a science,” had been the consummate master of counterpoint and its complex exigencies of craft and taste. Counterpoint is the joining of disciplined science with expressive art: to superimpose beautiful and logical melodies whose combination also, magically, creates beautiful and logical harmonic progressions. With that, as musicians put it, a composer unifies the “horizontal”/melodic dimension of music with the “vertical”/harmonic. Yet for all his studies with Marxsen, at a time when he had already become famous Brahms concluded that he had not yet mastered counterpoint. He would spend years making up the deficiency, or what he perceived as one.

If Marxsen fell short in teaching Brahms some things, to his glory he did give his student free rein to develop his own voice, and that rein was all Brahms needed. From his time with Marxsen onward, he relied on others for ideas, stimulation, criticism. Yet he was never compromised by anyone or anything, was never other than his own man.

In practice, Brahms would honor his teacher, for decades sending him work for comment. Yet in adulthood he once growled to a friend about Marxsen’s lessons that “I faithfully attended, but I learned absolutely nothing.”38 He was lying then, either to his listener or to himself. He liked to portray himself as entirely his own creation. Besides that, though, for all his gratitude Brahms could never entirely forgive his teacher for what he had failed to teach, and the years it cost to make that up.

JOHANNES SPENT 1849 with little to mark his doings. He studied and he did his playing jobs. That year he picked up some hackwork writing pieces and arrangements for a Hamburg publisher under the pseudonym “G. W. Marks.” It appears that this prolific creator of light music was actually a blanket name for a number of anonymous journeymen composers, among them Eduard Marxsen—who probably got his pupil the job.39 The music was intended to fill the piano benches of bourgeois parlors, and the pay was not bad.

Despite Brahms’s later efforts to suppress everything he turned out under aliases, one of these “Marks” potboilers appears to have survived: Souvenir de la Russie, a fantasy/suite of Russian tunes. The piece is entirely self-possessed for its genre, as prettily innocuous as it was paid to be.40 If the work is in fact by Brahms, it displays in some pages his early interest in the “Hungarian” style. In any case, his labor as one of “G. W. Marks’ ” incarnations steeped Brahms in the popular music of the time—a higher level of it than the dances he played in the Lokale—and that would serve him well as he attempted to make a living selling his notes. So by the first two years of the new decade Brahms had become, in addition to a competent professional pianist and piano teacher, a workaday composer like his teacher. He never considered remaining that.

Elsewhere the progressive musical world went its way, Brahms and Hamburg largely oblivious. In Weimar in 1850, Franz Liszt unveiled the first of a new kind of work he invented and championed, a “symphonic poem” called Bergsymphonie, based on an ode by Victor Hugo. That year Robert Schumann completed his finest symphony, if still a flawed entry in the genre—the grand and lyrical Rhenish. That year too, writing in exile in Zürich, Richard Wagner decreed in his treatise “The Artwork of the Future” that Beethoven was the last symphonist and the symphony was dead. Except for the unsteady example of Schumann, the symphonies turned out in the 1850s and ’60s by men like Gade, Raff, and Rubinstein yielded little to contradict Wagner’s requiem for the genre.

Toward the end of 1849 a dramatic concert was given at Hamburg’s municipal theater by a violinist named Eduard Hoffmann. Born to a Jewish family, out of Hungarian patriotism he had restyled himself Eduard Reményi. When Austria and Russia put down the Hungarian revolt in 1848, Reményi had been one of hundreds of political refugees who fled prison or the noose, many of them heading for Hamburg, often on their way to America. A sizable Hungarian community collected in Brahms’s city.

Reményi’s “farewell concert” in Hamburg featured, as always with him, a collection of “national dances,” characterized as Magyar and Zigeuner—Hungarian and/or gypsy folk music. (The terms were fluid.) Partly from the efforts of Reményi and his compatriots Liszt and Joachim, and later of Brahms, this driving, soulful style found a vogue as one of the more exotic nationalistic repertoires. In reality its folk origins were as dubious as any. As Bartók and Kodály were to discover in the next century, this “Hungarian” style arose not as the spontaneous outpouring of peasants, but instead as an urban popular music played mostly by gypsy bands in streets and cafés, the bands often consisting of two violins, cimbalom (a Hungarian dulcimer), and bass. The authentic peasant music, unfettered in mode and rhythm, lay undiscovered in the Hungarian countryside, beyond the musical horizon of the nineteenth century. The familiar “gypsy” and “Hungarian” styles were a distant commercial echo of the real thing, faux-exotic but wildly popular.

Brahms may or may not have attended Reményi’s Hamburg farewell, but he certainly heard about this virtuoso who had made a sensation in the city with his perfervid playing of both the standard and nationalistic repertoires. Meanwhile, Reményi stayed on and concertized for some time after his “farewell.” In August 1850, Brahms got to know him when the violinist asked him to accompany a private concert at the house of a local merchant. That was an honor for Brahms; if this virtuoso was not world-renowned yet, he seemed likely to be—he had the thirst for it.

Brahms and Reményi began playing and socializing with the violinist’s circle of Hungarian exiles. There were trips to Winsen for pleasant evenings of playing at the Giesemanns’. Already a devotee of folk music in general, Brahms responded enthusiastically to the czardas and other styles that made up the alla Zingarese (in the gypsy style) repertoire. Still, there was little more to their relations than playing chamber music, a few shared interests, some sociable times in city and country. At that point, Reményi was likely just another contact for Johannes, who had no discernible plans for his career and little time for friends. The fun ended in early 1851, when rumors of an arrest warrant put Reményi on a boat to America.

In March 1850, there was a ripple of excitement in Hamburg when composer Robert Schumann arrived for concerts with his wife, Clara Schumann née Wieck (as she took pains to note on her programs). Since Clara was far more celebrated than her husband the excitement had largely to do with her presence, especially since Madame Schumann gave two concerts with adored soprano Jenny Lind, “the Swedish nightingale.” Robert Schumann conducted the Philharmonic in the overture to his opera Genoveva, about to be premiered in Leipzig; on the concert his wife soloed in his A Minor Piano Concerto. Applause was scant for his pieces, but Schumann was used to that.41

Brahms may have skipped the concerts, but prodded by Luise Japha he bundled up some of his compositions and sent them to Schumann at the hotel, hoping for comment and a meeting. Schumann, busy with his concert and with the question of whether to accept a position as music director in Düsseldorf, did not have time to examine a parcel of music from an unknown youth. Brahms was disgusted to receive the package back unopened. The resentment he felt toward Schumann over that rebuff must have increased when in the autumn of 1852 Luise, the closest of his few friends, told him that she was moving to Düsseldorf to study with the Schumanns—piano with Clara, composition with Robert. “Don’t go!” Brahms entreated Luise. “You’re the only one here who takes any interest in me!”42

There is no record of what music Brahms sent Schumann. He had been writing no one knows how many pieces, in no one knows what genres. Rumors survive of sonatas for one and two pianos, string quartets, fantasias and variations, dozens of songs. A few of his instrumental pieces he aired under the name Karl Würth, yet another pseudonym. Finally in 1851 he produced the first two works he would be willing to preserve and to publish with his name on them—the demonic E[image: ] Minor Scherzo and a short song on Uhland’s “Heimkehr.” The latter is marked Allegro agitato; its wandering tempos and breathless dynamics lead to a final overwrought peroration on “World, don’t perish; sky, don’t fall, until I’m with the girl I love!” The E[image: ] Minor Scherzo and a few other piano pieces and songs were soon to drop the jaws of leading musicians in Europe. Brahms played the scherzo privately in February 1851, for visiting composer Henri Charles Litolff.43 (Next year, probably for the money, Brahms arranged a Litolff overture for piano and “Physharmonica,” a predecessor to the modern harmonium.44)

Everything was scattered, inconclusive. The month after Litolff heard the E[image: ] Minor Scherzo, Brahms briefly visited the Giesemanns and wrote a “Farewell to Winsen” for the men’s choir, another piece later suppressed. In July there was a bit of glory when he appeared with Danish composer Niels Gade, an old friend of Robert Schumann’s (who wrote a piece whose theme begins with the notes G-A-D-E). To this private concert Brahms contributed two of his “Karl Würth” pieces, a piano trio and a cello and piano duo, both later destroyed. By then he had built up a small but significant collection of masks, named Young Kreisler, G. W. Marks, Karl Würth. After that would come another: Werther.

IF THE STORY of Brahms’s life around the beginning of the new decade seems shadowy and aimless, surely that is how he perceived it himself as he approached adulthood. His artistic work was pulling together remarkably well, but otherwise he had no very good idea how he was going to earn a living. Doing it with composition was of course unimaginable, except maybe by means of the “G. W. Marks” species of parlor music. Few composers outside Beethoven, Rossini, and a few others had survived entirely on the proceeds of serious composing. At the same time Johannes was not interested in making a name as a virtuoso, and conversely could not have wanted to stay at the kind of hackwork he had been composing. Full-time piano teaching would surely have horrified him as well.

So he lived an aimless existence with his family. Around 1852 the situation appeared on the verge of becoming even shabbier. After long and anxious hesitation, his mother revealed to Johannes that Johann Jakob had declared himself fed up with the women in his family and was thinking of moving out of the house. When his mother told him, Johannes burst into tears.45 Probably owing in part to his entreaties the crisis receded, but the wretched possibility of a broken family lay on his mind from then on. If it happened, there would be no question of Johannes’s siding exclusively with his mother and sister. Among his driving motivations had become his desire to show his father that he could amount to something—on his own terms. But what were his terms?

Otherwise, on the surface 1852 continued about the same as the previous year, but Brahms’s creative work was burgeoning. That year he completed more songs that would appear in his first collections of lieder. (Opus 6, mostly from 1852, is dedicated to Luise Japha and her artist sister Minna.) In February came the poignant variations on the folk song “Verstohlen geht der Mond auf” that would serve as the slow movement of Opus 1, the C Major Piano Sonata. In November, he completed the first sonata he would publish under his own name, the F# Minor, Opus 2.

In January 1853, Brahms composed the haunting, impetuous song “Liebestreu,” placed first in his published lieder and one of the most striking of his life. The ideas were coming fast now, all of them emotionally heated, Romantic, but he made them tight in the telling. Brahms had already achieved a music singular in personality, yet different from what he would be writing a decade later, when life had beaten the youth and impetuousness out of him. Around March 1853 came the remaining movements of the C Major Piano Sonata and the second and fourth of the rhapsodic F Minor Piano Sonata, Opus 5. Both manuscripts are signed “Joh. Kreisler, Junior.” By then he had written the bulk of the works that were to become his astonishing first six opus numbers.

Back from America and Paris, Eduard Reményi showed up in Hamburg again in December 1852, ready to present more concerts. He and Brahms picked up their playing and their friendship (friendships with Brahms were generally carried on in large part by music-making). At some point it was suggested that they do a concert in Winsen, where they had often visited Hungarian friends and the Giesemanns. The concert came off on April 20, the program Beethoven’s C Minor Violin Sonata, a virtuosic Vieuxtemps Violin Concerto in piano-violin arrangement, and a group of Reményi’s trademark Hungarian melodies. Sitting proudly in the audience for the concert were the Giesemanns and their friends. The duo played again next day in Hoopte, in the schoolroom of Brahms’s old mentor Alwin Schröder. Though it all went well, for Johannes the performances seemed no more auspicious than earlier ones, none of which had caused much stir outside the circle of his friends and family.

At some point Brahms and Reményi decided to keep going, to make a little tour of it. Why not? Biographer Max Kalbeck surmises that “spring and Wanderlust” inspired the two, which is as likely as anything.46 Probably for Reményi it was something to kill time, fish for contacts; they could visit Reményi’s school friend and fellow Hungarian patriot Josef Joachim in Hanover. For Johannes, it was some excitement, a chance to go south and see a bit of Germany for the first time—the Black Forest, real mountains.

When it came to touring, in those days concert managers hardly existed; soloists and their friends did the planning, arranging, and legwork themselves. Brahms’s Winsen admirer Amtsvogt Blume found them engagements through contacts in Lüneburg and Celle, the latter conveniently close to Hanover and Joachim. Their repertoire for the tour would include the Beethoven sonata, the Vieuxtemps, the show-stopping alla Zingarese tunes, plus Johannes’s A Minor Violin Sonata and E[image: ] Minor Scherzo.

They left Hamburg with blessings from Johannes’s parents, who agreed that it was time for the boy to try his hand in the larger world. No doubt Johann Jakob remembered his journey to Hamburg at the same age, nineteen. Mother and son vowed to write regularly. A half hour after the duo left Hamburg, police showed up at the Brahms house looking for Reményi on suspicion of subversion.47

Two musicians, a semi-famous violinist and his obscure accompanist, set out on a small-time concert tour. That day an uninterrupted trajectory of growth and fame and triumph was set in motion that continues to the present day, and bids to continue until the last days of music.
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