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Ludwig van Beethoven
1770–1827

Piano Concerto No. 4 in G major, Op. 58
THE COMPOSER

Beethoven needs little introduction, but the period in which he wrote his
Second Symphony does. Born in Bonn in 1770 and trained in Vienna under
Haydn, by 1800 he was already one of the most talked-about pianist-com‐
posers in Vienna. Around the same time, Beethoven had to face an alarming
truth: his hearing was deteriorating, and would never recover. By 1802 he
had retreated to the village of Heiligenstadt outside Vienna, where, in a state
of suicidal despair, he wrote the famous letter to his brothers known as the
Heiligenstadt Testament, in which he confessed his condition and his agony.
The letter, never sent in his lifetime, was found among his papers after his
death.

ABOUT THE WORK

Beethoven’s  Fourth Piano Concerto,  composed largely in 1805 and
1806, belongs to the same astonishing burst of creativity that pro‐
duced the Fourth Symphony, the Violin Concerto, and the three ‘Ra‐
zumovsky’  string  quartets.  It  stands  at  the  heart  of  what  is  often
called Beethoven’s ‘heroic’ middle period, yet it is anything but heroic
in the conventional sense. Where the Third Concerto had been dra‐
matic  and  stormy,  and  the  later  ‘Emperor’  would  be  all  blazing
grandeur,  the  Fourth  is  intimate,  lyrical,  and  inward,  a  work  that
achieves its effects through poetry rather than force. It is, for many
listeners and pianists alike, the most beautiful of the five.
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The concerto received its first public performance on 22 December
1808, in one of the most legendarily overstuffed concerts in history.
At the Theater an der Wien, in a freezing, under-rehearsed marathon
lasting some four hours, Beethoven premiered not only this concerto
but also the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies, parts of the Mass in C, the
concert aria ‘Ah! perfido’, and the Choral Fantasy. He played the solo
part of the concerto himself, in what would prove to be his last ap‐
pearance as a concerto soloist before deafness forced him from the
platform. Contemporary accounts suggest the audience, numbed by
cold and length, scarcely registered the concerto’s subtleties. It took
decades for the work to find its place; Felix Mendelssohn championed
it in the 1830s, helping rescue it from neglect, and it has never since
left the repertoire.

The most celebrated feature of the concerto announces itself in its
opening bars. By long convention, a Classical concerto begins with an
orchestral introduction, the soloist entering only after the orchestra
has laid out the themes. Beethoven overturns this at a stroke: the pi‐
ano  begins  entirely  alone,  unaccompanied,  with  a  hushed,  gentle
phrase in G major, marked dolce. Only after the soloist has spoken
does the orchestra answer, and it answers, remarkably, in the distant
key  of  B  major,  a  soft  and  luminous  surprise.  In  a  single  gesture
Beethoven redefines the relationship between soloist and ensemble,
replacing rivalry with conversation, and confrontation with mutual
listening.

The slow movement is  one of  the supreme achievements  in  all  of
Beethoven, and one of the most original in form. It is a stark, almost
theatrical  dialogue between two opposed forces:  the strings alone,
playing in gruff, dotted unison, stern and implacable; and the piano,
answering with phrases of pleading, song-like tenderness. The two al‐
ternate without compromise at first, but gradually the piano’s gentle‐
ness prevails, and the strings, softening, fall silent and subdued. Since
the nineteenth century this movement has been heard as a depiction
of Orpheus taming the Furies (the mythological singer soothing the
guardians of the underworld with the beauty of his music), and the
parallel is irresistible, even if Beethoven left no such programme. The
finale, which follows without a pause, breaks the spell with a spark‐
ling, dancing rondo, full of high spirits and rhythmic vitality, bringing
the concerto home in radiant good humour.

Throughout,  the  Fourth  Concerto  reveals  Beethoven  thinking  less
about display than about colour, intimacy, and the persuasive power
of a single melodic line. It asks the soloist for refinement rather than
thunder: for a singing tone, a sensitivity to silence, and the patience
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to let a quiet phrase carry enormous weight. In an age that prized vir‐
tuosity, Beethoven wrote a concerto whose deepest virtuosity is one
of feeling.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

Listen, first, for the very opening. Before any orchestra is heard,
the  solo  piano  alone  plays  a  soft,  tender  phrase:  five  gentle
chords resolving into a quiet melody. This is the work’s signa‐
ture, and it asks you to lean in rather than be swept up. Notice
how the orchestra then replies not in the home key but a step
away, in a warmer, more distant colour, before the music settles.
From this first exchange, the whole first movement unfolds as a
dialogue of give and take: the piano rarely dominates, more of‐
ten it muses, decorates, and converses, weaving filigree around
the orchestra’s themes. Listen for the cadenza near the move‐
ment’s end (the soloist’s extended solo flight) and for how the
music sinks back to quietness afterward rather than ending in a
blaze.

The slow movement (Andante con moto) is the heart of the con‐
certo, and it works as a piece of wordless drama. Track the two
characters carefully. The strings enter alone, playing in harsh,
clipped,  dotted rhythms:  stern,  even menacing,  all  in  unison.
The piano answers, every time, with soft,  flowing, beseeching
phrases. Follow this alternation as a contest: the strings stern,
the piano gentle. Hear how, little by little, the piano’s tender‐
ness wears the strings down. Their phrases grow quieter, short‐
er,  less  aggressive,  until  they are subdued altogether  and the
movement dissolves into a hushed stillness. This is the Orph‐
eus-taming-the-Furies effect, and once you hear it as a dialogue
you will not forget it.

The finale follows immediately, without a break, and the change
of mood is delicious. A bright, bouncing rondo theme springs up
in the strings, soon caught by the piano, and the music turns
playful, dancing, full of rhythmic spring. Listen for trumpets and
timpani entering here for the first time in the concerto, adding a
festive sparkle the earlier movements deliberately withheld. En‐
joy the wit of the exchanges between piano and orchestra, the
surprising  harmonic  side-steps,  and  the  gathering  energy  to‐
ward a brilliant, high-spirited close that crowns the whole work
with joy.
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Johannes Brahms
1833–1897

Symphony No. 2 in D major, Op. 73
THE COMPOSER

Johannes Brahms was born on May 7,  1833,  in Hamburg,  into a family of
modest means. His father, a jobbing musician who played horn and double
bass in taverns and dance halls, gave him his first lessons; later, the talented
boy studied with the distinguished teacher Eduard Marxsen. Stories that the
young Brahms played piano in Hamburg’s waterfront bars to help support his
family are persistent, but they rest on anecdote, and many modern scholars
doubt them.

Brahms’s life changed dramatically in 1853 when, at age twenty, he met the
violinist Joseph Joachim, who introduced him to Robert and Clara Schumann.
Robert,  recognizing  genius,  hailed  Brahms  in  print  in  his  article  “Neue
Bahnen” (New Paths) as the composer the age had been waiting for. When
Robert’s mental collapse led to his institutionalization and death, Brahms
became  devoted  to  Clara,  remaining  close  to  her  for  the  rest  of  his  life,
though the exact nature of their relationship remains one of music history’s
enduring mysteries.

In 1863, Brahms settled in Vienna, which would be his home until his death.
A lifelong bachelor, gruff and sometimes tactless but capable of great tender‐
ness, he became the acknowledged master of symphonic and chamber music
in the second half of the nineteenth century. His four symphonies, two piano
concertos,  this  violin concerto,  and vast  quantities of  chamber music and
songs represent the culmination of the Classical-Romantic tradition. He died
of cancer on April 3, 1897, just weeks after attending a performance of his
Fourth Symphony.

ABOUT THE WORK

If Brahms’s First Symphony had cost him more than two decades of
struggle (haunted by the shadow of Beethoven, it was famously not
completed until 1876), his Second came almost as a release. He wrote
it in the summer of 1877, with extraordinary speed, during a holiday
at Pörtschach am Wörthersee, a lakeside village in southern Austria
whose Alpine beauty he adored. ‘So many melodies fly about here,’ he
wrote to a friend, ‘that one must be careful not to tread on them.’
Where the First had been a hard-won victory, the Second seemed to
flow from the landscape itself,  and it has been loved ever since as
Brahms’s sunniest, most genial symphony, the one most often, and
not unjustly, called his ‘pastoral.’

The comparison to Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ Symphony is apt in spirit if
not in detail. Brahms wrote no birdsong or babbling brook, no pro‐
gramme of country scenes; his is an abstract symphony in the great
Classical tradition. But the warmth of the key of D major, the lilting
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dance rhythms, the long-breathed song of its melodies, and the un‐
hurried ease of  its  outer  movements  all  conjure an atmosphere of
open air, light, and contentment. The premiere, given by the Vienna
Philharmonic under Hans Richter on 30 December 1877,  was a tri‐
umph; the third movement had to be encored, and the symphony was
at once recognised as a more immediately appealing work than its
formidable predecessor.

Yet  to  hear  the  Second as  merely  sunny is  to  miss  its  depth,  and
Brahms knew it. With his characteristic dry humour, he warned his
publisher that the new symphony was ‘so melancholy that you will
not be able to bear it,’ and instructed that the score be printed ‘with a
black border.’  The joke conceals a truth. From its very first  bars,  a
darker undertow runs beneath the music’s smiling surface. The open‐
ing combines a gentle, rocking figure in the cellos and basses with a
soft, ominous motto in the timpani and trombones, and those trom‐
bones,  instruments  Brahms  reserved  for  moments  of  weight  and
solemnity, cast a shadow across the otherwise serene landscape. This
interplay of light and shade, of pastoral ease shot through with sud‐
den gravity, gives the symphony its peculiar richness. The content‐
ment is real, but it is the contentment of a mature artist who knows
what lies beneath.

The  symphony is  laid  out  in  four  movements.  The  expansive  first
movement (Allegro non troppo) unfolds with the spaciousness of a
summer afternoon, growing from its rocking opening into broad, lyr‐
ical paragraphs, including, as its second theme, a melody clearly cous‐
in to the beloved ‘Brahms’s Lullaby.’ The slow movement (Adagio non
troppo) is the symphony’s most searching, a grave and complex med‐
itation that is the closest the work comes to genuine melancholy. The
third movement replaces the expected scherzo with a graceful, inter‐
mezzo-like Allegretto, built on a charming oboe tune and twice inter‐
rupted  by  faster,  playful  episodes;  it  was  this  movement  the  first
audience demanded to hear again. The finale (Allegro con spirito) be‐
gins  almost  in  a  whisper,  gathering  its  energies  stealthily  before
bursting into exuberant motion, and drives toward one of the most
thrilling conclusions Brahms ever wrote: a blazing coda in which the
trombones, so shadowy at the symphony’s start, ring out in radiant,
jubilant D major, transforming the music’s early darkness into pure
light.

The Second Symphony has remained, with good reason, among the
best-loved of all Brahms’s works. It offers the listener the rare com‐
bination  of  immediate  warmth  and  lasting  substance:  music  that
charms on first hearing and deepens on every return.
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WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

From the opening, listen for the three-note figure low in the
cellos and basses, a small, rocking motif that Brahms will turn
into the seed of the entire first movement. Almost at once, no‐
tice  the  soft,  dark  intrusion  of  the  timpani  roll  and  the  low
trombones beneath the gentle horn melody: this is the ‘black
border’ Brahms joked about, a shadow slipping across an other‐
wise  sunlit  scene.  Listen,  too,  for  the  second  main  theme,  a
warm, swaying tune in the cellos and violas; many listeners re‐
cognise  in  it  the  contours  of  Brahms’s  famous  Lullaby.  The
whole movement breathes with an unhurried, expansive ease;
let it stretch out rather than waiting for drama, and savour the
long-spanned  melodies  and  the  gentle,  dancing  triple-time
pulse beneath them.

In the slow movement (Adagio), shift your attention to weight
and seriousness. This is the symphony’s gravest music: a noble,
song-like theme launched by the cellos that develops in long,
complex lines. The texture is dense and the harmony restless;
this is Brahms at his most inward and searching, and it provides
the necessary counterweight to the warmth around it. Don’t ex‐
pect easy tunes here; follow instead the rich, conversational un‐
folding of the strings and winds.

The third movement is the easiest to love, and was encored at
the  premiere.  Listen  for  the  graceful,  slightly  wistful  oboe
melody that opens it, supported by gently plucked cellos, a re‐
laxed,  almost  rustic  dance.  Then  notice  how  Brahms  twice
quickens the pace into faster, scampering episodes (in duple and
triple  time)  before  the  oboe  tune  returns,  each  time  subtly
transformed. It is a movement of charm and wit, light on its feet
throughout.

Save your full attention for the finale. It begins, surprisingly, al‐
most in secret: a hushed, hurrying theme murmured low in the
strings, holding its energy in reserve. Then comes the release:
the orchestra erupts into bright, surging motion, and from here
the music drives forward with mounting exhilaration. Track the
build toward the coda, and listen for the trombones, the very in‐
struments that cast the symphony’s opening shadow. Here, at
the close, they blaze out triumphantly, crowning the work with a
brilliant, joyous fanfare in D major. The shadow of the begin‐
ning is answered, and dispelled, in a final burst of light.
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Tonight’s artists

Mitsuko Uchida piano

Beethoven’s Fourth Concerto asks not for thunder but for poetry, and
few living pianists answer that call as eloquently as Mitsuko Uchida.
The work opens with the soloist alone, with a hushed, dolce phrase
before the orchestra has spoken, and reaches its heart in the Andante,
where the piano must soothe the orchestra’s stern unisons like Orph‐
eus taming the Furies. Uchida’s luminous tone, her sensitivity to si‐
lence, and her command of long lyrical lines make her an ideal guide
through this most inward and song-like of Beethoven’s concertos.

Mitsuko Uchida,  born in Atami,  Japan, in 1948, is  among the most
revered pianists of her generation, celebrated above all as one of the
supreme interpreters of the Viennese classics. She moved to Vienna
as a child when her father was posted there as a diplomat, and studied
at the city’s Academy of Music, absorbing the tradition at its source.
International recognition came through major competitions, includ‐
ing a prize at the 1970 Chopin Competition in Warsaw, but it was her
profound affinity for Mozart, Schubert, and Beethoven that defined
her career. Her recordings of Mozart’s piano sonatas and concertos,
among them concertos directed from the keyboard, are landmarks of
the discography, as are her searching accounts of Schubert’s late son‐
atas. Equally devoted to Schoenberg and Berg, she brings the same
clarity and seriousness to twentieth-century music. Named a Dame of
the British Empire in 2009, Uchida is admired for a playing of rare re‐
finement, intellectual rigour, and luminous tone.

FURTHER READING

ACCESSIBLE Beethoven: The Universal Composer

Edmund Morris, HarperCollins 2007

A brief, readable life of Beethoven that covers the years of the Fourth
Piano Concerto and its first public performance in 1808.

ACCESSIBLE Brahms

Malcolm MacDonald, Oxford University Press 2001

A life and survey of Brahms’s music, with a discussion of the Second
Symphony written at Pörtschach in 1877.

DEEPER Brahms: The Four Symphonies

Walter Frisch, Yale University Press 2003

A leading Brahms scholar on the four symphonies, with a chapter on
the Second.
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