
A Level Music, Area of Study E, Symphony no. 1, Movement 4, Brahms

Background

Completed in 1876, though worked on since 1862. Brahms was deeply conscious 
of his work being compared to Beethoven’s towering symphonic achievements.
Premiered in November 1876 in Karlsruhe, Germany.
Brahms’ symphonic style reflects both traditional and innovative compositional 
techniques.

Influenced by Beethoven (nb link to Ode to Joy 
theme), Brahms retained traditional overall 
forms, though reinterpreted and expanded them 
here, where the development and recapitulation 
sections of the sonata form structure are 
fused. The introduction is very important to the 
structure of the whole movement, predicting 
what is to follow. Cyclic devices are also 
important to the symphony’s structure. Structural 
summary of 4th movement – Introduction 1-60 
(part 1 = 1-29, part 2 = 30-61); exposition 62-185; 
recapitulation and development 186-367; coda 
367-457. Clear S1, transition, S2 sections. 

Structure: 

Formed from motivic cells, such as here, where 
the opening 4-note descending idea and 
violins’ first phrase are the basis of most of the 
subsequent melodic material – Alphorn theme 
bar 30, S1 bar 62, transition material bar 94 
and S2, bar 118 – where both the melodic and 
ostinato accompaniment are derived from the 
opening 4-note motive. Brahms’ melodic fabric 
is formed from continuous development of his 
initial motives, themes continually fragmented 
and transformed (e.g. in the first transition, bars 
94-117), using compositional techniques such as 
augmentation, diminution, inversion, arpeggio 
extensions and broken octaves.

Melody: 

Always functional, with modulation to related 
keys (S2 is in dominant G major) but with a liking 
for the dominant minor also (e.g. bar 6 of intro), 
and mediant key relationships as seen in the 
move to B from E flat (enharmonic D sharp), bar 
212. Indeed, the keys of all 4 movements of this 
symphony are related by 3rds: C-E-Ab-C. There 
are remote modulations also, e.g. the sudden 
switch to Eb bar 204, and ambiguous sounding 
moves (due to use of incomplete chords). Use 
of enharmonic shifts to modulate, e.g. bars 18-
20, where Fb becomes E in order to modulate 
to A. The progress from C minor to C major in 
the movement is reminiscent of Beethoven’s 5th 
symphony, now reinterpreted with rich Romantic 
harmony. Some use of cycles of 5ths, e.g. bars 
232-239.

Tonality: 

The adagio introduction includes temporal 
gradations (stringendo), a change to piu andante 
ending with a fermata before change of tempo 
to allegro for the exposition. Again, temporal 
adjustments such as animato and calando reflect 
the Romantic emotionalism behind the music, 
and the final stringendo into the concluding piu 
allegro reflects the triumphant conclusion in C 
major. Though in 4/4, with change to cut time 
for the final fast concluding section, Brahms’ 
rhythmic language is often complex, with use 
of cross-rhythms, syncopation and polyrhythms 
resulting in a lack of regularity and a feeling of 
metric displacement. Together with his frequent 
use of dactylic rhythms, these features are seen 
to good effect in the section up to bar 130 and 
274-284.

Tempo, metre and rhythm: 

Harmony is functional, though typically Romantic 
with its use of colourful range of chromatic 
chords (e.g. Neapolitan bars 12, 249, 373), 
suspensions (251-256), resulting in rich, dense 
harmonies with much doubling, often in parallel 
3rds, 6ths, octaves or contrary motion, e.g. 
bar 104. Influence of folk music can result in 
some modal harmony (e.g. bar 47). 3rd-related 
harmonic progressions are favoured, e.g. 232-
242 or 367-390, which has some of the richest, 
complex, most remarkable harmony in the 
symphony. All cadence types are found in this 
movement (interrupted into bar 254), ending with 
extended plagal cadence.

Harmonic language: 

With his respect for tradition, Brahms favours 
the use of complex contrapuntal textures over 
Romantic homophonic textures which centre 
on virtuosic melody and accompaniment. This is 
seen with his use of invertible counterpoint bar 
260 and stretto imitation bar 274. There are also 
effective passages of chordal writing, such as the 
wind chorale bar 47.  

Texture: 

True to the more traditional side of his 
approach to symphonic writing, Brahms retains 
the Classical orchestra makeup with double 
woodwind (plus contrabassoon), eschewing the 
Romantic orchestra developments and additions. 
His orchestration is often quite dense; there is 
much doubling (in 3rds and 6th) but with some 
notable use of solo wind at times (e.g. horn).

Timbre: 

Wide dynamic palette used, with detail specified 
in terms of gradations, accents and articulation. 
Always used in a way to underline the 
implications of the symphonic argument.

Dynamics: 


