Expressive Forms in Brahms’s Instrumental Music

Structure and Meaning in his Werther Quartet
By Peter H. Smith

Indiana University Press, 2005

325 pages, 93 musical examples, notes, bibliog., index

ISBN 0-253-34483-2

$49.95

A review by Jeffrey Solow

“Like physicists pursuing the origins of the universe,” Peter H. Smith, Associate Professor of Music Theory at Notre Dame University, concludes, “musicians have [recently] made great strides … toward what is ultimately an unachievable goal: an understanding of the expressive powers of music.” Expanded from his doctoral dissertation, Smith’s study of Brahms’ Piano Quartet in c minor, op. 60, reads like a theoretical physics text and is way over the head anyone who is not an expert in music theory and Schenkarian analysis.  Yet while aimed at and to be understood by theoreticians, it does contain some things for the casual reader.  

Smith proposes that Brahms’ oft-quoted statement about the quartet’s first movement, “Imagine a man who is about to shoot himself, and for whom there is no other way out,” an allusion to the suicidal protagonist of Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther, does not refer to the composer himself.  Though Brahms’ relationship to Robert and Clara Schumann roughly parallels Goethe’s scenario, this intense and tragic work is rather a musical study of a man—not Brahms—at “the uniquely agonizing moment just before an act of self murder.”  Rather than having any exact correlation with a literary model, Smith sees a more complex connection of the quartet to Werther “providing clues for interpretation of the work’s uncommon expressive range.”  

Where he does find a potential representation of the Brahms-Clara-Robert triangle, in the Andante, he does not support the commonly held view that the cello’s beautiful melody is a love-theme for Clara.  Instead, Smith proposes that the solidity and consoling character of the theme conjoin with the masculine tessitura and timbre of the cello to endow the material “with a paternal tone appropriate for correlation with Robert.”  He further offers that the later gently syncopated theme correlates with Clara, which leaves “the earnest dotted rhythm idea” to represent the young Brahms.

Does historical evidence support Smith’s theories?  Upon consulting Styra Avins’ Johannes Brahms Life and Letters we find that not only did Brahms compose the final movements much later than the first two, but he presented the manuscript of the Andante to Elizabet von Herzogenberg, with whom he had been immediately smitten after his recent re-meeting with her.  And in a letter to his publisher Fritz Simrock, Brahms says: “…you might display a picture on the title page.  Namely a head – with a pistol pointing at it … I will send you my photograph for this purpose!”

