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i. 

At times I reflect on the Variation form and I come to 

the conclusion that variations should be kept purer, more 

strict . 

The older composers adhered strictly to the bass of their 

theme - the bass is the actual theme - throughout. 

Beethoven varies his melody, harmony and ryhthm so beau-

tifully. 

However, I am sometimes inclined t o think that the moderns 

(we bothl) rummage about too much with the theme. We anxious­

ly hang on to the melody, but don't treat it freely. We 

create nothing new out of it; we merely overload it, and 
1. 

hence the melody is rendered unrecognizable. 

1. From a letter by Brahms to Joseph Joachim, Dusseldorf, 
June, 1856. 

"Composers on Music" An Anthology of Composers ' Writings. 
Edited by S. Morgensteen, Page 211. 
Faber and Faber 
24 Russell Square, London. 
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1. 

INTRODUCTION 

THE METHODS OF RHYTHMIC AND MELODIC VARIATION 

"Variation ip one of the oldest and most elemental types 

of music, beloved and practised by all musicians since the 

early lute and keyboard composers. 11 1 • 

The principle of the variation is that of "variety within 

unity, secured by the reproduction of limited musical material 

in changing aspects and is fundamental to composition. '1 2 · 

Typical instances are the use of fugal themes in changing com-

binations and with changing counter-material; continuous se­

quential expansion of a single motif in the baroque sonata or 

suite; the symphonic development in classical sonata form; 

ornamentation, compression, extension or elaboration of re­

capitulated sections. 

The form results from numerous special applications of the 

principle. A tune, or subject, is given out in all its sim-

plicity, and then repeated many times with changes such as do 

not conceal its identity. 

follows: 

The matter to be varied may be as 

(a) a melody; 

(b) a bass; 

(c) a polyphonic texture; 

(d) a harmonic progression; 

(e) a metrical or rhythmic pattern . 
Each of these may be devel oped independantly, or they may be 

found in combination. The melody, bass , pr ogress ions and rhythm 

may be separated,.and the same theme may be linked to variations 

in turn melodically, harmonically, rhythmically, or through any 

combination of these elements. The link may be either strict 

or free, but the new matter must always be acceptable as a 

transformation of the original. 

l. Paul Henry Lang: 11M].l.sic in We stern Civilization'', Page 995. 
London- J.M. Dent and Sons Ltd. 19~2 . 

2 . Grove's Dictionary of Music and Musicians- Volume VIII, 
Page 670 . (London, MacMil lan and Co. Ltd. - 1954) 
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The Manner of Variation: 1 · 

( 1) Heterophony 

( 2) Parallel Treatment 

(3) Division 

( 4) Canto fermo treatment 

( 5) Melodic superimposition 

(6) Melismatic treatment 

( 7) Troping 

(8) Free figuration 

( 9) Expansive development 

( 10) Symphonic development 

(11) Fugal development 

(12) Involution 

(13) Harmonic modification 

(14) Modal modification 

( 15) Rhythmic modification 

(16) Metric modification 2. 

These different methods of variation may be explained as 

follows: 

(1) Heterophony: the doubling of a melody almost but not 

quite identically. 

(2) Parallel treatment: the doubling of a melody in consecu­

tive or almost consecutive harmonic intervals, such as 

8ve , 4th, 5th, 3rd, 6th, i.e. 11 organum11 in its early sense. 

However, this effect belongs more to scoring than to 

harmony. 

(3) Division: the doubling of a melody by an elaborated 

vers ion of itself - the original and figuration heard 

simult aneously with satisfactory harmonic consequences. 

(4) Canto fermo treatment : the elaboration of moving parts 

above, beneath, and around a melody. 

1. As given in Grove' s Dictionary- Volume VIII, Page 671. 

2. See howeve r later in discussion on Brahms's methods. 
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(5) Melodic superimposition: the elaboration of one or more 

parts above a bass line . 

(6) Melismatic treatment : the elaboration of ornate figura­

tion on certain selected notes of a melody. 

(7) Troping: the insertion of similar figuration between 

notes or phrases of a melody. 

(8) Free figuration: the elaboration of a more or less or­

nately figured version of a melody, the figured version not 

being intended for simultaneous performance with the plain 

version. 

(9) Expansive development: the continuous growth of a melodic 

line after the fashion of the baroque sonata and suite 

movements . This does not result in variation form by it­

self, but may be combined with other elements. 

(10) Symphonic development: the fragmentation and recombination 

of complex thematic material after the fashion of a clas-

sical sonata movement. This does not result in variation 

by itself . 

(11) Fugal development: the elaboration of a fugal texture or 

fugue; this may be combined with other elements. 

(12) Involution: the inversion or r~troversion or combined in­

version and retroversion of a melodic theme . 

(13) Harmonic modification: the support of a melody, or the 

completion of a bass line with harmonies in greater or 

less degree other than those or iginally present . 

(14) Modal modification: the transposing of a complete varia­

tion from major to minor or vice versa . 

(15) Rhythmic modification : the recasting of a melody by 

changing the relative duration and accentuation of the 

notes comprising it . This also includes the processes of 

proportionate augmentation and diminution of all the note­

values. 

(16) Metric modification : the adapting of a complete melodic 

section from one time scheme to another as , for example, 

from quadruple time to triple time. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF VARIATION TECHNIQUE IN DIFFERENT 
PERIODS 

Ever since the beginnings of music, the element of varia-

tion is found in various branches of musical composition. 

Already in primitive music, the princ i ple of variation is 
I 

present beyond the mere repetitive pattern. For example, in 

Veddoid and Patagonian music, the original motif and its first 

repetition were tied together to form a complex unit by vary­

ing the final notes, thereby resulting in a simple periodicity.1• 

Later in Oriental music, more elaborate forms were found, 

e.g. the different continuously varied elaborations on a gi ven 

pattern as they exist in the interrelated forms of the Indian 
I 

raga, the Arabic maquam and the Greek nomos. 2• 

Variation technique may be detected in the tropes and 

sequences of Gregorian Chant. 3 • It i s also encountered in the 
I 4 

monodic forms • of the same period, as illustrated in the 

songs of the Troubadours , Trouveres, and the Minnesingers. 
I 

In the Middle Ages, during the Ars Nova, a very intel-

lectual approach to the variation was encountered in the iso-
' I 

rhythmic motets of Philippe de Vitri,Guillaume de Machaut, and 

others, where the continuous overlapping of a rhythmic (talea) 

and melodic (colour) pattern in one and the same voice-part, 

resulted in ever new present ations of a basic design. 

1. The first time , the phrase ended on a semicadence, and the 
second time on a full cadence (or to use the French terms 
of the Middle Ages, the first ended in an £Vert, the second 
in a close). For an example, see Curt Sachs : 11The_Ri~e of 
Music in the Ancient World'', Page 35, example 5.- W.W. 
Norton & Co. New York . 

2 . For further details on · this point, see Curt Sachs: 11The 
Rise_of Mu,sic in the Ancient World", Page 191. 

I 

3. Gustave Reese: "Music in the Middle Ages '', Page 185ff. 
New York : W.W . Norton & Co. 

I 

4. Gustave Reese: "Music in the Iviiddle Ages'', Page 225. 



An interesting instance of variation-technique is also 

found in the 16th century in the variation- chain sequences l. 

of Josquin des Pres and Claudin de Sermisy. This was con-

tinued into the High Renaissance wi t h Willaert , Pales~ina and 

Victoria. 

In the field of secular dance music , one encounters the 
2. 

origin of the varied couples, which influenced t he later 

dance-suite. This subsequently developed into the typical 

German variation-suite where more dances were interrelated. 

Var i ation- techni que was also found i n organ music of the time, 

especially in the works of "the Colorists". In the case of 

vocal music transferred to the keyboard, these composers de-

veloped two new methods of variation, i.e. melodic variation 

(with the thematic material in the superius) and harmonic 

var iation (with the thematic material in the bass). 

The cycle of theme and variations pr obably began with the 

Spanish lute and keyboard composers in the first half of the 
3. 

16th century, and soon became a favourite form of the English 

Virginalists, in whose works the technique of figural varia-
4. 

tions reached a climax. The type of virginal music most 

often encountered in collections consists of variations that 

have folk songs or dance tunes as their basis. 5· 

1. For the method of the variation-chain sequence used by 
Josquin , and other composers, see Gustave Reese : ''Music in 
t.he Renaissance ", Page 25lff. London : J . M. Dent and Sons 
Ltd. 

2 . See Manfred Bukofzer : "Music i n the Bar og_'lliL_Erg_'', Page 44. 
New York- W.W. Norton & Company . 

3. Here the works of Cabez6n (1510-1566) were outstanding, e . g . 
his diferencias on the "Song of the Cavalier". 

4. Whether the popularity of the variation form at that t ime 
is in some way connected with Cabez6n's diferencias and his 
visit to Engl and , is not clear, but the possibility exists . 

5. For example ''Goe f rom my window" and 11 0 Mistress Mine " are 
some of the folk melod i es drawn upon. 
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During the 17th century the variation principle permeated 
1. 

so many of the instrumental forms of the period that Grout 

refers to it as the '1age of variation''· The same author dis-

tinguishes 3 techniques of variation as being characteristic of 

this period: 

I. Cantus firmus variations, where the melody remains essenti­

ally unchanged, but is surrounded by different counterparts. 

II. Figural varia ':;ions , which employ different ornament at ion 

for each variation, the harmony remaining unchanged how-

ever. 

III.Passacaglia a~d Chaconne type . 

The variation technique was however not restricted to mere 

variation sets, but could also be applied within other forms, 

e.g. in the polyphonic forms of ricercar and canzona . Within 

these forms two different methods are encountered : 

(a) the theme is subjected to the customary contrapuntal varia-

tions, i.e . inversion, reversion, and ryhthmic modifica-
2. 

tion, \vithout interference with the melodic line; 

(b) melodic variation of the theme, a method which corresponds 

frequently to development technique. Frescobaldi and 

Sweelrinck were the two chief exponents of these types. 

In the High Baroque , variation technique achieved a climax 

in the works of J.S. Bach and G. F . H~ndel. Bach's "Goldberg'' 

Variations sum up the entire history of baroque variation. 

Written on a chaconne bass in saraband rhythm, they are ar-

ranged strictly in the order of two f r ee variations and one in 

canon . The technique of variation of ricercar reached a last 

climax in the '1Art of the Fugue. 11 

The technique of var iation, as established in the previous 

era, was carried on in the 18th century. The principle of 

1. Donald Jay Grout : 11 A History of Western Music'' , Page 302 . 
London : J.M . Dent & Sons, Ltd . 

2. Incidentally, this is one of the main techniques employed 
in 12 tone composition . 
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figural variation is encountered, e.g . Mozart's keyboard sets 

are virtuoso pieces, but may also reach great emotional heights 

as in the finale of his C minor piano concerto (K. 491). With 

Haydn, the variation form is more significant than with Mozart. 

He also uses cantus firmus variations, e.g. in the slow move­

ment of the 11Keiser 11 Quarter (Op. 76 _No . 3). Haydn's influence 
1. 

on Beethoven, may be observed in his use of double variations, '. 

or his inclusion of the traditional Baroque techniques, e.g. the 

cantus firmus treatment in the 11Eroica 11 variations or the cha-

conne from his 32 variations in C minor for the keyboard. 

Beethoven had a great interest in the possibilities of variation 
2. 

technique and attempted to create a "new method", involving a 

complete transformation of the theme which was a mere germ-cell. 

This technique set the example for Brahms's treatment of the 

form. Beethoven applied this 11new method" of his not only in 

variation sets as such, but also in independant movements of 

sonatas and symphonies, which were written in this form. 

Apart from the variation sets as such, Haydn, Mozart, and 

Beethoven also applied this treatment outside the form itself, 

i. e. in the development 3 · sections of their sonatas and sym-

phonies. One of the characteristics of Beethoven's late style 

is the deliberate working-out of themes and motives to the ut-

most of their potentialities . This is partly a continuation of 

his earlier technique of motivic development, which he now 

carries to its extreme limits; it also reflects a new concep-

tion of the poss i bilities of thematic variation. 

In the 19th century, the Romantic composers used more or 

less the established standard techniques of the Classic period . 

1. E . g . the double variations in the slow movement from the 9t h 
symphony. 

2 . Beethoven himself attached particular importance to this '1new 
method'1 , and it is mentioned by him in one of his letters; 
Beethoven's Letters, Page 41, in a letter dated Vienna, 
October 18th, 1802, to the Music Firm of Breitkopf and 
Hartel, Leipzig. J.M. Dent and Sons Ltd. London. 

3. The principle of variation differs from development in that 
it involves an entire theme, and not just fragments or 
motives , 
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A few examples of figural variations, as well as virtuoso-like 

variations are found 5 while Shumann's "Etudes Symphoniques 11 

present an excellent instance of the application of Beethoven's 

"new method 11 in a Romantic work of art. 
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CHAPTER _ll 

BRAHMS - HIS APPROACH TO THE VARIATION PRINCIPLE. 

The importance of the variation form for Brahms, not only 

in piano music, but in other media as well, is one evidence of 

his inclination towards classical principles of construction. 

For the purpose of studying com~osition, no form is so 

useful as that of variations on a given theme. By means of it 

a composer discovers how a theme may be ornamented and expanded 

without losing its identity, and without being hampered by con­

siderations of balance and design upon a large scale such as is 

found in sonata form. In each variation a new type of develop-

ment is given; variations have continuity of subject, but each 

presents a different aspect of it. They offer unlimited oppor-

tunities for unfolding and expanding the hidden possibilities of 

a t heme . 

It may rightly be said that Brahms 1 s different sets of 

variations on a given theme are the experimental ground for the 

development in his symphonies. His procedures are in the main 

a continuation of Beethoven 1 s 11new method '' technique, his char­

acteristic sets for the piano being t~e most significant since 

those by Beethoven. In these sets different variation tech-

niques are encountered, which he later employs again in his 

symphonic output. 

An instance where Brahms, following the example of Bach's 

''Goldberg'' Variations, displays all the resources of contrapun­

t al art is found in his Variations on a theme by Schumann 

(Op. 9) : No. 8 introduces a canon in the octave, No. 14 one 

in seconds, and No. 15 one in sixths. In No. 10 the melody 

(originally the bass of the theme) is even e~ployed as a 

canon in contrary motion. At the same time the middle voices 

repeat the subject in diminution. 1 • The Variations on a Theme 

by Handel are especially notable for their striking contrapuntal 

·-----------------------------------------------·----------
1 . For an example, seeP. 89 in ''Brahms '' by J.A . Fuller-Maitland. 

Methuen and Co. Ltd., 36 Essex Street , London. 
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skill, inversion and augmentation of the theme, or a combination 

of the two, as well as for its logical consistency of develop­

ment . 

With regards to other aspects, the sets are noticeable for 

their continuity and for the way in which one variation seems to 

1 d t t t 1. th v . ti g i e in o he nex one, e.g. Nos. 1 and 2 from e ar1a ons 

on an original theme; Nos . 4 and 5 in the Schumann Variations; 

and Nos. 23 and 24 in the Handel Variations. 

A love of rhythmic experiment of every kind is a strong 

feature of Brahms's art, and it was largely his power of com­

bining all kinds of rhythms which made him so great a writer 

of variations. In the Variations on a Hungarian theme, the 

emotion is heightened by the use of rhythmical diminution in the 

figuration - first triplets, then semiquavers, followed by demi-
2. 3. 

semiquavers - in the variations from the lOth to the 13th. 

This technique of acceleration by diminution is also found in 

Beethoven's 32 Variations inC minor. 

Real character variations are also found with Brahms, e.g. 

the free fantasia-like elaborations of the theme, as seen in 

No. 1 5 of the Schumann Variations. 4 • Simultaneously it also con-

tains an augmentation of the theme . In the set on a theme by 

Handel, the theme is only used as the basic idea, but otherwise 

the variations are completely free. Note especially No . 20 

for its elaborate use of chromaticisms . Free treatment is 

also encountered in the Haydn Variations. 

1. A procedure also encountered in Beethoven ' s 32 Variations 
in C minor. 

2 . Although this in principle resembles the long established 
technique of continuous rhythmical building-up characteristic 
of the Virginalists ' figural variations , Brahms ' s treatment 
of the same is totally different, since each variation fol­
lows quite different basic ideas . 

3. Incidentally , the same technique i s found in the central D 
major section of the Romance in F major, from Op. 118. See 
'Brahms Klavierwerke ' Band II, Page 97- Edition Peters . 

4. This variation also bears a resemblance to Schumann ' s style . 
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A typical example of a cantus firmus variation, i . e . where 

the theme remains es sentiall y unchanged, save for the addition 

of a new counterpoint, is found in the first variation from the 

set on a theme by Schumann. 

Brahms's special liking for the 11 siciliano'' type; is ~.een 

in var iation 19 from the Handel- set, ~nd i n variation 8 from the 

set on a theme by Haydn. 

Special attention should be paid to Brahms ' s method of 

closing his variation-sets with a fugue , as in the Handel varia-
1. 

tions . The finale to the Haydn Var iations is built entirely 

upon a 11 ground bass", 5 bars in length, derived from the first 

phrase of the original theme. For the most part, this is hearc 

in the bass, treated in a contrapuntal manner . This movement 

is important, not only as a masterly modern use of an ancient 

form, but because it may be taken as the predecessor of an even 

greater movement of the same kind, i .e. the finale to the fourth 

symphony. As a counter-example to this, the completely inde-

pendent final e to the '1Variations on an Original Theme" may be 

mentioned, which is a real ''Nachgesang'1 (after song) . 

The unusual periodic schemes of certain subjects attracted 

Brahms as a point lending itself to variation. The subject 

from his ''Variations on an Original Theme" consists of 9 instead 

of 8 bars. Another instance is the peculiar rhythm of the 

Hungarian theme of the second set belonsing to Op. 21. Brahms 

wrote it in bars of 3/4 followed by bars of 4/4 , in order to 

make its accentuation clear . Lastly , the first phrase of 10 

bars f rom the Haydn Variations is divided into two 5-bar periods, 

this 5-bar measure being preserved throughout all the variations. 

Such irregularl y phrased themes appeared also later in his sym-

h . 2. p on1.e s . 

A favourite device applied by Brahms was to evolve certain 

1. This became an established rule with Max Reger . 

2. E. g . the 2 5-bar phrases in the main theme from I/iii. 
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variations 1N'hich appear later from the earlier numbers in the 

same set, as seen in the Handel and the Paganini variations. 

This technique is later applied in the Passacaglia from the 

Fourth Symphony. 

Following Mozart's example of writing virtuoso variations 

for the piano, Brahms wrote the "Variat ions on a Theme by Paga­

nini", appearing in two volumes and headed ''Studies for the Piano 

forte. '1 All Brahms's skill in writing pian istically difficult 

passages , is here brought into play, in order to exhibit the 

piani st's virtuosity . 

The influence of Havdn and Beethoven's technique of writing 

double variations is obvious in Brahms, e . g . in the Variations 

on a Theme by Haydn . 

Like his predecessors , Br ahms also used the form as an en-

tity in itself within some other cyclic work, e.g. the slow 

movements of his sextets in Bb and G are sets of variations. A 

good example of his employment of straightforward figural varia­

tions is found in the Andante from the Piano Sonata, Op. 1, where 

Brahms takes a real folk-song for his theme and uses this tech-

nique to embroider this old tune. 

The Cl arinet Quintet in B minor, Op . 115, offers an example 

of the use of applied variation technique within a large-scale 

work . The nucleus of the whole lies in the finale, which forms . 

a series of variations of a rondo-like character, since the 3rd 

and 5th variation express the theme much more distinctly than 

the others . In the 5th variation there appears as a counter-

point to the theme, a semiquaver figure which was used in the 

first movement . The coda of the finale leads directly to the 

beginning of the first movement . The second movement is built 

on a single motif which is reminiscent of part of the main theme 

of the first movement . At the opening of the t hird movement 

the theme begins like the main subject of the finale . In i ts 

choice of instruments, and the narrow r ange of princ ipal keys 
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used in the different movements (B minor, B major, D. major) 

this quintet is akin to the old form of the Variation-Suite, in 

which one movement represents the theme, and the others its 

. t. 1. var1a 10ns. 

All these various applications of the form of theme and 

variations, are in a way really only preliminary studies for 

his l ater s~mphonies, where the different variation techniques 

emplo~ed are brought to a climax. 

1. Doubtless Brahms was acquainted with this for m, so often used 
in the 17th and 18th centuries, as Haydn ' s Feldpartita, con­
taining the "Chorale St . Antonii" from which Brahms took his 
theme for the Havdn Variat ions, is just such a Variation­
Suite. The method of the Clarinet Quintet which brings out 
the actual theme only in the 4th movement, had already been 
employed in the Variation-Suite. There it was always a 
rule never to begin with the theme, but to let it appear 
only in the 2nd , 3rd, or 4th movement, so as to give more 
variety to the work. 
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CHAPTER III. 

THE MODIFICATION OF THEMES. 

For t he purpose of this discussion, Grove's class ificat ion, 

as quoted on page 2 in the Introduct ion , is only partly applic-

able. It is cl ear that certain of these techniques have al-

ways been used i n development sections, and Brahms therefore 

follows a long established tradition. In others, however, he 

differs from his predecessors and contemporaries in employing 

other methods: this may partly be the outcome of his particular 

development technique, but may equally well be caused by the 

fact that his subjects to not necessarily adhere to classical 

principles. 

Unl ike his predecessors who have a strong 

unisonal themes, 1 ' Br ahms l ikes to present his 

6 
2. 

onset in double 3rds and ths, subsequently, 

predilection for 

themes from the 

Parallel Treat -

ment as a means of variation is of little importance . The onl y 

instance encountered is i n III/iv, where the main theme , is in-

traduced in unison in bars 1- 9. At its repeat in bars 9-13, 

it is doubl ed in 3rds and 6ths. (E.g . 1) 

Another example occurs in I/i/322- 328 where the 3-note motif 

(introduced as a single line i n bar 157ff) appear s , doubled in 

3rds and 6ths in the wood-wind. 

1. E. g . Mozart 1 s ''Haffner 11 symphony, Beethoven' s 5th and 9th 
symphoni es. 

2 . This may be due to the fact that his melodic material in 
general is much more lyrical, with the r esult that real sym­
phonic themes do not occur - see B. Mus Thes i s : "The Subject 
Construct ion i n Brahms 1 s Svmp~·wnies 11 for the classification 
of the subjects. 
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The most straightforward examples of Division (i.e . the 

doubling of a melody by an elaborated version of itself) are 

found in III/ii, where various fragments of the main theme ap­

pe ar simultaneously with their simple figuration, as e . g . in 

bars 23-32 (E.g . 2); 

.. --- ----· 

and bars 77-843 . (E.g. 3) 

E.,_~ ftU n~ ± b~ \.L __ , __ q-:1- __ ±-

~b., t l -_· < . - =--=-':_ ·-

""' :._1-=-- ~~_i ~ 
'1/1(\\1" '> 

4 
From bar 84 to 107 this treatment affects the entire subject. 
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The figuration is continued as before, changing into triplets 

from bar 100
4 

onwards. 1 · Bars 623-771 of the same movement 

contain a combination of two figurations of different portions 

of the same theme, iye. a variation of the figure marked (x) 

with a variation of the first few bars of the main theme (y). 

(E.g. 4) 

n - .3 - ---. 1.1 ~ ' l ;. ._ - -,-
r'\ 

,,, ~ '[ \ \ \ \ \ 
1 I l ' ' I I V' 

I )(. - I 

"+(.. . 
::>. 

r---. -----..... -~ " ..... I .. 
' • . .. 

ll ~ ll ' . a ' l L..J,..J '-.(_' ..... 

Another example occurs in II/ii/86-88, where part of the main 

theme appears in the 2nd violins, together with its semiquaver-

1. Note how the accompany i ng pattern is dissolved by gradual 
retardation . (E.g . i) 
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figuration in the 1st violins. (E.g . 5) 

t .3· 5 fl. , &b\\-

""~'~ 
-- - - -·--- ' 0 

- -- - -~----

. - ~ -- --- - - -·----

u - -. ' .:... ' . -

l \ i \ '. 

Two kinds of Canto Fermo Treatment are encountered~ 

( i) a proper - or quasi - set of variations ~ the succes-

ive appearance of the theme with different counter-

parts; 

(ii) the combination of a theme with one counterpoint only. 

The pas~acaglia from the Fourth Symphony is perhaps the 

most convincing exampl e of a proper variat i on-set . In bars 

17-24, a smooth counterpoint, mostly in 3rds and 6ths, is 
1 . 

added to the theme . (E . g . 6 ) 

1. By introducing this counterpoint alr eady in the last bar of 
Variation 1, Brahms overbridges the cadence between Varia­
tions 1 and 2 very ~uccessfully. 
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Further interesting examples occur in Variations 8 and 9 (bars 

65- 80) , 1~ and 15 (bars 113-128)
1

•, and 23 (bar s 185-192) . 

In I/iii the theme (introduced in bars 1-5) appears sue-

cessively with a number of different counterpoints, i.e. in 

bars 19-23 together with arpeggios in the clarinet, (E.g. 9) 

£.1. ~ Sa.119H ·- ·-(\ 
-'-

bl ~~I ri} \ J • liJ· uJ • ~ ~ .. \ 

l ;,l . ~ft~ 
~ ~ 1 .,.... 

~ 

I --~ f1 -. \ 
f I ~-- I t l - • :_ r · ..... __ 1 

· \j L-} ~ J - tj ~ l ~ ._L_i , __ 

in bars 62- 71 together with running semiquavers in the first 
2. 

vial ins and vi0las, (E.g . 10) 

----------------------
1 . Note the descending scale for the horn in th& last bar of thi s 

variation , leading on into the first bar of the next one , thus 
overbridging the cadence between Variations 1~ and 15. This 
motion had already been used in the previous variation, and 
recurs again in the following one , serving the same purpose . 

2 . This counterpoint may also be regarded as a variation by 
diminution, since it is made up from short motives, which are 
but a rhythmical diminution of the portion marked \X) in the 
theme . 
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and in bar ll5ff with a triplet figure in the upper wood-wind . 

(E.g . 11) 

l~: ~ \\~t~~~ ~~~~~~~t~:-~~~~1!:1 
--

C!' t ~ \ - ) __ -- ·_a_·-+-+-~--=t ·- - -.;;;;:;;=::::;:::::;;;t""!· 

An example of Expansive Development is encountered in 

I/i/294-321, where the first minor 2nd of the motto motif re­

mains anchanged , while the second interval _expands to 3rds, 

6ths and 8ves. (E . g. 12) 

t , I~ Bor ~~1,- ., 

v,,j,., i~\~.n ~ 

'~\; 

t ' ' 
+ 
\ l ,\. \ -

' ' "'-.:..--



An instance of additive expansion can be observed in 

I/i/l57ff.
1

' (E.g. 13) 

'Viol;~ 

21. 

After the announcement of the subject, this motif is further ex-

panded by sequential repetition, and from bar 177 onwards, it 

is inverted and imit ated . (E.g. 14) 

( .,. t ... 

~ wli 

In bar 262ff it is expanded by the addition of its rhythmical 

augmentation. (E.g. 15) 

Bars 298ff show further development by displacing the accent 

and by a change in the phrasing . The alteration in shape 

coincides wi t h one of character, the former rhythmical quality 

being r ep lac ed by a more melodic presentation . (E.g. 16) 

l. The way in which this short motif is built up into a complete 
subject ha s been discussed earlier . See B. Mus Thesis, 
Page 23. 
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Involution, i.e. the inversion or retroversion or combined 

inversion and retroversion of a melodic theme, is very often em-

ployed by Brahms in order to present a theme in a new light. 

The numerous examples subjected to the laws of involution may 

be divided into 3 groups: 

(1) The different variations are introduced successively, 

though not immediately following each other, acting as a 

unifying element between otherwise unrelated melodies. 

(2) Two different versions are introduced simultaneously, with 

a predominantly harmonic function. 

(3) Two different versions are introduced sumultaneously or in 

imitation, with a predominantly contrapuntal function. 

(l) In I/iv/9-10, the motto motif, a descending line of 4 

notes introduced in I/iv/1 ff, is inverted. (E.g. 17) 

l 1. ''1 so..r- 4 tt 
---· 

_t~- . -~--'i---+---+-~'\---.---1--ft-f--+ +..---+-+ 

The motto motif f rom II/i under goes s imilar t reatment in bar s 

187-190 : it s inversion domi nat es the whole progres s ion.(E. g.l8 ) 

1 ~ I ~ "' I -. ~ ---..._ I . 

f~ri~~&i~~t~~-~:J\SHt~~~ 
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Both versions are combined in bars 236-242 (with independant 

rhythmical modifications. (E.g. 19) 

Involution is not r estricted to motto motives alone, but 

affects other themes as well, e.g . in I/iii/1 ff where the 

second phrase is an inversion of the first one . (E.g. 20) 

A similar though freer example occurs in the main theme . of 

II/i/2-19. Inversion also takes place in II/iv/170-181, with 

part of the first subject being inverted and developed. (E . g.21) 

Jc. 

1. 
A change in the theme from I/iv/105ff is effected in bars 

231-272 by separating it into two segments and reversing their 

order. (E .g . 22) 

1 . Incidentally, the semiquaver figure of this theme is based 
on a rhythmic modification of the motto motif . 
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(2) An example from this group occurs in I/i/1 ff, introducing 
. 1. a motif of two ascending sem1tones, together with its inver-

s ion • ( E • g . 23 ) 

Bars 38ff incorporate the motto motif (in its original form as · 

well as inverted) into the main subject making it an integral 

part of it. (E.g. 24-) 

f:>..:t ls~ .. ~tf: ~, t f f . 
~· ±~~+ ~~ ~- ... r ., . ~ II • I~ -.- ' ' T --. ' ' 

\ 0 

1'\ .. • \ -
IL -

, \ • "a· .-...-
n • I .. - - - 1 .. '6 . ~ 

1'\11 D --.. 
~ 

_. 

.I l \--.4....1 
T 

Here its essence is harmonic rather than melooic, the motif 

being shifted in a time-lag of one bar. 

(3) An interesting instance from the third group occurs in 

• W . 

' v 

III/ i/905 -931 , containing the· continuation of the 2nd subject in 

A major in the wood-wind, with an accompaniment in the violas 

and 'cellos which is an inversion of this passage. (E.g. 25) 

1. The motto motif of this symphony . 
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This treatment is continued in the next bars with different in-

st rument at ion. In bars 262ff the theme from I/i/157 appears 

together with its inversion . (E.g. 26) 

f - -..:~....:..::: :.:__ ~ 
, _ ··- - ­
-----­.... ·- . 

ctt(. . 
. I .. :.~-=----= 

- ~ ... -- . · -v - ---- -

A combination of two different techniques occurs in IV/i/206ff : 

the motif from bar 53ff is introduced, together with its inver-

sion; a change to similar motion in bar 209ff, results in 

variation by division. (E.g. 27) 

In IV/iii/35-40 the first phrase of the main theme appears to-

gether with its free inversion in the treble. (E.g. 28 ) 
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Further examples may be seen in I/iii/150-153, and in IV/iv/297-

301. 

An interesting example of involution, which cannot be clas­

sified into one of the above-mentioned groups, occurs in IV/i 

(E.g. 29(a)) 

While the shape of the melody alternates in re gular sequential 

phrases between the intervals of 3rds, 6ths, and 8ves, the 

structural foundation may be reduced to a descending and an 
1. 

ascending chain of 3rds , as shown in (E.g. 29(b)). 

t, . .lq (~1 J.. . + ± 

; 
• \ . -1 { - - -- -- -1 -- ~ \- .1 ~---t· -~ . --·- 1 t ' · ___ - -- - ---- ·· - . . \ - · - , -- ---

-~ l-¥~ '-li. ~::j :_:~ •. l:r- ~ l \__ =~ 

The most obvious case of Harmonic Modification concerns 

the main theme of II/ i , the harmonization of which changes with 

the subsequent ent ries in bars 183ff , 19lff , 246ff , 290ff , and 

302ff . (E.g. 30) 

-----------------------------------------------------------------
1. The whole i dea of construction may be compared to the '1color 11 

of the isorhythmic motet, or the '1row 11 in modern 12-tone 
compos i tion. 
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Other instances appear in II/iii/107- 110, and in IV/i/246ff, 

both of which present portions of the corr&sponding themes in 

a vari ed harmonic progression. 

Modal modification, i.e . the transpo sition of a musical 

passage from major to minor, or vice versa, (fre qQently connect­

ed ·1.1i th a change of character) is traditional in vari ation set s . 

SQbseqQently Brahms employs it in the passacaglia from the 

Fourth Symphony, where Variations 13-15 are in the major. How-

ever, the techniqQe is also Qsed in some development sections, 

e.g . in III/i/78-83 , the second SQbject being intensely al tered 

from its first statement in the Exposition. (E .g. 31) 

£., lf F.u cb~ ---...._ ~ 

u.. ;: s 11 Jd l. ill P H J=J g}! lJ I J 'l tt.-. 

8ot11fJ:\tr l] al ? I (~ i(b Itt U l~----i I() ~. 
The modification from minor to major, which wa s a common 

feat Qre in the Classic period, more or l ess disappears in the 

wor ks of Brahms . However , a few isolated examples do occQr, 

e . g . in III/i/221-225, and in I/iv/418ff, the motif from bars 

21 and 22 being transposed to major . 

Rhyt hmi c modification means the recasting of a melody by 

changing t he relative dQration and accentQation of the note s 

comprising it , and a l so inclQdes the processes of proportionate 

aQgmentation and diminQtion of all the note-valQes . It may be 

combined with metr ic modification, whereby a complete melodic 
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section is adapted from one time scheme to another . Of the 

numerous examples occuring in the symp honies , the following may 

suffice t o illustrate the point. 

The main t heme from II/i is subject to rhythmic modifica­

tions in bars 59 ani 60 (in bassoons and lower strings), bars 

61 and 62 (in violins), and in bar 63 (in bassoons and lower 

strings)(E.g. 32 ) , 

and t o a metr i c chan ge f rom 3/4 to 3/2, r es ult ing i n a typical 

hemi ola , 1 · i n bar s 248- 249 . (E. g. 33) 

The motif from I / iv/ 21 and 21 returns in bars 147ff , i n 

a r hythmical variation , and deve l oped i nto a complete theme. 

(E.g . 34) 

1 . It is int erest i ng to observe t hat thi s i s combined wit h a 
diminution of t he motto motif in the strings . 
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Phrase-extension through retaining the closing note, is 

seen ip I/iii/19-32, the two original 5-bar phrases being ex­

tended to 7 bars each. (E.g. 35) 

Fragments of the same theme appear in diminution in bars 50-53, 

(E:.g. 36 

and in augment~tion in bars 142 and 143 . (E.g. 37) 

·~ 

I l L~ \ r-1 
II. t. •• I .. 
.. v ~· .I - .. - --~ J I I • 

~· ~ - r> ""\-, ... h L. 
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I --- -
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An i nt ere st i ng example of acceler~tion by phrase- shortening 

occurs in I/i/322ff , the length of the motif being reduced pr o­

gr essively . (E . g . 38) 

The theme from III/iii/53ff presents an example of a 

11wri tten- out ri tardando 11 l. in bars 863-982• (E.g . 39) 

Variation and/or expansion achieved thro~ repetition , may 

be divided into 2 groups~ 

(l) Double statements: applied particularly to the 2nd sub-

jects , and connected with a change in instrumentation, e . g. 

in II/i v/78-86 and 86- 98
1

, (E.g . 40) 

1 . A method frequently employed by Pre- classic (e . g . C.P.E.Bach 1 s 
4th Wurtemberg Sonata-Andante - Page 7 - Nagels Musik-Archiv) 
and Classic composers (e.g. J. Haydn 1 s C minor Piano Sonata ­
Universal Edition - Volume II.I, Sonata No. 26 - Page 60 . ) 
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31. 

de:. 

Other instances occur in the 2nd subjects in II/i/82- 101, 
~ 

III/iv/52- 56, and IV/i/57-64. 

(i) Free repetition: especial ly employed in the themes from 

the slow movements, which are usually extended melodic sub­

jects and therefore not very suitable for rhythmic modifica­

tion, e . g . in I/ii/38-66 _: this entire section is built 

up around one theme introduced by the oboe in bar 38ff , and 

expansion is achieved by repetitions (sometimes fragmentary) 

in other instruments. (E.g . 42) 
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~ll I r _1: 1 \ •' 11 ~.~wJ~ l 'lfrl l ... 
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Another example occurs in I /iii/45ff ~ the theme is given 

out by the clarinet and then transferred to different in­

struments, e.g. in the third bar to the flute and oboe in 

octaves. (E.g . 43) 

E., . ... 3 

~~m~~~H 

Similar instances occur in II/ii/124-171 and the theme from 

bars 324-34 from the same movement. In I II/ii/324-4o the 

figure mar ked (a) in E.g . 44. 

i s seen in various combinations of instruments . 

Isolated examples of the applic8tion of this treatment to 

other themes, are also encountered , e.g . in the imitations in 

II/i/44-4~ (E.g. 45) 
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'W\. 

and in bars 292-298, and 454- 464 of the same movement. 

In all these examples only s i n gl e techniques have been dis-

cussed. Following in principle the grouping of Grove's table 

of variation techniques, one particular aspect of a thematic 

change was put into the centr e of interest. In fact, many of 

these modifications ar e more involved than t he previous discus-

sion may indicate. I n the majority of such changes several 

techniques of variation are combined. As an illustrat i on the 

theme from II I/i/78-83 should be mentioned: in addition t o 

modal (change from major to minor), metric (change from 9/4 

t i me to 2 x 6/4), and rhythmi c modifi cation (omission of one of 

the first three and prolongation of the first half of the 

f ourth bar), t he i ns t rumentation is changed t o bassoons , vio l as , 

and ' ce llos , thereby effecting a gypsy-like chara ct er which 

contras t s wit h t he mor e past oral tone- co l our of t he ear l ier 

ap pear an ce in the clarinets. (E. g. 46) 



34. 

E. 3· .... <. ~ ---... ----- ~ 

ll~ ij\J;;tJ·g ~- ID 11 Jr~ J'! gH81l:sl ~ l ~ L_fh_ 
~ ~ 

~tttn a hl ~ ~ 
-

There are many instances 1..rhich show a similar amalgamation 

of different thematic modifications. T~is procedure is inten-

sified with those main subjects \<Thich serve as a unifying ele-

ment throughout a movement of, or an entire symphony. In their 

case one can no longer speak of modification in the sense of 

specific techniques, but shall rather discuss their transfor-
1. 

mat ion. 

1. It should be note d that the term 11 transformation 11 refers to 
thematic variation in a wider sense, as opposed to 11 modifica­
tion11 which has been connected to speci fic techniques. 



3 5. 
CHAPTER IV. 

THE TRANSFORMATION OF THEMES. 

Transforma.tion of themes implies a process of development 

which guarantees at the same t ime variety and unity . Such 

thematic transformR.tion is not a Brahms invention, but has also 

been discovered to be one of the major elements of symphonic 

unity during the Classic period . 1 · Such unifying ideas exist 

in the 18th century with the emphasis on contrast , but natur­

ally become more dominant during the Rom8ntic era with its re-

vival of Baroque tendencies, and subsequently assume greatest 

prominence in the work of Brahms. Moreover , it is in this 

technique vrhere Brahms is able not only to combine Baroque 

techniques with inherited Classical form s , but a l so to mater­

ialize his desire "to create something new out of a theme 11 2 • 

by the applicRt i on of a more advanced vari8tion technique . 

Since in a sense t he individual movements of Brahms 1s four 

symphonies are built on continuous thematic transformations, it 

is obvious th~t for the purpose of this study only a limited 

number of typical exampl es can be discussed. These wi l l suf-

fice to illustrate t~e points, the inclusion of further examp­

l es would only be an incr ease in quantity, without yielding any 

new or different r esults . 

6 In I/i, the passage from bar 4 ff (E . g . 47) 

1 . See e . g. Hans Keller 1s article : 11 K. 503: The Unity of Con­
trasting Themes and Novements " I and II in 1 The :r.;usic Re­
vi3W1 - Vo lume 17 - 1956 - Pages 48ff and 120ff. 
W. Heffer and Sons , Ltd., CMmbridge, England . 

2. See Page i. 
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serves as a "thematic reservoir 11 l. for the first two p~rases 

of the theme in bar 423ff. The motif marked (x) which returns 

in bars 21- 24 in augmentation and expansion, becomes the first 

phrase of the above main theme, whereas the syncopated notes 

(marked *) correspond with the descending second phrase. Bar 

169ff presents part of the subject in inversion, which is fur-

ther reduced in bars 185-190 . Later, in bars 190- 225, further 

development occurs by presenting it in an imitatory manner, 

whi le in bars 1984rf the portion from bars 426-461 appears in 

an augmented version . From bars 216-225, it is changed to 

square patterns, with a different p~rasing , effected by a rhy-

thmic change in the accent to a downbeat character. 2 • Further 

development occurs in bars 459-495 where fragmentary excerpts 

are used in an inverted form lea0ing to a metric change from 

6!8 to 4/4 in bars 493 and 494. 

An interesting example of rhythmic transformation occurs 

in I/ii; the motif contained in bars 272-282gives rise to the 

accompaniment figure in bars 283 ff, 1>1hi ch is transformed into 

a syncopated pattern in bars 39ff. The passage commencing in 

bars 55ff starts with an augmentation of the syncopation from 

bars 39ff, but then leads to a new pattern. (E.g. 48) 

1. Mosco Carner uses this term in connection with the introduc­
tions to Schumann's Second and Fourth Symphonies. See 
" Schumann" A Symposium. Edited by Gerald Abraham, Page 183. 
Geoffrey Cumberle ~e - Oxford University Press - London -
1952. 

2. Thus Brahms prepares the way for another theme (i . e . bar 
157ff) which has e ven more pronounced dmvn beats. 
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-+·-- --- - ----------

consists of either 4 (bar lf) or 3 (bar 19) descending notes, 

both versions being subject to chiefly rhythmic variations. In 

bars 9 and 10 , the motif is inverted , and its individual notes 

are shortened in their time- value. Rhythmic diminution proper 

takes place in bar 19, followed by further transformAtion in 

bars 21 and 22. From bar 23 onwards , the 3- note version g.1.ins 

prominence , prepar ing the entry of the 11 horn theme '' in bar 29 , 

and returning in a last modification i n bar 40ff . 



1£ 8) 
J U

.W
.-+

-,;_
,__

-m
-n,

lt 
I L..

L..
l...!

+--
-t

tt
-n

 

I! I 

i-
· 

I 
I 

I 
1

1 
I 

I 
I 

I 
i 

I 
I 
I 

c+
 

p
­

((
) a 0 c+

 
f-

'· 
1

-i
) a P>
 

-!=
""

 
~
 

0 
?

'I
 

• 
((

) 

0.
. 



• +·
 

~ • 

r-
II+

· 
I-'

 
I'

 • 

Cl +L
 .. ~-

.1
? 

rt
- I-'
 , "' 

~
 

1-
~
f
.
 

"" ~
: 

~
 

1-

1-
l•t

o 

-4
~ 

r ft '-
. -4

' 
I i 

.... 
. 

I 

·+
 

.....
.. ·+
 

. 
t 

I•
 
. . 

-~
 

t 
. If+

· 
,, 

~
- rt+
· 

I+
· 

I~ 
t-

· 
... f

t+
· 

I·
 

.,_
 ,

..
.~

 I 

... 
t-- rt+

· 
t+

• 
1-
~
.
 

rt+
· 

rt+
· 

r·
 

I, 
1-

ftt- t+
 

,, 
t- rt+

 

+
~

·:
 

i
' 

+I·
 

. 
I 

~~.
 j 

' 
+.f

-
• 

~--
~-~

 
.... . .. 

+r-
',,' 

I> 
~ ct

> 
I 

-t
 +

-

i 
I 

·+
 

f' 
I 

·+
 

I 
·-

l 
; 

. +
 t-

·+
 

1--
1-'

 
-
~
 

... 

I 
• 

I 
·+

r-
t-

• 
·+

 
,.. 

·-J
 t

-
~
 

... 
. ... '' 

·t
 

~~
 

·-\
1- ... 

i 
·t

 1-
·
~
 
t-

~ 
I 

. -
+ 

rl· 
·t

 
·-

t 
1-

v 
I' 

. 
i 

I-
'~

 
.. 

v 
. 

1-
~
 

· .. 1-
~
 

.. 
i 

' 
) 

~
~
 

•+
 

i 
' 

~
' 

I 
I 
j:

 i 
1 

+
 

II
 

: i 
1 
I 

1
-'

 . 
Ill

! 
IiI

 j j 



42. 

A change of character is brought about by diminution of the 

motif and the subsequent shifting of the accent (y). The grad­

ual lengthening of the closing note in bars 243- 250 and in 266-

277, enhances its rhythmic impact. Further transformations 

occur in the coda~ in bars 383ff, the motif is concentrated in­

to a 3rd (the essential interval. of its compass), while from bar 

390 onwards it is distributed between various parts (marked~). 

In this version j_t assumes a rhythmical quality of such promin.­

ence that continuity of thought is guaranteed even though the 

me l odic aspects of the motif have been dissolved (bar 446ff). 

By continuous melodic and rhythmic variation, and above 

ostinato repetitions of t he motto motif, the subject from 

I/iv/ll7ff is developed out of the initial motif marked (x). 

(Eo go 51 (a) ) 
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Imitation by inversion is added in the upper wood-wind in bars 

123- 12). In the further course~ both motto motif and motif (x) 

are subject to a number of transformations. In bar 130, motif 

(x) occurs in strict inver sion, (y) , as well a s in a free modifi-

c~tion (z) , the two figures being identical in r hythm. In bars 

131 and 132 , ( z) and ( x) ar e combined (with certain ov3r lapping) 

into a new phrase, which immediately a ft er i ts introduction un­

dergoes melodic and rhythmi c development (bars 133-137 and bars 

14-lff) 0 

Similar transformation can also be noted with regard 

to the motto motif, (E .g. )l(b)) 

t.·k .. 

which appears in syncop~tion (b8rs l29ff), providing a counter­

po i nt to repeatGd entries of (z), and in augmentation and melo-

dic alteration (bar s 13l ff). 

In the third movement of the second symphony, Br ahms con­

tinuously employs rhythmic and melodic transformations, bui ld­

ing the entire movement out of one t heme
1
·, (E. g . ()2(a)) 

l . The movement may even be called a "study in variation tech­
nique 11, a successful application of Brahm s ' s 11 new method" 
(in analogy to Beet hoven ' s use of this term.) 
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which, in its ritornello-like re-entries undergoes certain har­

monic or melodic modifications, e .g. a different harmonization 

in b2rs 108-110, ~ t ransposition and certain melodic modifica­

tions in bars l 94ff. Modal modification and exp::msion in bA.r s 

222ff . None of these changes, however, transgresses the bor-

der of traditional development technique. Actual transforma-

tion on the other hand, permeates the episodes, the thematic 

material of which is drawn from various fr~gments of bars 1-8 

of the main theme. In particular, full use is m8de of the open­

ing motif, with its latent potentialities of variation; it ap­

pears in a metric modification in b~rs 33ff, in a free inversion 

in bars 40ff, while it appears in ano thJr free inversion and 

new rhythmical pattern in bar 5lff, and undergoes further chan­

ges in 132ff, 164ff and 172ff . Other fragments are treated in 

a similar way . (See E.g . 52(b)). 
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Two motives ( t he opening mot if , and t he interval of t~e 

4th in bars 5 and 6) from the theme i n I I / i v/24- 31 yie l d a 

number of rhythmic variations ~ the opening motif (E . g . 53(a) ) 
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th .. 

61. 
appears in diminution in bar 2 , ins erted into the restatement 

of the full subjec t for the purpos e of phrase-exp~nsion . In 

bArs 114-- 137 it undergoes development by means of rhythmic 

transformations, expansions, repeats, and imit~tions, e . g. in 

bars 126- 129. In bars 206- 214-1 a triplet version 2 · occurs, 

1. A similar instance may be observGd in III/ii/bar 1 vs. bar 8 0. 
(E . g . iii) 

2. Similar tre~tment occurs in III/iv/252-260 (E.g . iv). 



alternating between wood-winds and strings. A development of 

the motif from bars 5 and 6 (E.g. 53(b)) 

E.t n M ----;-- _.._ ----:--
&'<1 r--===: i q tliJ=t£ 

iih ... 

. !; ........... 
..L ~*· 
\ --4: ' 

is found in bars 442-55 in the strings, its phrasing being 

changed from l egato to staccato and its rhythmical shape being 

slightly altered. Intense transformation takes pl~ce in bars 

138-154, \Arhile rhythmic augmentation occurs from bars 234ff. 

In II/iv/98-113 (E.g. 54) 
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the fir st two bars of the 2nd subject are de veloped in v ~rious 

ways, chiefly through rhythmic transformation , but also by a 

change of mode in bars 102f and by expansion in bars 103ff and 

109ff. B2rs 353- 362 present another variation, returning in 

bars 363- 374-. The same motif features prominently in rhythmic 

diminution in bars 4-21-424 . 

The descending quaver arpeggios in III/i/506- 55, mostly be­

ginning on the 3rd or 6th beats , are rhythmic and melodic trans­

formations of the main theme , from which also the six bars of 

ascending and descending syncopated arpeggios i n bars 72- 77 are 

derived . In bars 223- 225 a rhythmic augmentation occurs in 

the lower strings. (E . g . 55) 

.. - • (.() .... . 
I ;v l • .... 
I' l '( .. ... ' 

1 .,. .,. .;, c• 
fl~ l '---~ :f. ' ' ~ ' ' 

P~ - QJtO "':" 
~-· .. I 
f' T<T .. .., 

I I. l \ \ .. ' ' "\ ' . ..,. 
~· 

IL . .V \ ' .. ' T T ' 
l ' ' Q• 

I -

Two motives f rom t he main theme of III/ii yiel d a number 

of transf ormations . (E. g . 56 ( a )) 

) 
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In bars 4o4- 59, the f igure (a) assumes a more di stinct character 

and appears in two entirely di fferent versions, both being 

c~aracter ised by marked upbeats, which also domina te the portion 

f rom bar 56
4 

onwards . In thi s p ~ssage Brahms exploits some of 

the possibilities of suspensions, producing a harmonic inde-

t ermina teness which is enhanced by t he un us ual spa ci ng of the 

component p.g_ r t s . The c l osi ng phr ase of the same theme 

( E .g . 56( b) ) 

lllll' 
_1_ 

Ci.k 
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serves as a thematic nucleus for the melodic expansion in bars 

108ff. 

The simplicity of the main theme from IV/i (E.g. 57) 
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makes it amenable to variation, and new contrapuntal features 

are added at every r eturn. In a1dition , the principle of 

variation is inherent in the theme itself, (e.g . rhythmic di­

minution in bars 13 and 14). In bars 18
4

-371 it appears in 

broken octaves, alternating between the first and second via-

lins. The quaver-figure in the violas and various wood-wind 

groups may be s een as a rhythmic diminution of the passage in 

bars 15 a.nd 16. In bars 33-36, a varied statement of bars 

9-12 occurs in the violins, while the wood-wind states fragments 

from the principal theme in a different rhythm. The cadential 

part of the theme is largely extended and v2ried in bars 39-52, 

culminating (in bars 39 and 40). in 3 different rhythmic presen­

t ations of one basic line, derived from bar s 15 and 16. Note 

also the augmentqtion of t he first 4 bars of the main theme in 

bars 2463-258, and the syncop~tion in bars 398ff. 

In IV/i/1564-164, the initial 2-note unit of the main 

theme is expanded to one of 3 notes.(E.g. 58) 
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which, in bars 1684-1841 is developed, effecting a continuous 

contrary motion and overlapping between the different instru­

ments~ 

(a) 3- note unit as derived from bar 156; 

(b) (a) inverted; 

(c) interval of the 3rd, inverted, and with an additional 

note at the end of the 3- note unit, instead of in the 

middle as in (a); 

(d) derived from (c) , initial interval expanded; 

(e) inter val of the 6th , with additional note in the middle; 

(f) interval of the 6th, inverted , and with additional note 
. 

at the end . 

The principal theme from IV/ii (E . g . 59) 

offers another example of variation t2chnique inherent in the 

theme itself . Modal modification from Phrygian (in the first 

4 bRrs) to E major takes place in bar 5ff. At bar 30 the 

strings announce a subsidiary theme, which is ~ transformation 

and expansion of part of the main theme . It is accompanied by 
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triplet semiquavers in the lower strings, which become very 

prominent in bars 36-40, ~d are heard in a staccato dialogue 

between the wood- wind and strings, the melody being related to 

the three ascending notes in the theme from bar 30ff. Further 

transform~t ion of the triplet figure from b~r 30ff produces the 

second subj ect of the movemGnt in bars 41-503, the opening bars 

of which appear in syncopation in bars 98- 101. 

The main theme from IV/iii provides the mater ial for a 

number of variations. In IV/iii/1682- 173 and 174
2
-176, 

the first phrase of the theme appears in a rhythmic and melodic 

modification, preparing for the introduction of the seemingly 

new theme in bars 181-189 by the horns. In bars 192-23, the 

second phrase of this theme (E.g. 61) 
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appears in a "reduced" form. Further development occurs in 

bars 117-138, of which bars 124-128 are especi8lly interesting, 

since they contain three different rhythmic present qtions of the 

same line simultaneously. 

The motto motif of IV/iii, (E.g. 62) 
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integr~ted into the main themes in ~ very subtle way, undergoes 

certa in modific~tions : in bars 44-51 it occurs first in the 

rhythm of the second phrase of the first subject, fol l mved by 

an augmented version. It is also affected by the rhythmic 

modi fica tion of the second subject in bars 258ff (see below), 

and in bars 307ff, it is further varied by means of melodic 

figuration . 

In bars 258-281 the second subject from IV/iii (E.g . 63) 
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' ' ' T \ 

is employed in the triplet rhythm from the third phrase of the 

first subject. The subsequent change in chAracter from the 

lyrical to a more rhythmical one, is further emphasized by the 

detached crotchets in bars 276-281. 

In IV/iv numerous Gxamples are encountered. The passa-

caglia theme, given out in bars l-8 in the wood-wind and brass 

in long- held notes, undergoes various transformations, while 

other instruments elaborate moving parts above, underneath, or 

around it. (E .g. 64) 

ac:. 
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It is interesting to observe that some variations are in fact 
l. 

variations of the previous ones , · e .g. No . 28 being a varied 

form of No . 27, as well as Nos. 24 , 25, and 26, which are varia-

tions of Nos . 1, 2, and 3 respectively. The motto motif (pre-

pared in No . 20, and further elaborgted in No . 27) returns in 

No. 29, in a subtle combin~tion with the passacaglia theme, 

which , at the same tim&, is also identical with the main theme 

from the first movement. 

YtJ. Ii 

~;. ! ~ . .. ...... ~ - - .. .. 
~ -

J 1~.~ .. n· .. - [\ - -' 
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II u· 

Clot. - - .. 11: • 
~y ..... o. - ·-' 

' 

---
.. _ __,1 

-

I 

--""" di;:--
-- :: 

1. This procedure is already encountered in Brahms 's variBtion 
sets on themes by Handel ~nd Paganini . 



CONCLUSION. 

In his symphoni~s, Brahms utilized all the established 

v~riat ion t& chniques of his forerunners in order to effect a 

continuous transformation of the different t~ewes , thus pro-

ducing variety within unity. 

The passacagli~ from the Fourth Symphony, A revival of the 

Baroque ostinato variation , is a fitting end to the symphonic 

creations of a composer, who not only held the vari~tion form 

as such ·in high estim~tion, but applied variation technique to 

many of his largo- scAle works. Reviv~l of the B~roque style 

in its literal sense, i.e. to utilize Baroque principles in 19th 

century composition, was one of the main aims of the composer, 

whose position m8y subsequently be compared to that of Mozart , 

reflecting the past and incorporAting it with the present . The 

extreme concentrqtion of his writing, effected through continu-

ous thematic transformation, and other methods of modification 

of themes, is a principle inherited from the Baroque, but 

equally prominent in the masterworks of the Classical period. 

1. 
The classific'"tion of Brahms as a "posthumous musician", 

however, presents only the retrospective viewpoint . Close i n-

vestigation of his compository technique inevitqbly forces us 

to reconsider our attitude . Th~ musician of modern times 

finds himself confronted with the question whether he can still 

afford to dismiss these symphonies as traditionalistic or con-

servative. Two elements in particular dominate Brahms's work, 

rhythm and logical continuity of thought, two e lements, which 

in l i ke manner govern mc>.ny schools of modern composition. 

It 1vould transgress the limits of this essay to offer a 

solution to problems which AS yet ha ve not been fully investiga­

ted. However , even within the limited scope of this discussion, 

Brahms should h3.ve emerged as a master between th:; per iods , 

1 . See Alfred Einstein: "Husic in the Rom!lntic Era" Page 150. 
J.M. Dent and Sons Ltd. , London . 
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reflecting the pr.1.st, but .9.lso pointing towards "New Paths ",
1

• 

thereby fulfilling his desire to create something new out of 

the given. 

I 

1. See Schumann ' s Ar ticle "New P"'t hs" - Page 363 in the Appendix 
to Richard Specht's book on "Brahms" 
J.M. Dent and Sons Ltd., London. 
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