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Felix Mendelssohn’s “Reformation Sympho-
ny” is numbered as his fifth, but this merely 
reflects its long-delayed publication in 
1868, over twenty years after the compos-
er’s death in 1847. The work is actually the 
second of the composer’s symphonies (not 
counting the dozen string symphonies from 
even earlier in the precocious Mendelssohn’s 
output), and he composed it between early 
1829 and May of 1830. The inspiration and 
envisioned occasion for its premiere was the 
tercentenary of the Augsburg Confession—
that is, the presentation on 25 June 1530 of 
the 28 articles of Lutheran belief to the Holy 
Roman Emperor, Charles V, by his religiously 
independent-minded German princes. With 
this defining moment in the history of Lu-
theranism in mind, Mendelssohn conceived 
a program symphony that evokes the early 
struggles and ultimate triumph of the Ref-
ormation. For reasons that have never been 
discovered, the premiere of Mendelssohn’s 
symphony was delayed until 1832. Mendels-
sohn himself later dismissed the work as 
“juvenilia” (he was 21 when he completed it), 
and he never published it.

He also described it as his Kirchensinfonie 
(church symphony), which reflects its “Refor-
mation” program, and the prominent musical 
symbols within that program are quoted 
sacred melodies. The opening bars feature a 
psalm intonation treated imitatively between 
violas, cellos and flute. The imitative style 
heard in this opening mimics that of Pierluigi 
da Palestrina, the great Italian master of 
sixteenth-century sacred polyphony, so that 
Mendelssohn’s narrative starts with an evo-
cation of Catholicism. Two further ingredi-
ents complete this opening depiction: first is 
a dotted motif played by the brass, a portent 
of momentous events yet to come; and 
second is a further bit of sacred melody, the 
“Dresden Amen,” an ethereally high motive 
in the strings that now recollects specifically 
German Catholicism just before the turmoil 
of the Reformation. Mendelssohn captures 
that turmoil in the following section, marked 
Allegro con fuoco, in which the shift to D 
minor, a tutti fanfare, and fiery passagework 
(often in tremolo) depict the political strife 
and spiritual upheaval of the era. Especially 

poignant within this movement, the “Dres-
den Amen” returns at the very end of the 
development, as if a prayer for peace during 
a break in the battle.

The second movement is cast in the form 
of a scherzo and trio. Its programmat-
ic meaning, if there is one, has been the 
topic of some speculation. A tentative and 
inconclusive theory links this music to a 
Corpus Christi celebration that Mendelssohn 
witnessed. The third movement, marked 
Andante, offers a brief prayer-like introduc-
tion to the finale that significantly features 
a prominent flute part, especially in the 
moments before the conclusion with a plagal 
(i.e., “Amen”) cadence. It is hard not to hear 
this as a brief portrait of Martin Luther him-
self, who played the flute, especially because 
it is that same solo flute which introduces 
the chorale melody that Luther himself 
composed—”Ein’ feste Burg ist unser Gott” 
(A mighty fortress is our God)—to begin the 
finale.

That finale plays out as a triumphant fantasy 
on Luther’s hymn tune, beginning with the 
unaccompanied tune (bringing to mind 
Luther himself in the very act of composing 
the music of his Reformation) and building 
toward a richly harmonized version before 
launching into the faster-paced variations 
on it. The symbolism of the chorale tune, 
beyond evoking the author of Lutheran Ref-
ormation, captures one of its defining prac-
tices: the congregational singing of chorale 
tunes, such as “Ein’ feste Burg.”

Unless the symphonies of H. F. Kufferath, 
Heinrich Esser, or August Klughardt spring to 
mind as unjustly neglected works, the years 
1850 to 1876 mark a gap in the composition 
of any historically significant symphonies, 
with Robert Schumann’s Third “Rhenish” 
Symphony preceding this gap and Johannes 
Brahms’s First Symphony following it. 
Roughly speaking, that quarter-century also 
witnessed the long, meandering, and often 
faltering journey that Brahms took toward 
completing his First Symphony, so that the 
quick completion of his Second in a year’s 
time seems a sudden outpouring after the 
creative dam had burst.

The pastoral mood of the opening move-
ment, soulful beauty of the second, tuneful 
grace of the third, and exuberance of the 
finale all contribute to the Second’s reputa-
tion as the happiest of Brahms’s symphonies, 
but a closer listening reveals moments of so-
lemnity, and even darkness amidst the cheer. 
Such moments have confounded at least a 
few admirers of Brahms’s music. In 1879, the 
conductor Vincenz Lachner was inspired to 
write the composer precisely on this point:

     “Why do you throw into the idyllically se-
rene atmosphere with which the first move-
ment begins the rumbling kettledrum, the 
gloomy lugubrious tones of the trombones 
and tuba? Would not that seriousness which 
comes later, or, rather, that assertion of vig-
orous youthful manliness, have had its own 
motivation without these tones proclaiming 
bad news?”

Brahms’s reply is sobering:
 

      “I would have to confess that I am, by the 
by, a severely melancholic person, that black 
wings are constantly flapping above us.”

The Second Symphony otherwise demon-
strates the essential and remarkable 
quality of Brahms’s music by featuring both 
uncommon lyricism and rigorous motivic 
coherence; this music is often luxuriously 
tuneful at the same time that it is intricate in 
its thematic interrelationships and complex 
in its forms. The three-note motive (D-C#-D) 
of the very beginning, for example, pervades 
the opening movement, reappearing in 
inverted form in the beginning horn melody 
soon after, in quickened rhythm within the 
songful first-violin theme (just after the rum-
bling timpani and low-brass interruption that 
so puzzled Lachner), as an energized, driving 
motive at the end of the exposition, and as 
essential material in the stormy counterpoint 
of the development. The reach of that simple 
motive, moreover, extends beyond the first 
movement, and we hear it woven into the 
main melody of the 12/8 section of the slow 
movement, into the final and transformed 
appearance of the main theme of the third 
movement, and into both of the principal 
themes of the finale.

Brahms’s handling of traditional forms also 
bears close attention. The first movement is 
a sonata form, but its beginning is ambigu-
ous. What we hear in the opening bars is not 
so much a theme as a network of phrases 
in counterpoint between the lower strings, 
horns, and woodwinds. Most of the princi-
pal ideas of the movement unfold in those 
phrases, thus a legitimate first theme, but 
they soon die away before the timpani and 
lower-brass interruption, which is then fol-
lowed by what seems a proper first theme in 
the first violins. But we can’t be sure of that 
either, because the violin melody, echoed by 
the flute, quickly disappears, as if transitional 
in nature, so that we experience the opening 
of this form in two possible ways: with an 
introduction, or without.

That ambiguity persists. The second theme, 
a gorgeous lullaby, is harmonically displaced, 
appearing not in the dominant key of A 
major, but in the more distant key of F-sharp 
minor. The movement does proceed to the 
dominant key, but that arrival is formally dis-
placed to end of the exposition, rather than 
its middle. And the return of the first theme 
in the violas to mark the recapitulation fea-
tures another harmonic displacement, taking 
place over A major instead of the main key 
of D major. The effect of this subtle, sophisti-
cated treatment of the form is fundamentally 
expressive in sewing a quality of doubt and 
unfulfilled longing into the pastoral mood 
of the movement. Recall Brahms’s remark: 
“black wings are constantly flapping above us.”

The second movement is likewise a sonata 
form, with two main themes in two keys—
tonic (B major) and dominant (F# major)—
and even two meters, 4/4 and 12/8. But the 
two themes unfold in continuous variation, 
so that the traditional contrasts of thematic 
presentation and development, between 
stability and transition, are thrown into ques-
tion. The technique, known as developing 
variation, is both masterful and modern in 
Brahms’s music. 

The third movement revises the usual 
scherzo-and-trio form by incorporating two 
trios into the form, and by eschewing the 
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clear-cut breaks between these sections. The 
scherzo itself, moreover, never appears the 
same way twice, and there is also a thematic 
kinship between it and the two trios, so that 
the overall effect, again, is one of developing 
variation.

By comparison, the finale is a relatively 
straightforward sonata form, whose bois-
terous energy and rousing coda turns the 
symphony toward a joyous conclusion. The 
movement, however, is not uncomplicated. 
The first theme begins in a curious sotto 
voce that precedes its sudden, forte repeti-
tion. Brahms also seems to repeat the expo-
sition, as traditionally occurs in sonata form, 
but that quiet moment, when it becomes 
even softer, instead initiates the develop-
ment. A further surprise is the mysterious 
and otherworldly music that Brahms creates 
for the transition to the recapitulation.

Common to both of the symphonies on this 
program is key of D major, with significant 
tonal digressions in each. The two works are 
distinct, however, in their expressive style 

and technique: Mendelssohn’s “Reformation” 
Symphony is overtly programmatic, a musi-
cal portrait of the beginnings of Lutheranism, 
while Brahms’s Second Symphony, like his 
other three, is a masterful essay in abso-
lute music, that is, a work whose content is 
based wholly on abstract musical processes 
and interrelationships. Like many orches-
tral works of the nineteenth century, both 
Mendelssohn’s and Brahms’s symphonies 
bear the musical DNA of those by Ludwig 
van Beethoven. Mendelssohn’s loosely but 
suggestively programmatic conception 
descends from Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony, 
the “Pastoral”; Brahms’s intensive motivicism 
instead recalls Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. 
Between these two symphonies, and recol-
lecting their respective precedents, we have 
a brief summary of the essential traditions of 
the nineteenth-century symphony. 

© Gregory Barnett
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