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At first glance, the Mendelssohn 
and Brahms symphonies exemplify 
the aesthetic divide in 19th-
century symphonic composition.  
Mendelssohn’s is programmatic, 
and its single-word title (“Scottish”) 
evokes a series of images and 
moods of a place and its history; 
Brahms’s not only avoids any extra-
musical association, but also stands 
as an exemplar of what is known 
as “absolute” music—a standard of 
musical composition by which the 
relationships and processes of purely 
musical elements forms the content 
of the work.  Beyond that first glance, 
however, the two symphonies share 
two defining qualities: first, they 
both reveal cyclic design, in which 
the separate movements of each are 
thematically linked; and second, they 
both feature an opposition between 
the minor and major modes of tonic 
key at the level of the complete work.  
The fact that both of these points 
touch on abstract, not programmatic, 
features of the symphonies illustrates 
the often-overlooked point that 
the 19th-century debate between 
absolute and program music was 
larger in theory than it was in 
practice, and, in the particular case of 
Mendelssohn’s “Scottish” Symphony, 
the program was more a point of 
departure than a defining trait.

Mendelssohn himself detailed that 
point of departure in a letter he wrote 
in the summer of 1829, during his visit 
to the ruins of Holyrood Palace in 
Edinburgh:

     “In the deep twilight we went 
today to the palace were Queen Mary 
lived and loved.  One can see there a 
little room, with a winding staircase 
before the door.  They climbed up 
there, found Rizzio in the little room, 
took him and murdered him in a dark 
corner three rooms away.  The chapel 
below is now roofless.  Grass and ivy 
thrive there and at the broken altar 

where Mary was crowned Queen 
of Scotland.  Everything is ruined, 
decayed, and the clear heavens 
pour in.  I think I have found there 
the beginning of my ‘Scottish’ 
Symphony.” 
 
Inspired by this picturesque but 
gloomy reminder of the unhappy 
reign of Mary Queen of Scots 
(including the murder of her private 
secretary and rumored lover), 
Mendelssohn began a symphony 
that he would not complete for 
another thirteen years.  He finished 
it only in 1842 and published it the 
following year with a dedication 
to Queen Victoria, Mary’s distant 
descendant.  Although the composer 
never drafted a program for it, we can 
(and scholars did) construe at least 
a few details of Scottish color in his 
symphony.  The brooding opening 
movement, including its solemn 
introduction/conclusion, likely reflect 
the atmosphere of Holyrood Palace 
that Mendelssohn described in his 
letter.  The pentatonic melody and 
Scotch-snap rhythms (a quick short-
long motif) of the second-movement 
scherzo evoke Scottish folk music 
and dance.  The third movement 
features slow dotted rhythms and an 
occasional descending tetrachord, 
both of which are musical emblems 
of a lament or dirge.  The picture 
here is less Scotland in general 
than it is Mary Queen of Scots in 
particular.  In a similar vein, Wilhelm 
Adolf Lampadius’s 1848 biography 
of Mendelssohn casts the finale, 
which the composer labeled an 
allegro guerriero, as music in which 
“one could fancy the last struggle 
which gave to Queen Elizabeth [of 
England] her complete victory over 
her unfortunate rival [Mary].”

Note, however, that nothing in the 
composer’s biography supports 
Lampadius’ reading or any 
programmatic detail.  Instead, we 
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know that Mendelssohn worked to 
unify the movements of his symphony 
by means of a recurring motive.  We 
can hear that motive, a rising melodic 
fragment, at the very beginning of 
the introduction and as the main 
theme in the first movement.  It 
returns in a new key and in major 
in both the second and the final 
movements, and, as a means of 
strengthening the coherence of the 
whole, Mendelssohn specified that 
“the individual movements of this 
symphony must immediately follow 
one another, and not be separated 
by the customary long pauses.”  The 
initial inspiration, then, was certainly 
Scottish, but over the many years in 
which he composed this symphony, 
Mendelssohn shifted his attention to 
a cyclic conception and an effect of 
organic unity.

Organicism and large-scale coherence 
is the territory of Johannes Brahms, 
especially in his symphonies and 
especially in the Third Symphony.  In 
that respect, Brahms worked out his 
most ambitious symphonic plan by 
setting forth an opening motto that 
contains the seeds of at least three 
symphony-long processes over the 
whole of the work.  And that ambition 
reminds us of the stakes involved in 
symphonic composition during the 
second half of the 19th century.  If 
Mendelssohn could easily suggest a 
program and simultaneously work at 
abstract-level design, positions had 
hardened in the decades following 
him as to what constituted the right 
path forward for the symphony: either 
vividly and intricately programmatic, 
or traditionally conceived but 
ever grander and more rigorously 
coherent.  Berlioz, Liszt, and Wagner 
came to be regarded as the standard-
bearers of the former (the “New 
German School” of composition, as it 
was called), and Brahms was taken to 
be the exemplar of the latter, which 

represented the idea of “absolute 
music.”

We can get a sense of this idea and 
of the special place of the symphony 
in expressing it in an 1838 article for 
the Encyclopädie der gesammten 
musikalischen Wissenschaft der 
Tonkunst written by Gottfried Fink on 
the symphony:

     “Since the great symphony (große 
Sinfonie), if it is to be worth its name, 
must represent in every respect the 
summit of instrumental music, then it 
must absolutely have as its essence, 
and in considerable abundance, the 
greatest potential for development, 
as does the morning dream before 
awakening.  Thus, that which music 
alone has—melody; rhythm; harmony; 
character; the roundedness of an 
autonomous whole; shapes that are 
clear, well formed, and beautiful … 
all these things must intertwine and 
grow from one another without effort 
… At the same time, the greatest 
diversity, without which the whole 
would be deprived of a beautiful 
impression, is bound together in the 
greatness and breadth of the entire 
form, with the unmistakable unity of 
the point of origin.”

Fink, like many musicians and critics, 
had Beethoven’s precedent in mind 
(his Fifth Symphony, for example), 
and that high standard—an ideal that 
had emerged by the middle of the 
19th century as the echt symphonisch 
(genuinely symphonic)—weighed 
heavily on would-be symphony 
composers.  In this context, we can 
better understand why Brahms wrote 
only four symphonies, and why he 
completed his first one only in middle 
age and after working on it for more 
than two decades.  

But his Third Symphony, composed 
quickly in the summer of 1883 and 
first performed in December of that 



4  |  M E R C U R Y  S E A S O N  1 8 / 1 9

         P R O G R A M  N O T E S  c o n t ’ d

same year, demonstrates Brahms 
to have easily met the challenge 
of the symphony and even to have 
reconceived it on his own terms.  The 
large-scale processes generated by 
the opening motto—a motif that rises 
up from the keynote to the minor 
third then further up to the octave 
before falling back—are thematic, 
tonal, and rhythmic.  Some form of 
that basic melodic shape is woven 
into the main themes of all of the 
remaining movements, so that much 
of the thematic material of the 
symphony is generated by its opening 
motto.  The harmonic plan across the 
four movements of the symphony, 
too, relates to a crucial feature of 
the motto in which the pitches A 
and A-flat—that is, the notes that 
determine the quality of third, major 
or minor, above the symphony’s 
keynote of F—are juxtaposed, 
or are thrown into conflict.  This 
fundamental conflict between major 
and minor colors each movement and 
finds its resolution only in the coda to 
the finale in which F major supplants 
F minor satisfyingly and decisively.  
Related to the large-scale tonal 
design of the piece is the sequence of 
keys across the four movements: mvt. 
I/F major; mvt. II/C major; mvt. III/C 
minor; mvt. IV/F minor, then F major.  
This plan links the central movements 
as a major/minor plateau of dominant 
keys (the technical term for the 
relationship of C to F), and Brahms 
strengthens this dominant key 
relationship across the movements 
by suppressing dominant harmonies 
within them.  To give an example, C 
major is heard in the first movement 
only in its coda, coordinated with a 
recollection of the main theme.

The major/minor dichotomy and 
the key relationships across the 
movements create an unprecedented 
sound and feel to this symphony, 
whose large-scale coherence is 
already established by its subtly 

pervasive motto.  A further feature 
of the motto is rhythmic ambiguity.  
The first movement is notated in 6/4, 
but the two held chords of the motto 
could reflect either 6/4 or 3/2 meters, 
and the theme that follows throws our 
sense of the meter to 3/2.  This, too, 
is a basic conflict that plays out in the 
rest of the movement and, indeed, 
the symphony through further metric 
ambiguity, rhythmic displacement, 
and syncopation.

There is, as the technical details 
of this description reveals, a great 
deal of sophisticated compositional 
detail to be found in Brahms’s 
Third Symphony.  His remarkable 
achievement lies in connecting so 
much of that detail to its opening 
moments.  The appeal of Brahms’s 
music, however, does not depend on 
our microscopic comprehension of its 
workings.  The unique sound of this 
piece and its remarkable sequence 
of contrasting moods—portentous; 
pastoral; elegiac; and mercurial will-
o’-the wisp—are deeply satisfying in 
and of themselves.
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