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 By JOHANNES BRAHMS 

Born May 7, 1833, in Hamburg; died April 3, 1897, in Vienna 

 

In September of 1857, Brahms accepted his first official position, that of Court Musician at 

Detmo1d, a picturesque little principality in Westpha1ia, which was the residence of Prince Paul 

Friedrich Emil Leopold of Lippe-Dermo1d and his music-loving wife, Princess Friedricke.  This 

position, which Brahms held until 1860, kept him busy from September through December of 

each year, and included duties as court pianist, director of the local choral society, and piano 

teacher to the members of the royal family.  Although the salary was hardly munificent, the 24-

year-old composer was able to live comfortably for the whole year, and he had ample time for 

composing.  Brahms's first two orchestral works--the Serenade No.1 in D Major, Op. 11, and the 

Serenade No.2 in A Major, Op. 16--both date from this Detmold period.  These youthful but 

thoroughly engaging scores present an image of Brahms which is quite dissimilar from that 

reflected in his four mighty symphonies, the first of which was to be produced some seventeen 

years later.  Brahms worked on his A Major Serenade throughout 1859.  On September 10, he 

mailed two movements of the work to his friend and confidant Clara Schumann, the widow of 

composer Robert Schumann, asking for her opinion.  Eight days later, Madame Schumann 

responded:  "What shall I say about the Adagio? . . . I can find no words to express the joy it has 

given me. . . . It is difficult for me to analyze what I feel; I have to try to think of something 

extremely beautiful, something that gives me the greatest pleasure, perhaps if I were looking at 

the stamens of a beautiful flower one by one.  It is incredibly beautiful. . . . The whole piece has 

something churchly about it.  My dear Johannes, I'm sure you know that I can feel this better 

than I can express it in words.  The Minuet is very charming (a bit Haydnish), and the oboe in the 



Trio-I look forward so much to hearing it, it must sound very special with its soaring melody; 1 

could almost have guessed what was coming." 

 

The A Major Serenade met with considerable success when it was given its first performance by 

the Hamburg Philharmonic under the composer's direction on February 10, 1860.  Brahms 

himself held this work in high esteem, and it remained one of his favorite compositions. 

"I was in a particularly blissful mood," he later wrote.  “I have seldom written music with such 

delight."  Three years later, after Brahms had moved to Vienna, this Serenade was performed by 

Otto Dessoff and the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra, and it helped establish its composer's 

reputation in the Austrian capital.  Of particular note is the unusual tone color of the A Major 

Serenade, a quality which is chiefly due to the omission of violins in the score.  The work is 

written for pairs of flutes, oboes, clarinets, bassoons, and horns, plus violas, cellos, and string 

basses.  (There is also a discreet piccolo part in the last movement.)   The violas, as the highest-

voiced string instruments, joined with the cellos and basses, add a dark and rich, but sober hue to 

the orchestra. 

 

The opening movement of the generally light-hearted Serenade is constructed in sonata form 

(even as a young man, Brahms was already an avowed classicist).  The first theme is a typically 

Brahmsian melody which progresses alternately rising and falling; the second, a gently rocking 

figure introduced by the two clarinets in parallel thirds.  In the second movement, a scherzo, 

Brahms indulges in his penchant for cross-rhythms by juxtaposing patterns of two beats 

against patterns of three.  After a contrasting trio section, the scherzo returns; then, the 

movement is capped off with a brief coda.  The third movement is not only the center, but also 



the emotional crown of the work.  Here Brahms displays his contrapuntal abilities, weaving rich 

thematic patterns against the ostinato figure introduced by the strings in bare Octaves at the very 

start of the movement.  Despite its title, the fourth movement is closer to a scherzo  than a 

classical minuet.  A dance-like piece in six-eight time, it contributes a symmetrical balance to the 

work by providing a structural parallel to the second movement. This charming serenade by a 

beardless Johannes Brahms concludes With a bouncy and light-footed rondo which brims with 

high spirits and delicate humor. 
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