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[1] The writer Salomon Hermann Mosenthal quipped that when Brahms was in really high spirits
he would sing to himself “The grave is my delight.”[1] Max Kalbeck, who conveys the anecdote,
presents it as an attempt to poke fun at the composer. However, no-one could reasonably
challenge the idea that Brahms possessed one of the most pessimistic dispositions of nineteenthcentury composers or that his oeuvre is dominated by works that engage, one way or another,
with loss and mourning. In a series of compositions ranging from his ﬁrst work for choir, the
Begräbnisgesang, Op. 13, to the last opus published during his lifetime, the Vier ernste Gesänge,
Op. 121, Brahms returned time and again to the themes of death and grief.
In Brahms’s Elegies: The Poetics of Loss in Nineteenth-Century German Culture, a bold and
imaginative book, Nicole Grimes takes the idea of Brahms’s obsession with mortality and probes
it from new and, at times, unexpected angles. The volume reveals an author who reads unusually
widely and who uses her learning to challenge well-established interpretations. The originality of
her approach is evident not least in the choice of repertoire. The ﬁrst three chapters are devoted
to elegies based on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century texts—Schicksalslied, Op. 54; Nänie, Op.
82; and Gesang der Parzen, Op. 89. The fourth focuses on the Vier ernste Gesänge, a setting of
words from Luther’s translation of the Bible. In Chapter 5, “The Sense of an Ending,” and in the
Epilogue, Grimes strikes a nice balance between recapitulation and broadening out. The book
concludes with a translation of a 1934 essay by Theodor Adorno, “Brahms aktuell,” presented
here as an appendix.
As laid out above, Brahms’s Elegies, with its three diﬀerent “time zones”—Brahms’s lifetime, the
1930s, and today—might seem unfocused. However, Grimes persuades us otherwise. As she
explains at the start of the Epilogue, the purpose of the book is to examine two linked themes:
Brahms’s repeated return to “the human condition in fate-related works” and the “question of
how Brahms’s music is inextricably interwoven in the fabric of musical modernism.” According to
the author, these two themes “intersect in the realm of the human, that is both the sense of
humanity and the aesthetic humanism which Brahms’s elegiac output embraces” (242). The
rationale for Grimes’s broad canvas is thus ﬁrmly established.
Questions about the volume’s scope and purpose present themselves nonetheless. Two spring
immediately to mind. What, other than the theme of mortality, links the four main works explored
here? More particularly, should a setting of words from the Bible for solo voice and piano sit next
to works for choir and orchestra based on secular texts by Hölderlin, Schiller and Goethe? For
Grimes, the answer to the latter question is an unqualiﬁed “yes.” All four works have traditionally
been seen as containing problematic endings, and in each case Grimes casts new light on vexed
hermeneutical issues. Indeed, it’s through her analysis of the works’ “problems” and of the ways
in which these have been addressed over the years that Grimes provides compelling answers to
the question of commonality.

Figure 1: Johannes Brahms in his study in Vienna, photograph by Ludwig Grillich (ca.
1892); by courtesy of Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv Austria
Endings have long preoccupied musicians. Indeed, Adorno was particularly drawn to the way in
which Brahms ﬁnished his ﬁnales—the endings of his endings, so to speak—claiming that they
are imbued with “splendid resignation” (15). But it’s not just pioneering critics who have
obsessed over endings: every student of nineteenth-century music is likely to be exposed at one
point or another to the so-called ﬁnale problem.[2] This is usually traced to the gauntlet thrown
down by Beethoven in his Ninth Symphony. However, some such as Maynard Solomon in
“Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony: The Sense of an Ending” have brought other works—in this case,
the “Hammerklavier” Sonata, Op. 106, and the B ﬂat major String Quartet, Op. 130—into the
equation.[3]
Awareness of the challenges posed by endings took root early in nineteenth-century critical
discourse.[4] Writing less than a decade after Beethoven’s death, in 1836 (the year of his Op. 17
Fantasie), Schumann declared:
A genuine musical art-form always has a focal point towards which all else gravitates, on which all imaginative
impulses concentrate. Many place it in the middle (like Mozart); others (like Beethoven) reserve it for after the
structural cadence. Wherever it lies, the eﬀect of any composition is dependent on its dynamic inﬂuence.[5]

Schumann’s sensitive critical antennae had detected a shift from balanced to teleological
structures. His musings were perhaps inspired by something he had read in a recent issue of the
Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung. Here, Gottfried Wilhelm Fink, despite his fundamentally
conservative stance on musical politics, seems to accept a new concentration in recent music
(speciﬁcally, symphonies) on a single focal point reached only by means of concerted eﬀort:

The whole must have a deﬁnite and clearly expressed character that binds the separate parts together into the
most intimate relationship, so that, just as in Beethoven’s symphonies, the individual movements may often
seem to be quite heterogeneous but on closer inspection turn out to have been created from one element only;
for everything works towards one goal, and everything blends to express one inner state of emotion.[6]

Liszt touched on the same theme when he argued in 1837 that, with the exception of Beethoven
and Weber:
instrumental music [has been] conceived until now … [as] directly regulated by a symmetrical scheme and …
could be measured in cubic feet, so to speak.[7]

The music of the future, Liszt implies, will necessarily involve transformation: a simple, balanced
return at the end of a composition to the status quo ante is no longer acceptable.
For Wagner, at least according to the diary kept by his wife Cosima, what started as a trend in
the earlier part of the century had by 1881 turned into a paralysing dilemma:
[8]

Last movements are a cliﬀ, and I’ll take care, I’ll write only one-movement symphonies.

[2] When addressing issues such as these, Brahms scholars have usually focused on the last
movement of the First Symphony. From the time of the work’s ﬁrst performance in 1876, its
manifest allusions to Beethoven’s Ninth have been viewed as problematic. As Mark Evan Bonds
put it, many of Brahms’s contemporaries—including, of course, Wagner—found the thematic
similarities between the ﬁnales of the two symphonies “plainly scandalous, a clear manifestation
of the composer’s inability to escape Beethoven’s inﬂuence.”[9] Even the Brahms acolyte Max
Kalbeck admitted that the relationship between the two movements was key to “fully
understanding” Brahms’s First Symphony.[10] Occasionally, the ﬁnale problem surfaces in
discussions of other works: Arnold Whittall, for example, focused on the two Op. 51 string
quartets.[11] However, the issue has never received thorough treatment in Brahms scholarship.
Grimes’s decision to tackle it through the medium of a relatively neglected corpus of texted
works is therefore particularly welcome.
Inventive perspectives abound in Brahms’s Elegies. For this reader, the chapter on the
Schicksalslied, Op. 54, was most consistently insightful. Here Grimes argues persuasively for a
broadly based interpretation of “Hyperions Schicksalslied,” the poem from Friedrich Hölderlin’s
novel Hyperion on which Brahms’s composition is based.[12] Most critics have tended to view
“Hyperions Schicksalslied” as a fragment divorced from its context. For Grimes, however, the
context is essential to understanding Brahms’s surprising decision to begin and end his setting in
diﬀerent keys. First heard in E ﬂat major—Brahms’s tonality of choice for works of mourning, as
Grimes repeatedly points out—the opening material comes back at the close in C major.
However, it’s not just the tonality that changes: the scoring is also transformed. The opening bars
of the Schicksalslied are dominated by an ostinato rhythm in the timpani, reinforced by the
cellos; at the end of the work, the throbbing eﬀect is abandoned in favor of gossamer arpeggios
in the strings. The material is thus the same but not the same. This, according to Grimes, reﬂects
the trajectory of Hyperion as a whole. As a Bildungsroman, it charts the spiritual journey
undertaken by a hero forced to confront moral and philosophical challenges. The novel, we are
told, traces a sort of spiral, a typically Romantic shape that, in the author’s eyes, ﬁnds perfect

expression in Brahms’s musical transﬁguration. Grimes makes a powerful case, delving deep into
the writings of Schiller and Kant, not to mention modern theorists. It’s a thrilling ride. She
concludes that the Schicksalslied, like the other Brahms elegies explored in the book, is a
manifestation of what Constantin Behler once termed, in a cleverly phrased oxymoron, “nostalgic
teleology” (4).
Grimes’s readings are mostly rooted in the writings of nineteenth-century German philosophers
and critics and in twentieth- and twenty-ﬁrst-century Anglophone scholarship. She largely avoids
engagement with the responses of nineteenth-century composers such as Schumann and
Wagner to the challenges of endings. She also leaves to one side the corpus of literature on the
ﬁnale problem itself; no account is taken of the taxonomies that scholars such as Karl H. Wörner
and Bernd Sponheuer have put forward in an attempt to explain the nineteenth century’s uneasy
relationship with endings.[13] Such taxonomies are generally built on abstract theoretical
frameworks. Wörner, for example, argues that, in terms of its content, the last movement of a
symphony must be “a sort of answer” to the ﬁrst movement and, looking back at the history of
the genre, he distinguishes between three diﬀerent types of response, to which he ascribes the
labels “Decrescendo,” “Equilibrium” and “Crescendo.” Unsurprisingly, nineteenth-century ﬁnales
are placed ﬁrmly in the last of these categories.[14]
Wörner’s approach is, however, far from exhaustive. If one were to categorise Brahms’s elegiac
endings with reference to repertoire by the composer’s immediate predecessors, a diﬀerent,
perhaps complementary, picture might emerge. The Schicksalslied could, for example, be
evaluated in the light of the emotional fractures encountered in some of Schumann’s endings.
After all, the way in which Brahms revisits the material of the opening section at the end of the
Schicksalslied has more than a hint of the conclusion to Frauenliebe und -leben, Op. 42. True,
there is no shattering of monotonality in Schumann’s song-cycle. However, the expressive intent
is very similar: in both cases, a fundamentally negative outcome in the text is subverted by an
unexpected turn in the music. Or, to adopt another tack, by returning to music associated with
blissful states, the composer provides solace where the poet oﬀers none. Both composers,
Brahms and Schumann, conclude with a wordless restatement of the opening
material—necessarily so in the case of the Schicksalslied, since the work starts with a purely
orchestral introduction. An exclusively instrumental ending moves the music into a sphere of
disembodied sensibility.

Figure 2: Johannes Brahms, Schicksalslied (Op. 54, 1871), autograph (p. 26); by
courtesy of Library of Congress, Music Division ML96 .B68 Case
Most interpretations of the Schicksalslied are strongly colored by the available documentary
evidence. In this case, we possess unusually rich material about Brahms’s compositional process.
Correspondence with Hermann Levi and Carl Reinthaler reveals a composer uncertain how to
respond to the grim outcome of Hölderlin’s poem. The poet contrasts the beatiﬁc existence of the
gods, bathed in heavenly breezes, with the travails of humankind, whose lot on earth aﬀords no
certainties.[15] Hölderlin ends in despair with a description of mortals plunging from cliﬀs into
unmeasured depths.[16] Faced with this deeply pessimistic image, Brahms decided ultimately to
translate the two sections of Hölderlin’s poem into a piece of music in ABA’ form where the A’
section, as we have seen, is a transﬁgured, textless version of the opening.[17] Inevitably, perhaps,
the composer’s uncertainty over how to respond to Hölderlin’s denouement has dominated
hermeneutic approaches ever since. One can’t help wondering whether the reception of the
Schicksalslied would have been rather diﬀerent—more Schumann-centered?—if history had failed
to provide this unusually helpful biographical perspective.
[3] A similar interpretation could be advanced for Nänie, Op. 82. Here too Brahms returns at the
end of the work to something close to his starting point. And here too critics have fretted about
the slant this strategy imposes on the literary source, a free-standing poem by Schiller dating,
like “Hyperions Schicksalslied,” from the turn of the nineteenth century. Schiller ends this most
ravishing of texts with the bleakest of lines: “Denn das Gemeine geht klanglos zum Orkus herab”
(For all that is common sinks soundless to Hades). Brahms, however, is anything but “klanglos.”
For his setting of Schiller’s last couplet, he returns to the music that accompanied the opening of
the poem. However, he uses Schiller’s ﬁnal line, with its gloomy descent to the underworld, only
once, preferring to wreath around it a meditation on the penultimate line, “Auch ein Klaglied zu
sein im Mund der Geliebten ist herrlich” (Even to be a lament on the lips of the beloved is
glorious). In the course of Brahms’s rhapsodizing, the last word of the line (“herrlich”—glorious) is

heard almost thirty times in the vocal parts. What has become of Schiller’s bitter outcome? The
music leaves us deeply moved but far from devastated. As Grimes points out, Brahms seems to
have recognized his radical repurposing of the text. At least, he was determined that the
audience at the 1881 premiere in Zurich’s Tonhalle should understand the nuances of Schiller’s
poem, arranging for interpretative details to be included in a program note.
The choice of a text by Schiller provides Grimes with the opportunity to explore in more detail the
aesthetic theories ﬁrst adumbrated in the chapter on the Schicksalslied. In her account of Nänie,
Grimes draws heavily on Schiller’s Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen (On the
Aesthetic Education of Mankind; 1794–95) and Über naive und sentimentalische Dichtung (On
Naïve and Sentimental Poetry; 1795–96). Her account of the way in which Schiller reconciled
opposing notions of reason and sensuality makes for absorbing reading. Schiller contends that
reason is the primary cause of humanity’s alienation from nature, its deracination, and that art
and culture bear responsibility for the destruction of a sense of totality in our innermost being.
According to Schiller, wholeness must be restored through a higher art. Grimes argues that
Schiller’s theories of mourning rest on the conceit that art lives on only through lamentation. The
issue is summarized in Über die ästhetische Erziehung as follows:
Reason has purged herself of both the illusions of the senses and the delusions of sophistry, and philosophy itself,
which ﬁrst seduced us from our allegiance to nature, is now in loud and urgent tones calling us back to her
[18]
bosom.

Schiller’s solution lies in a return to the past and to lost ideals. For Grimes, the notion of a
circuitous route home, one traced through the categories of the elegy and the idyll and through
the phenomenon of what Grimes calls aesthetic rupture, is crucial to any profound understanding
of Brahms’s Nänie.
Spirals or circles? Symmetry or teleology? Katabasis or upwards twist? Perhaps questions such as
these are, ultimately, of little consequence. A single turn of a spiral is, after all, a type of
transﬁgured circle. Bartók once argued that symmetrical forms must take some account of the
journey travelled, that mechanistic reversals are insuﬃcient in the realm of music. Similarly, no
composer of Brahms’s generation (and sophistication) could ever regard a simple restatement of
the opening material after a contrasting middle section as entirely satisfactory. Despite the
composer’s tendency in later sonata-form movements to oﬀer literal recapitulations of his second
groups, the outcome of a work as a whole surely cannot remain unaﬀected by its trajectory.
Composer, performers and audience are all changed in some way by the vicissitudes borne by
the material.[19] In her readings Grimes stresses the novelty of Brahms’s conclusions. However, it
would have been interesting to read how she reconciles the idea of the spiral with that of
ouroboros, the snake that bites its tail. After all, the concept of ouroboros—the ultimate selfconsuming and self-perpetuating circle—was well-known to Brahms. He famously mentioned it in
connection with the last of his 49 Deutsche Volkslieder, WoO 33, a setting of an old German
folksong, “Verstohlen geht der Mond auf,” that also featured in the C major Piano Sonata, Op. 1.
Surveying the span of his compositional career from 1853 to 1895, Brahms seemed happy to
invoke the idea of a route that returns to its starting point.

Figure 3: Anselm Feuerbach, Jugendliches Selbstbildnis (1852/53); by courtesy of
Staatliche Kunsthalle Karlsruhe, inv. no. 946
Nänie was written as a memorial to the painter Anselm Feuerbach (1829–80). The particular
circumstances of the work’s creation enable Grimes to triangulate three diﬀerent artforms—music, poetry and painting. In so doing, she goes beyond most previous critics who,
typically, content themselves with an exploration of the word/music relationship. Grimes uses
Nänie’s status as a memorial for an artist as the stimulus for a discursive treatment of Brahms
and the visual; indeed, her account embraces a survey of the role of classical antiquity in the
careers and oeuvres of both Feuerbach and Brahms, and of late nineteenth-century Germany
more generally. As Grimes puts it, Feuerbach and Brahms shared “a propensity toward the great,
the exalted, and the ideal in classical ﬁgures. Both prized the importance of form, rigour of

thought, dominance of the line, and sculpted design” (74). Statements such as these clearly build
on foundations laid down by Brahms’s contemporaries: Eduard Hanslick and Julius Allgeyer, for
example, highlighted similarities in the artistic outlooks of Brahms and Feuerbach. However,
Grimes takes the debate in novel directions, focusing in particular on the painter Adolph Menzel,
another friend of the composer.
[4] It is the treatment of musical allusions in Nänie—links to Brahms’s compositional
heritage—that is perhaps most fascinating. Grimes provides a helpful summary of wellestablished connections between Nänie and Beethoven’s Piano Sonata, Op. 81a, “Les adieux.”
(This account might have been extended by bringing into play Hugo Wolf’s “Lebewohl;” in this
song the falling tones of Beethoven’s and Brahms’s openings are changed to semitones as the
very idea of farewell turns into a source of torment.) Allusions in the central section of Nänie to
Beethoven’s song-cycle An die ferne Geliebte, Op. 98, are also thoroughly investigated. Given the
unambiguous way in which Beethoven revisits the opening of his cycle in its closing bars, these
links are, of course, particularly relevant to Brahms’s Elegies.
Further Brahms-related references to the song-cycle are, however, unexplored. Pointing to paths
not taken in a volume so rich in its range of reference is perhaps churlish. However, the very
phrase from Beethoven that Grimes picks out in the middle section of Nänie was used repeatedly
in the ﬁrst movement of Schumann’s Fantasie, Op. 17. Even more germane to the present
context, the same theme played a prominent role in the original version of the ﬁnale of Brahms’s
Op. 8 Piano Trio, a work completed in early 1854 and ﬁrst revealed to the composer’s circle while
he was living in the Schumann household. As the second subject of the ﬁnale, this Beethovenian
melody was eﬀectively the work’s last thematic utterance. Though no words are voiced, the Piano
Trio (like Schumann’s Op. 17 Fantasie before it) appears to takes its lead from the Alois Jeitteles
text that Beethoven set in the ﬁnal song of his cycle—“Nimm sie hin denn, diese Lieder, / Die ich
dir, Geliebte, sang” (Accept then these my songs, / Which I sang for you, my beloved). By virtue
of its position within the Op. 8 ﬁnale, the theme plays a retrospective, even summarizing role.
And, given the circumstances of the Trio’s genesis, the work is surely to be read as an oﬀering to
Clara Schumann. Nevertheless, in a startling twist Brahms removed the reference to An die ferne
Geliebte when, a few years after the premiere of Nänie, he reworked the Op. 8 Piano Trio. In the
revised version of Op. 8, musical poetry is abandoned for a passage of shallow bluster. We don’t
know why Brahms made such a drastic change, but the removal of the Beethovenian allusion
almost certainly indicates that homage to Clara was no longer deemed appropriate or desirable.
What implications, if any, should this have for our understanding of Nänie or, indeed, of Brahms’s
changing approach to endings?
The references to Beethoven in Nänie are, for the most part, widely accepted. The links that
Grimes draws between Nänie and Ein deutsches Requiem are more tenuous. The shared material
in this case consists of no more than a falling fourth. It is certainly true that this motif features
prominently in the middle section of Nänie. That falling fourths are used with similar intent in the
ﬁfth movement of the Requiem is by no means certain: the notes in question appear to be simply
a scalic fragment extracted from the middle of a phrase. Acknowledging the historically wellestablished parallel between the falling tetrachord, both diatonic and chromatic, and the topic of
mourning would have been more helpful here. Indeed, it would have been particularly useful to
connect the four-note scale with the opening bars of the Schicksalslied; these are built on an
unambiguous falling diatonic tetrachord found in its traditional location, the bass.[20]
Possible parallels with Beethoven and Schumann, not to mention the use of time-honored

compositional elements such as the falling tetrachord, might encourage us to probe further
Grimes’s view that Brahms’s approach to death, and to memorializing death, changed radically
over the course of his career. In the Introduction, Grimes rightly draws attention to developments
in German idealism during the nineteenth century, claiming that the power of idealism’s
“aesthetic force at the beginning of the century was matched only by the degree to which it …
completely disappeared as an aesthetic category at the century’s end” (8). Later in the volume
Grimes links the relatively dissonant harmonic style of the Gesang der Parzen to these
developments. Later still, she argues that exposure in 1895 to Nietzsche’s Der Antichrist played a
similarly galvanizing role in the composition of the Vier ernste Gesänge.
The Gesang der Parzen, Op. 89, may well contain passages of unusually astringent harmony, but
the work as a whole reveals, once again, a composer determined to sweeten the pill. The
composition is based on a free-standing poem, extracted from Goethe’s play Iphigenie auf Tauris,
that tells of damnation passed down the generations. Wagner likened ﬁnales to dangerous cliﬀs.
According to Goethe, however, precipices pose existential challenges. For Goethe, as indeed for
Hölderlin, humankind is destined to spin out an existence on “cliﬀs and clouds,” in fear of
arbitrary gods who may send them tumbling “reviled and dishonoured” into the abyss.[21] At the
end of Goethe’s text, an unnamed exile—clearly, Tantalus—is conﬁned to a gloomy cavern
shaking his head in despair over the fate of his children and grandchildren. It is hard to imagine a
more desolate conclusion. Yet Brahms strikes a note of consolation, ending his setting with
swathes of warm D major harmony. Why?

Figure 4: Anselm Feuerbach, Iphigenie (1862); photo and courtesy of Hessisches
Landesmuseum Darmstadt
In dealing with the Gesang der Parzen, Grimes turns on its head the procedure she adopted for
the Schicksalslied. There, critics were taken to task for failing to consider the broader
context—that is to say, Hölderlin’s novel. Here, Grimes argues that a satisfactory interpretation
can be reached only by laying to one side Goethe’s play. At ﬁrst glance, the change of approach

might appear arbitrary, even wrong-headed. However, Grimes ﬁnds justiﬁcation in Brahms’s own
words. In his correspondence with Theodor Billroth, Brahms contended that it would be wrong to
equate Iphigenie with the Fates, or to suggest that Iphigenie auf Tauris, the play, traverses the
same ground as the “Gesang der Parzen,” the poem. Brahms was keen to suppress any link with
Iphigenie auf Tauris on the title page of his score; indeed, he appears to have torn out of his
Reclam edition of the play the pages on which the poem appeared. As a result, the rich
intertextual backdrop that Grimes brings to this chapter is rooted not in the remaining sections of
Goethe’s play, but in the various versions of the Tantalus myth, ranging from Homer to Ovid, with
which Brahms was familiar.
[5] Grimes also grounds her argument in what she calls a “trajectory of melancholy” within
Brahms’s output from 1877, the date of the Second Symphony, to 1882, the premiere of the
Gesang der Parzen. The publication during this period of “Warum ist das Licht gegeben,” Op. 74
No. 1, and “Mir lächelt kein Frühling,” WoO 25, certainly helps support the idea. However, it is
surprising that no account is taken (or given) of the early origin of the music of the Op. 74 motet,
or of the possibility that the WoO 25 canon may, like “Warum,” go back to the 1850s. Grimes
rightly places the birth of “Warum” in the late 1870s, but she fails to mention the music’s lengthy
gestation—surely, a relevant factor in any argument based on diachronic change. As for “Mir
lächelt,” the earliest documentary evidence dates from 1877; however, the circumstances in
which the canon is ﬁrst mentioned suggest once again an earlier origin.[22] Moreover, the
compositional preoccupations revealed in the canon are remarkably similar to those found in
Brahms’s study period, the period in the later 1850s that Albert Dietrich memorably dubbed
“Brahms’s years of withdrawal” (71). Can a fundamentally new disposition be revealed by the
publication of works whose musical essence may well have been deﬁned a quarter of a century
earlier?
In the case of the Gesang der Parzen, arguments about a new approach to dissonance are
diﬃcult to sustain when tested against the backdrop of Brahms’s broader output.[23] It’s not clear
that the pungent dissonances built on diminished-seventh sonorities that determine the tinta of
the Gesang der Parzen are replicated to any signiﬁcant degree in the Third Symphony (1883) or
in the thirty-ﬁve songs that make up the bulk of Brahms’s publications in the years immediately
following the Gesang der Parzen. Given this, can one reasonably maintain that this period is
marked by a new musical approach?
As for the issue of mortality, Brahms claimed continuity in his views at least between the late
1860s and the mid 1890s. According to Max Kalbeck, the composer stated only a few months
before his death that “neither at the time he wrote the Requiem, nor now [did he believe] in the
immortality of the soul.”[24] In short, does a position of nihilism, such as Brahms appears to have
espoused throughout this long period, allow for any revisionist interpretation? Every possible
fraction of zero is zero.
Similar doubts might be raised about the novelty of Brahms’s outlook in the Vier ernste Gesänge,
Op. 121. Grimes, like generations of scholars before her, puzzles over Brahms’s decision to cap a
sequence of starkly pessimistic Old Testament texts with the famous passage from the First
Letter to the Corinthians in which St Paul extols faith, hope and charity. The mismatch here lies
as much in the music as in the texts: “Wenn ich mit Menschen- und mit Engelszungen,” the last
song of the cycle, abandons the heavy, earth-bound idiom of the ﬁrst three songs, opting for
sweeping—at times, barnstorming—melodies. One of the singer’s last utterances, perhaps
uniquely in Brahms’s oeuvre, spans almost two octaves.

Grimes rapidly casts aside Malcolm Boyd’s idea that the last of the Vier ernste Gesänge has “no
place in this cycle.” She is drawn to Daniel Beller-McKenna’s argument that the song suggests
rejection of Schopenhauer’s pessimism, but abandons this interpretation on the grounds that it
opens up as many questions as it answers (164). For Grimes, the solution lies in Nietzsche’s Der
Antichrist, of which Brahms acquired a copy in 1895: “Brahms’s confrontation with the candid
and urgent nature of Nietzsche’s pronouncements in this book is quite likely to have contributed
to his ﬁnal and most pronounced turn inward” (164–65).
Brahms’s annotations and marginalia certainly indicate interest in Der Antichrist, a volume built
round a remarkably “vociferous” attack on Luther’s Reformation (170). What’s more, Grimes’s
reading of the way in which Nietzsche’s book may have led Brahms back to the Bible in his last
years is subtle, involving interplay between religion and politics. Ultimately, however, her
argument rests on the understanding that Brahms added the words from First Corinthians to his
pocket notebook of Biblical texts in response to reading Der Antichrist. Well over a century later,
hard evidence will probably never be found to prove or disprove this theory. That said, by using
an exceptionally wide range of materials—everything from musical sketches to annotations in
Brahms’s library and evidence of broad cultural phenomena—Grimes advances a powerful case.
Viewed as a whole, the chapter on the Vier ernste Gesänge contains much that is memorable.
Indeed, the various sections on Brahms and religion provide one of the best summaries in English
of the composer’s stance on belief. It might be argued that an extrapolation of Brahms’s views
from opinions expressed by friends such as Theodor Billroth, Josef Viktor Widmann and Eduard
Hanslick is dangerous; that, however, is to confuse sensitive hermeneutical insight with binding
legal proof. The weight of circumstantial evidence brought to bear in this section is compelling,
and Grimes is clearly aware of the risks involved in imputing the views of friends to the
composer. Throughout the chapter, she builds persuasively on the writings of Jan Brachmann and
Hanns Christian Stekel, scholars whose work deserves much greater exposure in Anglophone
circles than it has received to date.
One possible explanation for the remarkable conclusion to the last opus Brahms himself
published is not explored here. The posthumous collection of chorale preludes for organ, Op. 122,
and several other late collections contain evidence of Brahms gathering together work that may
have lain in or on his desk for decades. In the case of the chorale preludes, stylistic evidence
alone forces one to conclude that the bulk of the music reaches back into Brahms’s study period.
Might something similar be true of the Vier ernste Gesänge? A full treatment of this issue will
have to await a future study, one that most likely relies on charting Brahms’s stylistic
development. However, if the two last opus numbers, Op. 121 and Op. 122, are to be taken
together, as Grimes proposes, it’s hard to resist the conclusion that Brahms grouped his four last
songs as he did because he was staring death in the face.

Figure 5: Johannes Brahms's cortege from Karlsgasse to Lothringerstraße (June 6,
1897); by courtesy of Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv Austria
[6] In “Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony: The Sense of an Ending” Maynard Solomon argued that
Beethoven’s capacity for endless metamorphosis—just as much a feature of Brahms’s
compositional process, of course, as of Beethoven’s—“runs the danger of yielding to the chaotic;
it defeats form, and makes endings improbable, for it will not accept any ultimate resting-place,
or any implication of ﬁnality.”[25] There’s more than a hint of this phenomenon in several of the
works considered here, not least the Vier ernste Gesänge. Brahms’s spirals—or
circles—repeatedly invoke the idea of unﬁnished business. After all, the completion of one
rotation, to hijack James Webster’s term, does not preclude the possibility of further travel.
Solomon goes on to claim that the alternative ﬁnales Beethoven provided or contemplated
providing for the “Hammerklavier” Sonata, the late B ﬂat major String Quartet and the Ninth
Symphony enabled him to “ward oﬀ his own death, dispel his fears, calm his doubts.”[26] Brahms
may not have been a Scheherazade who postponed death by perpetual storytelling. However, by
challenging expected conclusions, by spinning out material that seems to have run its course, by
retelling the poets, he cast “uncertainty on his story’s outcome,” demonstrating an acute
awareness of his own mortality, a desire to postpone the inevitable descent into the abyss.[27]
Schumann once described Chopin’s Preludes, Op. 28, as a “wild motley of pieces,” adding that
the composer nonetheless “is and remains the boldest and proudest poetic mind of the time.”[28] I
was reminded of this description when reading Brahms’s Elegies. In some respects, the diﬀerent
parts of the book—historical and philosophical excursions, close readings of individual works,
analysis of an essay by Adorno—sit oddly together. However, Brahms’s Elegies is built on strong
foundations, and one comes away from it educated, challenged and, above all, exhilarated. It’s a
ﬁne piece of writing by a scholar who clearly relishes broad horizons.
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