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Welcome to this festival celebrating the
four symphonies of Johannes Brahms.

Why Brahms? Well, in many ways Brahms
feels to me like the most complete
composer. His music expresses an ideal
balance between the heart and the
mind, combining a classical logic with a
romantic sense of wonder. The discipline
he would have learnt through his North
German roots underpins a phantasy that
enveloped him in the freedom loving
Vienna where he lived much of his life.
Putting the two together without any
sense of contradiction results in a perfect
blend of enlightenment and magic.

We need both in our lives — and Brahms
helps us believe that is possible!

Brahms’ music is deeply personal.

So personal in fact that it becomes
universal. In the most profound respect,
we are all connected, and Brahms digs
down to reveal the roots that bind us
together as human beings. Whereas the
music of many romantic composers is

autobiographical, Brahms writes about us.

Each symphony tells its own story.
Perhaps the most dramatic of the four, the
First is a classic journey from darkness

WELCOME

to light. The Second is more poetic, a
blissful song culminating in a dance of
exuberant joy. With the Third, Brahms is
at his most questioning. It is profoundly
moving to realise that this musical
colossus of the 19th century does not
have all the answers, that it is OK to be
uncertain. Better even. And with the
Fourth, we hear the composer staring
into the future with a determination not
to be bowed down by pressures both
personal and external. Brahms is far too
honest a composer to present this as a
victory. It's enough to hold our ground
and be proud of what we believe in,
even if we feel the tide of time pushing
against us.

When Brahms died in 1897, he knew the
world was changing. Well over a century
later, we can relate to that uncertainty.
His music offers us a hope that springs
from the knowledge that challenges
have been overcome before. In the end,
empathy and understanding can triumph
over intolerance and self-interest.

Mark Wigglesworth
ASO Chief Conductor
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Mark Wigglesworth
Conductor

Mark Wigglesworth has worked with the

Berlin Philharmonic, Royal Concertgebouw,
London Symphony, Boston Symphony, New

York Philharmonic, Philadelphia Orchestra,
Chicago Symphony, Los Angeles Philharmonic,
Cleveland Orchestra, and Tokyo Symphony.
Recordings include a critically acclaimed cycle
of the Shostakovich Symphonies with the BBC
National Orchestra of Wales and the Netherlands
Radio Philharmonic, Mahler’s Sixth and Tenth
Symphonies with the Melbourne Symphony,
Britten’s Peter Grimes with Glyndebourne, and the
Brahms Piano Concertos with Stephen Hough.

In opera, he has enjoyed long relationships

with the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden,

and English National Opera, and operatic
engagements elsewhere include the Metropolitan
Opera, New York, Bavarian State Opera, Opéra
National de Paris, and Teatro Real, Madrid. In 2017
he received the Oliver Award for Outstanding
Achievement in Opera.

He has written for The Guardian and The
Independent, made a six-part TV series for the
BBC entitled Everything to Play For, and his book
The Silent Musician: Why Conducting Matters,
published by Faber & Faber, has been translated
into Spanish and Chinese. In September 2024 he
becomes Chief Conductor of the Bournemouth
Symphony Orchestra and in 2025 takes up

the role of Chief Conductor with the Adelaide
Symphony Orchestra.
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Sir Stephen Hough
Piano

Named by The Economist as one of the twenty
living polymaths, Sir Stephen Hough is a
renowned concert pianist, composer, and writer.
He made history as the first classical performer
to receive a MacArthur Fellowship and was
knighted for services to music in the Queen's
Birthday Honours of 2022.

In a career spanning over 40 years, Hough has
performed with many of the world’s leading
orchestras, including the Berlin, London, New
York, and China Philharmonic Orchestras. He
regularly performs at prestigious venues such
as Carnegie Hall, the Royal Festival Hall, and
Salzburg Festival.

Hough's 2024/25 season includes his 30th
appearance at the BBC Proms, performances
at Lincoln Center, and world premieres of

his works, including a Piano Quintet inspired
by Willa Cather. He will also perform over

80 concerts across four continents, with

the Cleveland Orchestra and Philharmonia
Orchestra.

With a discography of over 70 recordings,
Hough has earned multiple awards, including
the Diapason d'Or and Grammy nominations.
As a composer, his works include the Fanfare
Toccata for the 2022 Van Cliburn Competition
and his String Quartet No.1. His memoir Enough
was published in 2023, following the success of
Rough Ideas.
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BRAHMS:

THE SYMPHONIES

Haydn [111
Symphony No.lin D

1. Presto

1L Andante

1. Presto

Beethoven [34]
Concerto for Piano No.3 in C Minor, Op.37

1. Allegro con brio
11 Largo
111 Rondo: Allegro

Interval

Brahms [45]
Symphony No.l in C Minor, Op.68

1. Un poco sostenuto,; Allegro

1. Andante sostenuto

M. Un poco allegretio e grazioso

V. Adagio; Pin andante; Allegro non troppo, ma con hrio

SPECIAL EVENT

MAY

Wed 21
Adelaide Town Hall

Mark Wigglesworth
Conductor

Sir Stephen Hough
Piano

Duration
2 hrs 10 mins (incl. interval)

Listen Later

ABC Classic
Wednesday 29 May
Ipm

Pre-Concert Talk

Adelaide Town Hall

auditorium, one hour before
each concert. Free Classical
Conversations with ASO Chief
Conductor Mark Wigglesworth,
discussing the music in tonight’s
program with broadcaster
Russell Torrance.



CONCERT 1

8

Every composer had to start somewhere. But this
was far easier for some than it was for others.

It took Johannes Brahms more than two decades
to complete his first symphony. While we don't
know precisely how long it took Joseph Haydn

to achieve the same task, it's generally accepted
that his Symphony No.1in D major was composed
somewhere between 1757-1759, leaving no time in
his busy schedule for self-doubt or perfectionism.
Their approaches couldn't be more different:
Haydn is known as the “father of the symphony”
who taught Beethoven, while Brahms faced the
pressure of following in their footsteps. Where
Haydn produced more than 100 symphonies,
Brahms' held himself back and produced only four.
We'll explore all of them in this series celebrating
Brahms' orchestral writing, but our program begins
chronologically on the cusp of the Baroque and
Classical periods.

Short and sweet, Haydn’s Symphony No.1in D major
was composed long before his career-altering
arrival in England, and also before he served the
Esterhazy family (although it may have influenced
his ability to achieve that prestigious position;

some musicologists believe Prince Esterhazy was
impressed when he heard this symphony). It was
created when Haydn became a music director for
Count Morzin — a major career move for the young
artist who was still in his 20s. The first movement

is a cheery Presto that begins with an energising
crescendo. The second is stately and synchronised
with few competing forces, while the third maintains
a spirit of joy and contentment at a lively speed.

In 1792, a young Beethoven moved to Vienna where
he took up lessons with Haydn. He continued this
education for a couple of reluctant years, claiming
so bluntly, “I never learnt anything from Haydn"! Not
long after, he started composing his Piano Concerto
No.3 in C minor, the next work on our program.

One of the reasons Beethoven felt unhappy with
Haydn's lessons was because the latter composer
was so preoccupied with his own composition
schedule. But Beethoven's time management
affected his own colleagues, too. He hadn't even
finished the score when his Piano Concerto No.3
premiered at an 1803 benefit concert in Vienna —
and he'd been the one to organise the event! Luckily,
he was also the pianist, so he could improvise
through the solo parts. However, the poor page
turner Ignaz von Seyfried had a rougher go of it.
Seyfried had to dissect the composer's markings,
which he said resembled "Egyptian hieroglyphs,
unintelligible to me, scribbled to serve as clues for
him". He then needed to look out for Beethoven's
subtle nods, indicating the moments he should turn
these otherwise blank pages. Seyfried recalled: "My
anxiety not to miss such a nod amused him greatly,
and the recollection of it at our convivial dinner after
the concert sent him into gales of laughter.”

You will often see Beethoven paired with Brahms

on a concert program, and the reason is not just
because their music sounds complementary.
Brahms was a perfectionist, and confidence did

not come easily to him. He faced one of the most
difficult and public tasks in music history: to become



Clara Schumann——Illustration from Famous
Composers and their Works, published 1906

the composer who would succeed Beethoven.
This shadow was cast in part by Robert Schumann
who had an enormous amount of faith in the young
Brahms, and believed he would be the next big
thing. This pressure affected everything from the
style of music Brahms wrote to the length of time it
took him to write it, and in his own words: “You have
no idea how someone like me feels when he hears
such a giant marching behind him all the time."

When we frame Brahms' output through the lens

of his self-confidence, one of the most significant
works is his Symphony No.1in C minor. Although he
started drafting his ideas for the work in the 1850s,
it wouldn't see the light of day until 1876. After all,
how could Brahms dare to use the same musical
language that had produced Beethoven's Fifth or
Ninth? “I shall never compose a symphony!” Brahms
declared. It took him decades to realise he wasn't
simply competing with the master who came before,
but had his own symphonic voice to share — and it
would be just as worthy of history.

Brahms' first attempt at writing the symphony did not
go smoothly: he reworked some of his earlier ideas
into other compositions. One of these became his
1858 Piano Concerto No.1in D minor and the flop of
its premiere, in which Brahms performed as soloist,
couldn't have helped his confidence. Later, he
turned to the support of his friend Clara Schumann
and sent her some fresh attempts at his symphony.
Her impressions were overwhelmingly positive,

and she wrote that the first movement contained
"wonderful beauties, and the themes are treated

with a mastery which is becoming more and more
characteristic of him". But this was back in 1862 —
and Brahms continued to work on the symphony
until 1876! It finally premiered in Germany that year.

Brahms had at last taken this monumental step

in his career as a composer of symphonies (he
would soon turn out three more) — but still could not
escape comparisons with Beethoven. Although this
had held him back for so long, many similarities were
of his own making. He chose to move from C minor
to C major, the same progression as Beethoven's
Fifth. And the theme of his final movement has
forever been compared to Beethoven's Ode to Joy;
even Brahms himself said “any ass can see that"!
Conductor Hans von Bulow, a champion of Brahms'
music, pushed these ideas just a bit too far when he
called the work “Beethoven's Tenth".

With his Symphony No.1, Brahms became a leader
of the form whose legacy sits alongside Beethoven's.
Although he started later in life, he still had a lot to
express through his emotionally driven symphonic
works, which you can experience as the series
continues.

© Stephanie Eslake, 2025
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BRAHMS:
THE SYMPHONIES

Wagner (8] MAY
Lohengrin: Prelude, Act 1 Sat 24
Adelaide Town Hall
Mendelssohn [217]
Concerto for Piano No.1 in G Minor, Op.25 Mark Wigglesworth
1. Molto allegro con fuoco Conductor
11 Andante Sir Stephen Hough
1. Presto Piano
Interval -
Duration
Brahms [431 1 hr 45 mins (incl. interval)
Symphony No.2 in D, Op.73
1. Allegro non troppo
1. Adagio non troppo
1. Allegretto grazioso (Quasi andantino)
1V, Allegro con spirito

Listen Later

ABC Classic
Wednesday 4 June
Ipm

Pre-Concert Talk

Adelaide Town Hall
auditorium, one hour before
each concert. Free Classical
Conversations with the ASO’s
Concertmaster, Kate Suthers,
discussing the music in
tonight’s program with
broadcaster Russell

SPECIAL EVENT Torrance.




CONCERT 2

The first concert in our series drew attention to that
inevitable link between Brahms and Beethoven. It
took Brahms more than two decades to overcome
his perfectionism-driven insecurities and complete
his First Symphony. Having finally emerged from

the shadow of his predecessor, Brahms composed
his Symphony No.2 in D major. Yet, it still cannot be
detached from that legendary composer who came
before him. “You have no idea how someone like me
feels when he hears such a giant marching behind
him all the time,” Brahms stated. He wasn't the only
composer influenced by Beethoven's legacy, which
ushered in a new era of German Romantic music
and the increasing pursuit of a national sound.

Wagner was still a teenager when Beethoven died,
but he revered him. As he once stated, “I believe in
God, Mozart and Beethoven”. He had conducted
and transcribed Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, and
his appreciation for such an ecstatic expression

of triumph and emotion — especially through the
medium of voice — can be heard in his opera
Lohengrin. It premiered in Weimar, 1850 and centres
around a noblewoman named Elsa who is accused
of murdering her brother, then marries the knight
who comes to protect her. She does not yet know
he is Lohengrin, a knight of the Holy Grail. Wagner's
music is known for its emotional abundance, a
quality Beethoven had enabled through his own
compositional style. In Lohengrin: Prelude to Act 1,
we hear the pinnacle of beauty when strings glisten
through their upper register, representing the

Holy Grail.

12

As much as Wagner respected the works of
Beethoven, he also pushed the boundaries of
Western music and had little patience for those
who perpetuated the older traditions. In his opinion,
that included Mendelssohn and Brahms — even
though Mendelssohn's Piano Concerto No.1in G
minor is considered a German Romantic work,

just like Lohengrin. Still, Wagner publicly criticised
Mendelssohn and his music, believing it was not
German enough in spirit. These opinions were
extreme and remain controversial to this day. They
also do not consider the fact that Mendelssohn
wasn't always trying to create the same passionately
nationalistic sound that Wagner so deeply valued.
On the contrary, many of Mendelssohn's most
beloved works came from his youthful travels and
appreciation of other European countries and
cultures. This was the passion he infused in

his music.

Mendelssohn composed his Piano Concerto No.1
in G minor with fresh inspiration from his Italian
travels. Around the same time, he composed his
Italian Symphony No.4 in A major, which recalls
the country's folk dances and rich traditions. But
Mendelssohn's concerto was also influenced

by the young pianist Delphine von Schauroth,

the work’s dedicatee. He met her in Munich, and
there is evidence she may have composed a bit
of the concerto herself. It premiered in 1831 with
Mendelssohn at the piano, and as he wrote to his
father, "the whole thing was very animated and
everything worked”. Today, we might describe his



Felix Mendelssohn—— View of Florenz, water color, 1830

account of the experience as a humble brag: “The
audience really liked it. They applauded to make
me come out and take a bow, which is the custom
here, but | was too modest and didn't. During the
intermission, the king caught me by the arm, praised
me highly and inquired about everything under

the sun.”

Even if this report was exaggerated, we know that
not everyone was as critical of Mendelsson's music
as Wagner. Composer Robert Schumann once said
Mendelssohn was “the Mozart of the 19th Century,
the most illuminating musician, the one who most
clearly sees through the contradictions of our era
and for the first time reconciles them”. Some of
these contradictions, which included Classical form
against Romantic expression, were also faced by
Brahms. Schumann, who was exceedingly generous
with his compliments, also believed Brahms would
be the next big thing after Beethoven. Even Wagner
himself, in a rare moment of respect, admitted to
Brahms: “One sees what may still be done in the old
forms when someone comes along who knows how
to use them.”

In Brahms' Symphony No.2 in D major, we hear the
strength of a composer who confronted his impostor
syndrome and settled firmly into the orchestral form.
The introduction feels calm and self-assured with its
gentle rocking melody; flute and violin play dolce,
sweetly. The symphony is known for its pastoral
qualities, and Brahms composed it during the
warmth of an Austrian summer. While his creativity
flourished near the turquoise waters of Worthersee,

the music reflects more than a blue sky. Timpani
and trombone cast “the necessary shadow on the
serene symphony,” Brahms stated. Still, you will hear
the flute's bird-like song in the first movement, and a
horn calling across an imaginary field. This music is
overflowing with repeated musical statements and
call and response, giving the impression Brahms had
found the conviction to reinforce the many ideas

he hoped to convey through his symphony. The
expressive (espressivo) second movement is tense,
but do not take for granted its moments of serenity.
The third feels like a brief rollick through the country,
while the fourth is an ultimate triumph.

It took Brahms just a few months to complete the
Second Symphony, an extraordinary achievement
when considering the length of time he put into his
First Symphony! It premiered in Vienna, 1877 — the
year of its composition. Though he'd quickly come
into his own as a composer of symphonies, the
Second has still been compared to Beethoven's
Pastoral. Making light of his own self-doubting
nature, Brahms wrote to his publisher that his
Symphony No.2 would be a disaster. It would be
“so melancholy that you won't stand it... | have given
enough warning. Are you really still proposing to
buy yourself such a thing? We can always alter the
terms.” Brahms also downplayed the work to his
friends, writing that his Second was not a symphony
at all, but a more diminutive “sinfonietta”. Nothing
could be much further from the truth!

© Stephanie Eslake, 2025
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Bad Ischl, 1894

Johann Strauss Il with Johannes Brahms
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Strauss [9]
On the beautiful Blue Danube Op.314

Grieg 9]
Concerto for Piano in A Minor, Op.16

1. Allegro molto moderato

1l Adagio

1II. Allegro moderato molto e marcato

Inuterval
Brahms [331]

Symphony No.3 in F, Op.90

1. Allegro con bhrio
I Andante

111. Poco allegretio
V. Allegro

SPECIAL EVENT

MAY

Wed 28
Adelaide Town Hall

Mark Wigglesworth
Conductor

Sir Stephen Hough
Piano

Duration
1 hr 45 mins (incl. interval)

Listen Later
ABC Classic
Saturday 14 June
Ipm

Pre-Concert Talk

Adelaide Town Hall
auditorium, one hour before
each concert. Free Classical
Conversations with composer
and violinist, Belinda Gehlert,
discussing the music in
tonight’s program with
broadcaster Russell
Torrance.



CONCERT 3

The previous concerts in our Brahms series were
punctuated by tensions that existed between
some of history’s most famous composers. Wagner
admired Beethoven, but shared harsh views

of Mendelssohn. Beethoven had lessons with
Haydn, but didn't enjoy them. Brahms delayed the
completion of his First Symphony because he lived
under the shadow of Beethoven. However, today's
program is not fuelled by strong convictions about
what makes a perfect piece of music. Instead, we
explore three composers who existed within the
Romantic era, and often admired each other's work.

Brahms and Johann Strauss Il were friends who
crossed paths personally and professionally. They
spent summer holidays in the spa town of Bad Ischl,
staying in nearby villas. Brahms went out of his way
to attend performances of Strauss’ music — and
even at home, he loved playing his friend's waltzes
including On the Beautiful Blue Danube. Strauss'
wife once asked Brahms for an autograph, to which
he responded by scribbling down the opening
notes of the Blue Danube, adding next to them:
“Unfortunately not by Johannes Brahms."

Brahms was just one of the many admirers of “the
waltz king”. Strauss took Europe by storm and

after the Blue Danube premiered in 1867, everyone
wanted a piece of it — more than one million copies
of the piano score went to print! Strauss wrote the
music for the Vienna Men's Choral Association, and
their poet Joseph Weyl produced satirical lyrics
that made light of the dire political situation of the
time: “Viennese be happy! Oho! But why?” However,

16

this was not what inspired Strauss to create his
sophisticated melodies; those are instead based on
imagery from a poem by Karl Isidor Beck in which
every stanza ends with the words “beautiful blue
Danube”. Strauss’ adaptation of his waltz into the
orchestral form, which he made for a performance at
the Paris World's Fair, dances with all the colours of
an opulent ballroom. From that floating horn solo that
introduces the music, we are led into an elegant and
lively dance in the romanticised spirit of the river.

Next on our program is Edvard Grieg, a Norwegian
composer who had once interrupted a particularly
awkward dinner between Brahms and Tchaikovsky.
After his arrival, Grieg sat down between them

and, as one guest recounted, the night became
“more like a children’s party than a gathering of
great composers”. It's a charming impression of
such serious artists indulging in a moment of light-
heartedness — and not too distant an idea from the
childlike fantasy worlds Grieg created with his Lyric
Pieces and Peer Gynt. His Piano Concerto in A minor
is not without its own folk-inspired magic.

While his music is famous for its Norwegian folk
influences, Grieg was also informed by his early
training at the Leipzig Conservatory where the styles
and structures of Beethoven, Mendelssohn, and
Robert Schumann shaped his development. As a
teenager, Grieg heard Clara Schumann perform her
late husband Robert Schumann’s Piano Concerto

in A minor at the Leipzig Gewandhaus. Just as the
Schumanns had so lovingly inspired Brahms, they
also influenced Grieg.



Clara Schumann——Photographed by Franz Seraph Hanfstaeng, 1857

Grieg wrote his concerto in the same key as
Robert’s, A minor. They open with similarly abrupt
introductions from the soloist. But we can also hear
in Grieg's concerto a young composer who, in his
own words, “learned to know my own nature” having
familiarised himself with the folk music of his country.
Norwegian folk influences dance through the final
movement of his concerto. Like Brahms, Grieg was
self-deprecating and did not believe his music
would experience longevity. He revised the concerto
after its 1869 premiere.

As we reach the music of Brahms, we also come full
circle in several ways — the first of which is our return
to the waltz. In his Symphony No.3 in F major, we can
hear this style in the tasteful third movement; a subtle
and enigmatic reflection of the dance music Strauss
had popularised. This work also complements
Grieg's concerto; the opening chords of the first
movement are just as startling from an orchestral
perspective as Grieg's at the piano. We will also
return to Wagner, who featured earlier in our
concert series.

It took Brahms more than two decades to feel
comfortable completing his First Symphony, yet he
spent just four months composing this one. Like his
First, his beloved Clara Schumann had faith in his
new work. She stated, “all the movements seem to
be of one piece, one beat of the heart, each one

a jewel!”. And like his Second, this symphony also
boasts pastoral qualities. Clara heard the “mysterious
charm of the woods and forests”, and Brahms
imagined the Rhine. He wrote the music

from a studio in Wiesbaden, a town on the Rhine,
and his first movement paid homage to Robert
Schumann through a quote from the late composer's
Rhenish Symphony No.3.

Some musicologists have also compared the
opening movement to Wagner, despite the
composers' artistic differences. Brahms owned an
original Wagner manuscript featuring the opera
Tannhé&user, and its Siren’s Chorus is echoed in
this symphony. We may imagine Brahms gazing at
the same river that had inspired both Wagner and
Schumann, daydreaming about mystical sirens and
their music.

One of the most notable features of the Third is the
inclusion of Brahms' personal motto, “frei aber froh”
("free but happy”). This was a variation of his violinist
friend Joseph Joachim’'s motto, “frei aber einsam”
("free but lonely"). Brahms transformed his own motto
into the acronym F-Ab-F, and used those notes to
shape the character of his symphony. But Brahms'
music scarcely centres around just one emotion,

and this work wavers between strain and joy. Each
movement ends with a quiet sense of contentment

— another unusual characteristic for which this
symphony is known (many composers would choose
to end their symphonies with a bang). As usual,
though, the spirit of Beethoven has the final word:

at the premiere of this symphony in Vienna, 1883,
conductor Hans Richter called it “Brahms’ Eroica”.

© Stephanie Eslake, 2025
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Johannes Brahms——Portrait, 1878
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Debussy
Prelude (o the Afternoon of a Faun

Australian Premiere & ASO Co-Commission
Hough

Concerto for Piano (the world of yesterday)
[. Prelude and Cadenza

1. Waltz Variations

I Tarantella Appassionata

Interval

Brahms
Symphony No.4 in E Minor, Op.98

1. Allegro non troppo

1. Andante moderato

1. Allegro giocoso

1V, Allegro energico e passionato

SPECIAL EVENT

[107]

[20]

[39]

MAY

Sat 31
Adelaide Town Hall

Mark Wigglesworth
Conductor

Sir Stephen Hough
Piano

Duration
1 hr 45 mins (incl. interval)

Listen Later

This concert is being
recorded for live broadcast
on ABC Classic.

Pre-Concert Talk

Adelaide Town Hall

auditorium, one hour before

each concert. Free Classical
Conversations with pianist

Sir Stephen Hough, discussing

the music in tonight’s program
with broadcaster Russell
Torrance. 19



CONCERT 4

We've reached the final concert in our series
exploring the life and music of Brahms — a composer
who was great enough to succeed Beethoven, even
when he doubted his own abilities. We first met
Brahms in his 40s after he had spent two decades
perfecting his First Symphony. We then explored

his pastoral Second, and his Third with its musical
translation of the motto “free but happy”. Now,

we arrive at Brahms' final symphony, in the most
stylistically diverse concert of the series.

Debussy's 1894 Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun,
marks a shift away from those forceful Germanic
traditions of Beethoven, Wagner, and even Brahms.
With Debussy, we hear a gateway into the future

of Western music; an impressionistic dreamscape

in which colour and fluidity are valuable qualities.
Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun is a pastoral
piece, but its glistening forests are not of this world.
Debussy's tone poem was inspired by Stéphane
Mallarmé’s French symbolist poetry from 1876.
Mallarmé wrote about a mythical beast, half man and
half goat, who recounts a sensuous dream in which
he frolicked with nymphs in a magical grove. The
French painter Edouard Manet created the artwork
that was printed alongside the poem, while Debussy
orchestrated the afternoon sun that fell upon these
creatures of the woods.

When the poet first heard his story come to life
through Debussy's ethereal composition, he
declared: "This music prolongs the emotion of my
poem, and sets its scene more vividly than colour.”
It's hard to imagine Mallarmé'’s surprise — “I didn't

20

1"

expect anything like this!” — because Debussy's
depiction feels so intuitive. Flute represents the
faun’s playful song, while harp gives the impression
of those hazy moments before sleep. Yet the poet's
response was appropriate for their time: he would
not have heard music like this. Debussy invented his
own soundworld. In the words of French composer
Pierre Boulez, “the flute of the faun brought new
breath to the art of music”.

We drift from Debussy'’s fantasy into Sir Stephen
Hough's Piano Concerto, the world of yesterday.
While it features moments reminiscent of the French
impressionists, a more recent comparison may be
found in the cinematic universe of Joe Hisaishi

— if any comparison should be found at all.

This new concerto from the British-Australian
composer-pianist exists between and beyond
genre. It sounds old and new; it is inspired by the
screen but composed for the concert hall.

The world of yesterday was going to be written for
a film. Set in the 1930s, it would have told the tale of
an Austrian baroness who convinces an American
composer to write a piece of music in her Alpine
castle. He soon realises the job is not what it seems,
and makes his escape.

When the film project was delayed, Hough started
to think differently about how his music might be
experienced. So he transformed his ideas into

a concert work, which the Adelaide Symphony
Orchestra co-commissioned. While the function
may have changed, the music has not lost the
feeling of nostalgia that connects it to the early



Edouard Manet——Frontispiece for the poem Luprés-midi d'un faune

decades of the 20th Century, and to the music of
composers including Copland and Korngold, who
had inspired Hough.

In his own writings about the world of yesterday,
Hough questions his authority to compose a
piano concerto “in the shadow” of the giants.
What is Hough's place in the same line of history
that produced the piano works of Mozart and
Mendelssohn? Perhaps unintentionally, Hough's
statement echoes those same insecurities Brahms
had felt about Beethoven. "You have no idea how
someone like me feels when he hears such a giant

marching behind him all the time,” Brahms confessed.

Even if their works were shaped by those who came
before, Hough and Brahms are not overshadowed.
Hough recalls an era in which pianists performed
their own compositions — a theme that's also
embedded in this series, as we learnt Beethoven
premiered his own Piano Concerto No.3, and
Mendelssohn premiered his Piano Concerto No.1.
But Hough's music does not seek to replicate their
work or traditions; instead, he uses the past as a
driving force for his originality. You will be the first
in Australia to experience Hough's bewitching
concerto.

While Debussy's music signalled the start of a new
era, we hear a culmination of older traditions in
Brahms' Symphony No.4 in E minor. Brahms wrote
with an appreciation of Beethoven's structures
that epitomised the form, and with Romantic
expression that would continue to evolve through
German composition and well beyond. Brahms'

final symphony also features an older influence:
Bach. Brahms made reference to the final chorus
from Bach's Cantata Nach dir, Herr, verlanget mich,
BWV 150. He also likely drew from Bach's Partita

for Unaccompanied Violin in D minor, and once
told Clara Schumann that if he had created that
piece himself, “the excess of excitement and earth-
shattering experience would have driven me out of
my mind".

Where Brahms ended each movement of his Third
Symphony with a gentle dynamic (highly unusual for
the form), his Fourth is known for its darker endings.
An exception to the mood can be found within the
adventurous third movement. But on the whole, the
symphony is heavy with the weight of a composer
who may have understood he was reaching the end
of an era. He wrote this music from the Austrian Alps,
and he compared it to the fruit of the region; “the
cherries are tart in these parts”. While Brahms never
could escape comparisons with Beethoven, his final
symphonic work was discussed for its differences,
not just its similarities. Conductor Felix Weingartner
famously called the Fourth a “terrible counterpart

to the burst of joy at the end of Beethoven'’s final
symphony”. Dramatic, perhaps — but Brahms had
taken his own path.

© Stephanie Eslake, 2025
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