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Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) was one of the finest composers from the Romantic Era, forging 

together the counterpoint of Bach with the formal structures and expression of Beethoven. 

Brahms advanced musical style with ingenious harmonic progressions, extended phrases, and 

numerous clever musical devices, but also with deep and bold musical colors and textures. He 

was an educated and honorable musician, schooled in the many techniques and styles that 

preceded him. His tenure at the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde in Vienna from 1872-75 required 

him to conduct and program concerts, which he preferred to fill with the standard classics, 

avoiding a great deal of contemporary music. Out of necessity, he befriended the Vienna 

Philharmonic Society’s librarian in order to gain access to scores. This relationship fed his love 

for the great Austrian composer Franz Joseph Haydn, whose techniques Brahms then began to 

study as he pored over the many volumes of Divertimenti that were composed by the great 

Austrian master. From these volumes, Brahms discovered the ‘St. Anthony Chorale,’ the basis 

for his Variations on a Theme by Haydn, Op. 56.  

 

Brahms composed his Variations on a Theme by Haydn, Op. 56, in 1873 with eight variations that 

all adhere to the harmonic pattern established in the original theme, but with adjustments and 

character fluctuations for contrast and variety. The entire ‘variations’ genre stemmed from 

Renaissance courtly dances, where musicians needed to sustain the flow of music over long 

periods of time. A solution emerged that required only a minimal amount of learning but with 

sustained musical stimulation at the same time: the theme and variations. Here, a thematic idea 

is presented, then repeated over and over with tonal and metric adjustments. In each repetition, 

the overall shape and harmonic structure remain intact, with a peculiar feature or character trait 

– such as major to minor – emphasized one at a time. This genre developed through the 

Baroque and Classical Periods into a showcase of compositional prowess, where composers 

such as Haydn and Beethoven could show off their skills. By comparison, Brahms’s calculations 

for the “St. Anthony Variations” are more involved: the formal structures and the tempo 

markings are more indicative of a symphonic-scale work than a typical variations set – with the 

fifth movement acting like a scherzo…and the last acting like a grand finale – but with the same 

general tonal and metric shifts that would be expected from any other example from this genre.  

 

For modern musicologists, the “St. Anthony Variations” illuminate yet another flaw in source 

material recognition and proper attribution, as recent scholarship has established that the theme 

was not actually composed by Haydn, but that it originated from an old chant found to be from 

the Burgenland region of Austria, just south of Vienna. Haydn did not steal or misrepresent the 

theme, but simply borrowed it in a manner that was customary for eighteenth-century 

musicians. Johann Sebastian Bach borrowed many themes as well: from the Passion Chorale 

from the St. Matthew; to the little collection of works he put together for his second wife, Anna 

Magdalena…many of which had previously been attributed to him. Haydn’s attribution is 

therefore not removed with any disrespect, but with intent to pay some respect to the actual 

origin of the theme (which would not be famous if Haydn had not been involved). 

 



Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) was a prodigious child who matured to become a musical 

craftsman and innovator, composing music in every genre known to him. He died too soon: in 

November of 1847 following his equally talented sister, Fanny, who met her demise only 

months before in May. Mendelssohn accomplished much in his short life, including convincing 

King Friedrich Augustus II of Saxony to open the Leipzig Conservatory (in 1843), and he is 

responsible for the Bach revival (in 1829) when he conducted the St. Matthew Passion. He was a 

gifted pianist, organist, and violinist, in addition to his excellent talents in composing and 

conducting. He composed five symphonies and seven concertos; plus many chamber works, 

keyboard works, and profound choral works, including his oratorio Elijah.  

 

The musical style of Mendelssohn is Classical in nature, but with Romantic tendencies. He 

preferred traditional forms, remaining more conservative than his contemporaries in Chopin, 

Liszt, and Schumann. Well versed in the music of Bach and Handel, he included fugal writing 

in his works, retaining the integrity of the discipline long after this had fallen out of fashion. His 

harmonic language was also simple when compared to other composers of his day, preferring 

fewer chromatic alterations, but he had a great ear for orchestration and instrumental color.  

 

Mendelssohn composed his Overture in E Major, Op. 21, during his teenage years after reading 

a translation of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The overture premiered in 1827 on a 

concert program conducted by Carl Loewe, and not part of a production associated with the 

play itself. The Classical elements of Mendelssohn’s style manifest in the formal structure and 

phrasing, but these are balanced with Romantic ideals such as realism: where he literally 

incorporated the movements of fairies and the bray of a donkey into the music of a 

programmatic work; and in the representation of magical elements. The Overture was an 

immediate success, and it helped launch his professional career. 

 

King Friedrich Wilhelm IV of Prussia enjoyed the Overture so much that he commissioned from 

Mendelssohn more music in 1842, producing the Incidental Music, Op. 61, to A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream, which premiered in October of 1843. This new set was intended to accompany a 

production of the play – which the King loved – serving it in a variety of manners, with the 

original Overture as the introduction. The “Intermezzo” and “Wedding March” were both 

designed to serve as scene change music, whereas the vocal portions such as “Ye spotted 

snakes” and melodramas such as “Over hill, over dale” were designed to enhance the drama of 

the production. Act V contains the most music (Act I has no music, for instance), largely due to 

the wedding feast that includes trumpet fanfares and dancing. After the final epilogue, 

“Through this house” reprises some of the themes from the Overture, scored here with two 

sopranos and women’s chorus, bringing the work to a very fitting happy end. 
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