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Allegro non troppo 
Adagio 
Allegro giocoso, ma non troppo vivace 

 
Brahms’ Violin Concerto (1878) is often ranked as one of the four top works in the genre, 
alongside those of Beethoven, Bruch and Mendelssohn. (There doesn’t seem any good 
reason not to include also those by Tchaikovsky, Sibelius, Bartók and maybe more...) The 
reasons for this special position are also special. Considering the emergence of the 
concerto genre of the 19th century one is usually awed by the capabilities of the soloist 
(and those of the instrument itself, of course). Thanks to the supernatural (?) gifts of 
Paganini much more could be achieved with four strings than ever before. This was the age 
of the virtuosos such as Ysaÿe and Sarasate, and of course Joachim, the first soloist of the 
work, and Brahms’ close friend, to whom the work was dedicated. The resulting acrobatics 
would astound audiences, much as male sopranos had done in the 17th century.  
 
Many associated the advent of Brahms as the antidote to the virtuoso heritage. His 
accomplishments with his four instrumental concertos bear the stamp of approval of music 
lovers and soloists, without being subtitled as merely virtuoso. The composer may be seen 
as the inventor of the “symphonic” concerto, meaning that the soloist has the standing of 
“the first among equals.” Put otherwise, the orchestral parts are not exclusively there to 
“support” the soloist, but to partake in the unfolding of the work. As is often the case with 
new and challenging works, Brahms’ violin concerto too was dubbed “unplayable” – that is, 
until it was actually played! Conductor Hans von Bulow’s understanding of the role of the 
orchestra led him to define it as not a concerto for the violin, but against it. And violin hero 
of the time, Pablo de Sarasate himself declared: “... How can I stand on the stage with my 
violin, waiting for the oboe to finish its tune...?” (He was referring to the expressive oboe 
melody at the start of the second movement.) 

Brahms solved several problems with works like this one (and his other concertos). Not only 
does the composer take care not to drown the soloist under an avalanche of sound (though 
the conductor’s skills also play a significant role in this), but the solo concerto is fully 
realised as an ideally balanced work of art, comprising more than just one instrument. The 
collaboration between soloist and orchestra is an example of “opposing” forces getting 
together in a constructive manner (something politicians can seldom achieve). This can 
also be shown regarding material: slow must be balanced by fast; more lyrical with more 
dramatic, and so on. And when the orchestral introduction (not really the best description of 
its function) is longer than a soloist would expect, it is exactly necessary to prepare the 
listener (and the soloist) for a symphonic experience that is more than nice tunes and 
spellbinding virtuosity. All major themes appear in this exposition of themes, not as 
separate entities, but flowing forth as if done by nature.  

The opening phrase of the first movement is only seemingly simple. The very Brahmsian 
downwards and upwards 
moving arpeggio is one of the 
composer's trademarks, and is 

simultaneously theme and germ cell. The orchestral exposition contains most themes (at 
least five) relevant for the unfolding of the movement. The soloist’s own dramatic entrance 



(bar 90), accompanied by only horns and soft timpani, eventually leads towards its own 
presentation of the arpeggio theme, perched high above the orchestra.  

Of the other themes, the dramatic bouncy rhythm of this one (see example) is 
representative of typical violin idiom, with its 
chordal texture, and one of many instances of 
technical difficulties of the instrument. It also 

provides some contrast to the almost vocal nature of other themes. Elements from this 
rhythm and from the initial theme pervade the whole movement. If the orchestra starts the 
movement without the soloist, the latter appears alone towards the end of the movement, 
with the cadenza, i.e. a free fantasy based on earlier themes – ideally improvised. Many 
composers wrote their own cadenzas  but, as was done more often, Brahms, left it to soloist 
Joachim to supply one for the first performance, which is still in use – besides several 
others by later violinists. The last appearance of the arpeggio theme is played by both 
soloist and orchestra before the final chord.  

The composer’s initial plan to write two middle movements – a rare practice, which Brahms 
actually did in his second piano concerto – was later discarded. It was replaced with an 
Adagio, an expressive cantilena in three sections (ABA, if you wish), which, in spite of 
Brahms’ own belittling of it, forms an effective repose of great lyrical beauty.  

Of contrasting nature (again) is the lilting main idea of the final movement’s Rondo. Brahms’ 
admiration for the “lighter” side of the musical experience led to his famous remark about 
Johann Strauss’ Blue Danube: "If only I could do that!" The same can be said of his 
knowledge of the local (Viennese) Hungarian musical “flavours”. His popular Hungarian 
Dances and the finale of the concerto are two sides of the same coin. Here the co-operation 
between soloist and orchestra is most vivid in the frequent dialogues and echoes. The 
rondo theme returns three times, and the subsidiary second theme twice: a most effective 
strident idea characterised by the violin’s octave playing. In the swift Coda the Hungarian 
melody is accelerated by means of triplets, before the triumphant close of all involved. 


