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The genesis of Brahms’s Double Concerto –
his last concerto and, indeed, his last orchestral
composition – is poorly documented. All that
we can say for certain is that Brahms wrote it
down during the summer of 1887, which he
spent in Thun on the shores of the lake that
gives the village its name. He completed work
on the draft in mid-July and by the beginning
of August had put the finishing touches to the
full score. His early biographer Max Kalbeck
claims that Brahms fell back on material orig-
inally intended for a fifth symphony,1 but this
claim is unsupported by any evidence and must
be regarded as pure speculation.

Brahms’s decision to write a concerto was
almost certainly inspired by one of his friends,
the cellist Robert Hausmann, who had taught
the instrument at the Königliche Hochschule
für Musik in Berlin since 1876 and who had
joined the famous Joachim Quartet three years
later. Brahms thought very highly of his playing,
which combined virtuosity with great musical
sensitivity, and had already written his Second
Cello Sonata in F major Op.99 for Hausmann.
Composed in the summer of 1886, it had re-
ceived its first performance in Vienna in the
November of that year when Hausmann had
been accompanied by Brahms himself. It is
conceivable that Brahms had already promised
to write a cello concerto for Hausmann as early
as 1884, because on 4 December 1884 we find
one of the composer’s female friends, the pi-
anist Elisabet von Herzogenberg, writing to ask
him: ‘Is it true that you are writing a cello con-
certo?’2 It is impossible to say if Brahms had
already noted down any of the sketches for this
concerto by this date, but there is no doubt that

he initially intended to write a cello concerto.
This also explains the lines that Brahms sent to
Hausmann by way of an apology on 10 August
1887: ‘But you would have taken it with an ex-
tremely bad grace if I had added a solo violin
to a cello concerto!’3

If Brahms changed his original plans and
instead of writing a cello concerto composed a
double concerto for violin and cello – a combin -
ation of instruments hitherto unrepresented in
the great concerto literature of the l9th century –
then he owed this change of heart to the violin
virtuoso, Joseph Joachim, who was the leader
of the string quartet that bore his name and the
director of the Königliche Hochschule für Musik
in Berlin, where he also held a professorial posi-
tion. Brahms and Joachim had been close friends
since the 1850s but had had a falling out in 1880
in the wake of Joachim’s marital problems,
problems that had been caused by the violinist’s
morbid jealousy, prompting Brahms to side with
Joachim’s wife, the contralto Amalie Joachim
née Schneeweiß, who was unjustly accused of
adultery. (A letter that Brahms wrote to her in
December 1880 played an important role in her
separation from her husband four years later.)
For decades the two men had maintained an in-
timate correspondence, but this now dried up,
and for a time they avoided each other altogether,
notably when Brahms visited Berlin in early
1884. Every trivial action, such as the refusal to
shake the other man’s hand in 1883, rankled as
a mortifying insult.

In the light of all these tensions, Brahms
was bound to find himself in a dilemma in
1887: if he wrote a cello concerto for the cellist
of the Joachim Quartet, as he had promised to
do, then the leader of the quartet would have
felt that he had been passed over and would
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1 Max Kalbeck, Johannes Brahms, 4 Vols. (Berlin, 3/1912–
21), IV, 64

2 Max Kalbeck (ed.), Johannes Brahms im Briefwechsel
mit Heinrich und Elisabet von Herzogenberg, 2 Vols.
(Berlin, 1907), II, 43 (letter from Elisabet von Herzogen-
berg to Johannes Brahms, 4 December 1884)

3 Quoted by Peter Jost, ‘“Gewissermaßen ein Versöhnungs -
werk”: Doppelkonzert A-Moll, op. 102’, in: Johannes
Brahms: Das symphonische Werk. Einführung, Deutung,
Wirkung, ed. Renate Ulm (Kassel and Munich, 1996), 172



have felt insulted all over again. There was
 really only one solution to satisfy and pacify both
parties: that of a double concerto for violin and
cello. In a letter to Clara Schumann, Brahms
described this as ‘an amusing idea’,4 while his
publisher Fritz Simrock was told only a few days
later that it was the composer’s ‘latest folly’.5

The previous month, he had written to Joachim
himself: ‘Prepare yourself for a little shock! I’ve
recently been unable to resist the idea of a con-
certo for violin and violoncello, however much
I’ve tried to talk myself out of it.’6 Joachim had
no reason to complain that of the two solo in-
struments the cello is accorded preferential
treatment. After all, his own part includes a
number of specific allusions to him: in the third
movement, for example, the Hungarian elements
recall Joachim’s Violin Concerto ‘in ungarischer
Weise’ Op.11, while the F-A-E motif is a mu-
sical acrostic associated with the much younger
Brahms and his motto ‘Frei, aber einsam’ (Free,
but lonely). The main theme of the opening
movement, finally, recalls the beginning of the
Violin Concerto No.22 in A minor by Giovanni
Battista Viotti, a favourite piece of Joachim’s.
Clara Schumann was in no doubt that ‘this con-
certo is a work of reconciliation – this is the
first time in years that Joachim and Brahms
have spoken to each other again’.7

It comes as no surprise to learn that Brahms
asked both Joachim and Hausmann to look
through the cello part and, where necessary, to
suggest changes to it. After all, Brahms was a
pianist and in spite of his experience of instru-
mentation he was conscious of the fact that, as
he told Clara Schumann, there was a difference
between
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writing for instruments whose character and sound
you may happen to have in your head and that you
can hear only in your mind’s ear and those that you
know thoroughly, much as I myself know the piano,
where I know exactly what I am writing and why I
am writing in such and such a way.8

Brahms’s idea of playing through the new work
and trying it out must have been bound up with
this uncertainty, and both Hausmann and Joachim
must have agreed to it. They decided to meet
at Clara Schumann’s holiday home in Baden-
Baden. Clara herself was present. Brahms and
Hausmann played through the piece on 20 Sep-
tember, and Joachim joined them the next day.
Many of the changes that found their way into
the 1888 edition of the full score must date back
to these run-throughs and were no doubt tried out
at this time. A trial performance of the work was
held in the Louis Quinze Ballroom in Baden-
Baden on 23 September with the local spa or-
chestra. One of those who was present on this
occasion later recalled that

the musicians, some of whom were outstanding
artists in their own right, regarded it as a refreshing
change from their daily routine to play under Brahms’s
direction. Joachim and Hausmann were paying a fly-
ing visit as soloists, and in the front row of the infor-
mally dressed audience we noted the venerable figure
of an elderly woman bathed in the aura of eternal
youth – Frau Klara Schumann. The autograph score
of the new work lay open before her on a music
stand.9

The work was ‘played through twice in succes-
sion under Brahms’s energetic direction’ and
earned the composer ‘not only the tumultuous
applause of his friends but also a fanfare from
the orchestra’.10

The official first performance took place in
the Gürzenich-Saal in Cologne on 18 October
1887 under Brahms’s direction and proved a
huge success, even if some of the reviewers

4 Berthold Litzmann (ed.), Clara Schumann – Johannes
Brahms: Briefe aus den Jahren 1853–1896, 2 Vols. (Leipzig,
1927), II, 322 (undated letter from Johannes Brahms to
Clara Schumann [between 5 and 15 August 1887])

5 Max Kalbeck (ed.), Johannes Brahms: Briefe an Fritz
Simrock, 4 Vols. (Berlin, 1917–18), III, 158 (letter from
Johannes Brahms to Fritz Simrock, 23 August 1887)

6 Andreas Moser (ed.), Johannes Brahms im Briefwechsel mit
Joseph Joachim, 2 Vols. (Berlin 1907–8), II, 215 (letter
from Johannes Brahms to Joseph Joachim [24 July 1887])

7 Berthold Litzmann (ed.), Clara Schumann: Ein Künstler -
leben. Nach Tagebüchern und Briefen, 3 Vols. (Leipzig,
1920), III, 496 (diary entry of 21 September 1887)

18 Litzmann, Clara Schumann (note 4), II, 322 (undated
letter from Johannes Brahms to Clara Schumann [be-
tween 5 and 15 August 1887])

19 Kalbeck, Johannes Brahms (note 1), IV, 74 (The mem-
oirist was Gustav Manz.)

10 Kalbeck, Johannes Brahms (note 1), IV, 75



complained about the inaccessibility of the
music. But this criticism can also be seen in a

V

more positive light, for it implies that at each
new hearing the work reveals new aspects.

Klaus Döge
Translation: Stewart Spencer





Die Entstehungsgeschichte des Doppelkon-
zertes, jener letzten Konzert- und Orchester-
komposition von Johannes Brahms überhaupt,
ist nur spärlich dokumentiert. Feststeht, dass
Brahms das Opus 102 im Sommer 1887 in Thun
am Thuner See niederschrieb, wo er seine da-
maligen Sommerferien verbrachte. Mitte Juli
war die Komposition abgeschlossen, Anfang
August wurde die Partitur beendet. Dass er
dabei, wie der Brahms-Biograph Max Kalbeck
behauptete1, auf Material zurückgriff, das ur-
sprünglich für eine fünfte Symphonie gedacht
war, lässt sich durch keine Quelle belegen und
muss als pure Spekulation betrachtet werden.

Die Anregung zur Komposition eines Wer-
kes der Gattung „Konzert“ dürfte von Robert
Hausmann ausgegangen sein. Dieser mit Brahms
befreundete Cellist wirkte seit 1876 als Lehrer
an der Königlichen Hochschule für Musik in
Berlin und wurde 1879 Mitglied des berühmten
Joachim-Quartetts. Sein Spiel, seine virtuose,
stets aber musikalisch einfühlsame Art des Vor-
trages schätzte Brahms hoch ein, und für ihn
komponierte er denn auch im Sommer 1886 seine
zweite Sonate für Violoncello, F-Dur op. 99,
die er im November 1886 zusammen mit dem
Berliner Cellisten in Wien uraufführte. Auf seine
Bitte hin ein Cellokonzert zu schreiben, hatte
Brahms möglicherweise bereits im Jahre 1884
versprochen, denn am 4. Dezember 1884 fragte
die mit dem Komponisten befreundete Künst-
lerin Elisabet von Herzogenberg: „Ist es wahr,
daß Sie ein Cellokonzert schreiben […]?“2 Ob
Brahms sich bereits damals zu diesem Konzert
irgendwelche Skizzen notiert hatte, lässt sich
nicht beantworten, aber dass es seine ursprüng-
liche Idee und Intention gewesen war, ein Cello-
konzert zu komponieren, geht daraus zweifels-

ohne hervor. Das erklärten Brahms’ gleichsam
entschuldigende Zeilen an Hausmann vom 10.
August 1887: „[…] oder aber Sie hätten es höchst
ungnädig und übel vermerkt, dass ich zu einem
V’Cell-Concert gar noch eine Solo-Violine
nehme!“3

Ursache für die Konzeptionsänderung vom
ursprünglich geplanten Violoncello-Solokon-
zert hin zum Doppelkonzert für Violine und
Violoncello – für eine bis dahin in der großen
Konzertkomposition des 19. Jahrhunderts nicht
vertretene Besetzung – war der Geigenvirtuose,
Quartettprimarius, Professor und Direktor der
Berliner Musikhochschule, Joseph Joachim,
mit dem Brahms von den 1850er Jahren an eine
enge Freundschaft verband. Im Zusammen-
hang mit Joachims aus krankhafter Eifersucht
hervorgerufenen Eheproblemen, in denen Brahms
Partei für die unbegründet der Untreue bezich-
tigte Ehefrau, die Altistin Amalie Joachim, gebo-
rene Schneeweiß, ergriff (ein diesbezüglicher
Brief von ihm vom Dezember 1880 spielte bei
der Scheidung zugunsten Amalie Joachims
1884 eine wichtige Rolle), kam es 1880 jedoch
zum Bruch dieser Freundschaft. Der jahrzehn-
telange und sehr vertraut geführte Briefwechsel
erlosch für längere Zeit; man ging sich (wie
etwa bei Brahms’ Berlin-Besuch Anfang 1884)
aus dem Weg, und jede Kleinigkeit (wie etwa
ein nicht angenommener Handschlag im Jahre
1883) wurde als kränkende Beleidigung ange-
sehen.

Angesichts all dieser Spannungen muss
Brahms’ Schaffenssituation des Jahres 1887 wie
eine Zwickmühle erscheinen: Denn hätte er,
wie versprochen, ein Cello-Konzert für Haus-
mann, den Cellisten des Joachim-Quartetts (!),
komponiert, hätte sich dessen Primarius über-
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3 Zitiert nach Peter Jost, „,Gewissermaßen ein Versöhnungs-
werk‘. Doppelkonzert A-Moll, op. 102“, in: Johannes
Brahms – Das symphonische Werk. Einführung, Deutung,
Wirkung, hg. von Renate Ulm, Kassel-München 1996,
S. 172.

1 Max Kalbeck, Johannes Brahms, 4 Bde., 3. Auflage,
Berlin 1912–1921, Bd. IV, S. 64.

2 Johannes Brahms im Briefwechsel mit Heinrich und
 Elisabet von Herzogenberg, hg. von Max Kalbeck, Bd. 2,
Berlin 1907, S. 43.


