Variations on a Theme by Haydn, op. 56a  (1873)

Johannes Brahms  (1833-1897)

"Consumate craftsman that he was, Brahms was always attracted by the variation form.  At the age of twenty he had written sets on a Hungarian theme - as a result of his acquaintance and partnership with the violinist Reményi - and on one by Schumann (whom he had just met and who had championed the young man in generous terms); at the very end of his career, forty years later, a set of variations concludes the E flat sonata for clarinet.  He had already composed all his piano works in this genre (including the splendid pieces based on Handel and Paganini) when, in 1870, Carl Ferdinand Pohl, the scholarly archivist of the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde in Vienna, showed him a manuscript Feldpartita, an outdoor divertimento for wind band, thought to be by Haydn.  This attribution remains doubtful, the name of Pleyel being a possible alternative.  Brahms was so struck by its second movement, based on an old pilgrims' hymn from Burgenland (that part of Austria bordering on Hungary) that he noted it down and, whilst spending the summer of 1873 in an idyllic village on the Starnberger See, adopted it as the basis for variations.  He wrote the work in two versions: though the chronology has never been established, it was probably written for two pianos (this was certainly the first version to be published) and then for orchestra.  The orchestral variations received their first performance, the composer conducting, on 2 November 1873 in Vienna."

~ Lionel Salter

