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Oberon Overture    Carl Maria von Weber (1786-1826) 

Weber’s last opera, the orientalist fantasy Oberon, in which Oberon and Titania, with the 

help of the mischievous Puck, rule their elfin kingdom of forest sprites and sea nymphs, 

was commissioned by Covent Garden, where, under the baton of the composer, it 

premiered in April, 1826.  Yet, while the London audiences greeted the work with 

enthusiasm, Weber was concerned that too much of the rambling plot consisted of 

spoken dialogue, relegating the work’s music to almost incidental status. Accordingly, he 

resolved to rewrite the work for subsequent performances with its music taking center 

stage. But it was not to be, as he died less than two months later, his latent tuberculosis 

having been aggravated by the strain of travel and performance. Thus, the work in its 

entirety is rarely staged, but, since its premiere, the sparkling overture has continually 

delighted listeners. While it is comprised entirely of themes taken from the opera, it is a 

succinct work of musical magic that coherently stands on its own. The overture wakes 

with the serene sound of a magic horn heralding the dawn before languidly moving on to 

gracious themes played by the lower strings. Then, suddenly, the entire orchestra bursts 

to life with an exuberant dance that rejoices in frothy exhilaration. The mood throughout, 

much like that of the teen-aged Mendelssohn’s Overture to A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream, is joyous, light, and ardent. It is a testament to Weber’s genius that there is no 

hint in this youthful music that it was composed at the time he was bidding life farewell. 

 

 

Trumpet Concerto in E-flat Major        Johann Nepomuk Hummel (1778-1837) 
The Austro-Hungarian teacher, performer, and composer, Johann Hummel, was a highly 

sought after pianist who performed his own and others’ compositions to great acclaim 

throughout Europe, England, and Russia. His compositional output was prolific, with 

over 50 works for the piano, concertos for various instruments, operas, and much church 

music. Hummel is one of history’s many prominent and first-rate musicians whose 

impact during their lifetimes was of the highest caliber, but whose appeal upon their 

passing quickly faded. His large output of music is now considered as the last vestige of 

the Classical period, as Hummel, whose teachers included Mozart and Haydn, dutifully 

followed in their footsteps. Nevertheless, a few outstanding compositions, such as the 

Trumpet Concerto, continued to be performed. The piece was written for the Viennese 

trumpet virtuoso, Anton Weidinger, for whom Haydn had also written his Concerto for 

Trumpet. The piece shares additional history with Haydn, as its premiere took place on 

New Year’s Day, 1804, at Hummel’s installation as Kapellmeister of the orchestra of the 

estate of Nicholas II, Prince Esterhazy, the same post earlier held by Haydn. 

Hummel’s bright work is composed in the standard three-movement concerto structure 

of the time and has become a favorite for the instrument, providing a melodic showcase 

for the trumpet’s brilliance. 

 

 

 

 

 



Symphony No. 4 in E minor, Op. 98   Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 
Even though he lived and composed during the heyday of German Romanticism, the 

German composer Brahms remained grounded in the classical forms of his musical 

forbearers. While contemporaries, such as Liszt and Wagner, were conscientiously 

seeking to escape what they considered to be the strictures of established classical music 

patterns—the ubiquitous sonata form and the 3 or 4 movement concerto or symphony—

Brahms made it a point to respect and utilize these traditions. His works for solo 

instrumentalists or singers, for chamber ensembles, choir, or orchestra, were almost 

always in the forms that had been pioneered by such masters as Haydn, Mozart, 

Beethoven, and Schubert. At age 30, Brahms permanently settled in Vienna, and in the 

ensuing years, during which he taught, conducted, performed, and composed, he was 

accepted and acknowledged as one of the city’s preeminent musicians. In 1886, at age 35, 

his large scale work, Ein deutsches Requiem premiered to universal acclaim, 

demonstrating his profound gift as a composer, not only of intimate works, but for the 

large combined forces of a chorus, orchestra, and soloists. But, while successfully and 

profitably demonstrating that he was a master of well-established musical forms, he had 

not offered the public a symphony. This was not for lack of trying, as he had started on 

one in his early twenties. (He eventually used one of its completed movements in the 

Requiem, but otherwise, the work was abandoned.) By the time Brahms was 40, his 

publisher, Fritz Simrock, noticed the absence of a symphony and asked, “Aren’t you 

doing anything more? Am I not to have a symphony from you in ’73?”  Years earlier, 

after having completed the first movement of what eventually became his Symphony No. 

1, Brahms had confided to a friend, “I shall never write a symphony! You can’t have any 

idea what it’s like always to hear such a giant marching behind you!” That giant was 

Beethoven. 

 

Brahms eventually did compose four symphonies, but the ghost of Beethoven helps to 

explain why Brahms’ Symphony No. 1, on which he had been working for 14 years, was 

not completed until he was 43. The work was a tremendous success and was nicknamed 

by admiring critics as “Beethoven’s Tenth.” Apparently the logjam had finally been 

broken, as Symphony No. 2 premiered in the following year and Nos. 3 and 4 were 

completed only a few years thereafter.  

 

Brahms’ Symphony No. 4, his last, is considered by many to be his greatest symphonic 

achievement. But he had initial misgivings about how it would be received, because, as 

was his habit with orchestral compositions, he had sketched and performed a draft four-

hand piano version for friends who, along with himself, were not impressed with the 

result. But he persevered, eventually sending the orchestrated version to the celebrated 

conductor, Hans von Bülow, all the while promising to himself that he would withdraw 

the work if the rehearsals went poorly. But Bülow was enthralled by the work, and 

enthusiastically reported to Brahms that while the work was “difficult, very difficult,” it 

had “incomparable strength from start to finish. No. 4 is gigantic, altogether a law unto 

itself, quite new, steely individuality.” Brahms conducted the premiere of the work in 

1885 with the orchestra of the Meiningen Ducal Chapel, which had been superbly 

prepared by Bülow. The premiere went well and the audience tried hard but 

unsuccessfully to get an encore of the scherzo movement. After additional performances 

in Meiningen, the orchestra went on tour, performing the work in many European cities 

to great applause. It was only in Vienna, where the symphony was performed a few 



months later, that it was initially not well received, perhaps because the orchestra had not 

been adequately rehearsed, or because a few critics—those who championed the “new” 

music of Liszt and Wagner—considered Brahms’ work long-winded.  

 

As he had with most of his other works, Brahms used an established form for the 

Symphony No. 4, that of the classical four-movement symphony, starting with a vigorous 

sonata-form first movement, continuing with a reflective andante and energetic third 

movement, and concluding with a vigorous finale. Yet, the music he poured into each 

movement is hardly “classical,” it is, rather, a new and unique blend of classically 

controlled romantic emotion or, as Leonard Bernstein put it, a combination of order and 

rage. While using the classical technique of counterpoint and motive development and 

avoiding any specific programmatic elements, Brahms nevertheless does not shy away 

from embracing the Romantic techniques of harmonic idioms and multicolored orchestral 

sound. Even its beginning is unusual, as, rather than starting with an expected call to 

attention, a series of serene two-note sighs introduce an unassuming theme that flows into 

a vast undulating melody. The introductory pattern is used again in a recapitulation that 

builds to a coda of tremendous power. The slow second movement, with its warm and 

wistful atmosphere, begins with a stern theme before melting into a soft E-major air. The 

Allegro third movement throbs with life as the full orchestra makes bumptious leaps, 

accented by a jangling triangle. The fourth-movement Allegro, in which the trombones 

finally make their appearance, is constructed on the pattern of a passacaglia: thirty 

variations based on an eight-measure theme that supports the overall harmonic structure. 

A great concluding coda—a set of four additional variations—completes the movement. 

This baroque format, which is derived from the final chorus of Bach’s Cantata No. 150, 

is imbued by Brahms with an astonishing resourcefulness of melodic, harmonic, and 

rhythmic invention, precluding the slightest incursion of monotony. The musicologist 

David Ewen provides an insightful summary of the symphony and of Brahms’ music: 

“He succeeded in creating a fusion between past formal procedures and the released 

emotions and exalted poetic speech of his own time. In Brahms, Classicism and 

Romanticism meet and become one.”  


