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THIS AFTERNOON’S PRE CONCERT:  
Ben Davis (violin), Moya Cummings (violin), Hedy Mameghan (viola) and Fiona Symons (cello) from the Victorian Amateur 

Chamber Music Society performing Haydn String Quartet Op. 77, No. 1 (first movement) 
 
 

JOHANNES BRAHMS 1833-1897  

String Quintet No. 2 in G major, Op. 111  (composed 1890) 
I. Allegro non troppo, ma con brio 	
II. Adagio 	
III. Un poco Allegretto 	
IV. Vivace ma non troppo presto 
X 

As musicians, we’re all incredibly self-critical, but Brahms 
took this to a new level, continually burning and destroying 
manuscripts with which he was unhappy. As a result, we only 
have 24 surviving chamber works of Brahms. He also recalled 
and destroyed most of his personal correspondence with 
friends, much to the annoyance of historians. Nevertheless, it 
seems we have quite a vivid picture of this quintessential 
romantic figure.  

Today, we tend to associate Brahms with a “fat and rich” 
sound (even though current research indicates performances 
of that period would have been more classical than romantic, 
compared to today’s performance practice) but it seems that 
Brahms’ overt physical masculinity was a long time coming. 
His voice didn’t break until he was 24 (he injured it trying to 
talk deeply, prematurely) and his famous beard was not able 
to be grown until the age of 45. If you look up Brahms on 
YouTube, you can even hear an old recording of him 
speaking in a rather curious high-pitched tone. 

This second quintet was written in 1890 whilst on holiday, at 
the very mature age of 57. He would go for a morning stroll 

while collating ideas in his head and then sketch them out in 
the afternoon. He declared to his friend, Eusebius 
Mandyczewski, “I’ve been tormenting myself for a long time 
with all kinds of things, a symphony, chamber music and other 
stuff, and nothing will come of it. Above all, I was always used 
to everything being clear to me. It seems to me that it’s not 
going the way it used to. I’m just not going to do any more.”  

It seems these words were more than a crisis of confidence. 
In a note which accompanied the score to his publisher, 
Simrock, he said, “With this note you can take leave of my 
music, because it is high time to stop.” (He didn’t stop, he 
was enticed to write the clarinet quintet the following year 
by the outstanding playing of Richard Mühlfeld.) 

We had always wondered how this quintet got the nickname 
“The Prater” and it seems the story is not as illustrious as we 
thought. Apparently one of Brahms’ friends commented on 
the high spirited and positive nature of the composition and 
said it was like “Brahms in the Prater”, which was an 
amusement park in Vienna. To which Brahms replied: “You’ve 
hit it! Among all the pretty girls.” 
This work uses material that was found in sketches for a fifth 
symphony and indeed, the quintet sports an orchestral 
flavour. In the opening, the first players complained to 
Brahms that the writing was so thick, the cello melody would 
not be heard. Apparently Brahms agreed to modify it, but 
never did. Such is life. 
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