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(1) 

“The retrograde movement of Brahms’s production is striking. True, he could never rise above 

the mediocre; but such nothingness, hollowness, such mousy obsequiousness as in the E minor 

Symphony had never yet been revealed so alarmingly in any of Brahms’s works. The art of 

composing without ideas has decidedly found in Brahms one of its worthiest representatives. 

Like God Almighty, Brhams understands the trick of making something out of nothing. Enough 

of the hideous game! Let Brahms be content with that in his E minor Symphony he has found a 

language which gives the most persuasive expression of his mute despair: the language of the 

most intensive musical impotence.” 

Hugo Wolf, Salonblatt, Vienna, January 31, 1886 

 

 

(2) 

“Of the four movements of Brahms’s Fourth Symphony the first has at least a semblance of 

vitality in it; but like the other three movements, it is characterized by Brahms’s besetting sin—a 

profuse lack of ideas.” 

New York Post, December 13, 1886 

 

 

(3) 

“Taken as a whole, the four movements of Brahms’s Fourth Symphony do not seem well 

balanced. The character of the first and second are so similar that one feels the lack of contrast. 

The third, on the other hand, is massive and noisy, with the brass going continually… As far as 

the invention, construction and treatment of the different motives and themes are concerned, 

there is the usual monotony of sound to be found more or less in all of Brahms’s orchestral 

works… With Brahms, the basses and violins are playing almost the whole time, which means 

that the body of the work is moving like a broad stream in a compass of four to five octaves, with 

but few breaks.” 

Musical Courier, New York, December 29, 1886 

 

 

(4) 

“We find in Brahms’s Fourth Symphony little to commend to the attention of a music-loving 

public… The orchestration is, like most of Brahms, of a certain sameness, rather thick and of 

India-rubber-like stickiness… Brahms evidently lacks the breadth and power of invention 

eminently necessary for the production of a truly great symphonic work.” 

Musical Courier, New York, January 19, 1887 

 

 

(5) 

“Brahms takes an essentially commonplace theme; gives it a strange air by dressing it in the most 

elaborate and far-fetched harmonies; keeps his countenance severely; and finds that a good many 

wiseacres are ready to guarantee him as deep as Wagner, and the true heir of Beethoven… Strip 

off the euphuism from these symphonies and you will find a string of incomplete dance and 



ballad tunes following one another with no more organic coherence than the succession of 

passing images reflected in a shop window on Piccadilly during nay twenty minutes in the day.” 

George Bernard Shaw, The World, London, June 18, 1890 
 


