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 Why Schubert’s friends Anselm and Joseph Hüttenbrenner hid his Unfinished Symphony 

from the world for more than 40 years remains one of many mysteries surrounding the work. 

Schubert had composed two movements (and part of a third) of a symphony in B minor in 1822. 

Sometime in 1823 he gave the manuscript to Joseph to pass along as a gift to Anselm, not, as 

long believed, to deliver to the Styrian Music Society as acknowledgment for being elected a 

member. Schubert may have hoped the Society would perform it (Anselm was also a member), 

but scholars have shown that the brothers were not guilty of holding onto something that was 

never rightly theirs. If they were “guilty” of anything, it was only of keeping the knowledge of 

an artistic jewel to themselves, possibly depriving Schubert of the image of “symphonist” among 

his contemporaries. 

 Finally in 1860 Joseph wrote to Johann Herbeck, conductor and chorus master in Vienna, 

complaining about the neglect of Anselm’s compositions and offering to acquaint him with a 

symphony by Schubert as good as any by Mozart or Beethoven, if Herbeck would agree to 

perform something of his brother’s. Why Herbeck waited five years to act is another mystery, 

but the secret was out and public pressure to hear the work increased. Herbeck visited Anselm, 

promising to perform one of his works (a promise he kept), and secured the manuscript. At last, 

in December of 1865, Vienna heard the Unfinished, and the Hüttenbrenners’ lofty assessment of 

its artistic level proved correct. 

 The biggest mystery remains: Why didn’t Schubert finish the work? Theories abound—

“Anselm Hüttenbrenner lost the last two movements” (disproved); “whatever Schubert had in 



mind for the completion did not compel him to write it down” (impossible to prove); “the work 

reminded him of a painful time” (also impossible to prove); “the intended finale ended up as the 

B minor entr’acte of Rosamunde, so could not be reappropriated for the Symphony” (possible, 

but no corroborating evidence exists). Suffice it to say, life offers infinite reasons for leaving a 

project unfinished. 

 The two existing movements mark Schubert as a great symphonist. In the first—in B 

minor, an uncommon key for a symphony—drama grows miraculously out of its melancholy, 

lyrical opening. The Symphony’s famous cello theme glides over syncopated accompaniment in 

the key of G major—an unusual key relationship for a second theme but masterfully achieved. 

Schubert fashions the impassioned climax of the development from the movement’s opening 

phrase, now intensified almost to the breaking point. He knowingly saves the return of the 

haunting main theme, not for the recapitulation but for the coda. 

 The second movement contrasts a lovely opening theme in the horns, strings and winds 

with an agitated second theme or episode, which intrudes once again in a form reminiscent of 

Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony slow movement. The harmonic wonders that bring about the 

“recapitulation” and that color the coda reinforce Schubert’s claim to greatness. 

 Had Schubert’s friends been as interested in symphonies as in piano pieces and songs, he 

might have mustered enough momentum to complete his B minor Symphony. For posterity, 

however, the masterful work’s “unfinished” state enhanced his posthumous image in a way that a 

completed symphony could not. 

 The Symphony is written for two flutes, oboes, clarinets and bassoons, two French horns 

and trumpets, three trombones, timpani, and strings. 
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 “I have written a tiny little piano concerto with a tiny little wisp of a scherzo,” wrote 

Brahms to Elisabet von Herzogenberg, playfully describing what is one of the most towering 

concertos in the repertoire. Four days later he sent the completed score to Theodor Billroth, 

surgeon and amateur violinist, saying teasingly: “I am sending you some little piano pieces.” It 

had been over two decades since Brahms had written a piano concerto, so this was thrilling news. 

Clara Schumann, one of the century’s greatest pianists, was equally pleased, quipping that if it 

really were little “I might even be able to play it myself.” 

 Brahms had made initial sketches in 1878 after his first Italian journey with Dr. Billroth, 

but other works, among them his Violin Concerto, and another Italian tour intervened before he 

completed the Second Piano Concerto in 1881. He dedicated the work to his former piano and 

composition teacher Eduard Marxsen, finally feeling he had produced an appropriate honor. 

After a number of private trial performances—in his own two-piano arrangement and with the 

Meiningen court orchestra conducted by Hans von Bülow—Brahms gave the public premiere on 

November 9, 1881, in Budapest on a Philharmonic subscription concert conducted by Alexander 

Erkel. Greeted by a standing ovation, Brahms launched a tour of the work with the Meiningen 

orchestra through Germany, Switzerland, Austria and the Netherlands. 

 Brahms’s First Piano Concerto had begun in the Classic manner with the soloist entering 

after an orchestral exposition, but his Second begins with the piano introducing the main 

theme—a celebrated duet with solo horn. (This order of events had become more typical in the 

Romantic era in the wake of Beethoven’s Fourth and Fifth Piano Concertos.) The movement 



contains no cadenza in the traditional sense, though Brahms does include several unaccompanied 

passages for the soloist. 

 Brahms confided to Dr. Billroth that he had included the second movement, a scherzo, as 

“something strong and passionate” to offset the andante character of the two surrounding 

movements. This “added” movement raises the number of movements to four—more in keeping 

with a symphony than a concerto. Brahms may have originally invented this material for his 

Violin Concerto, but even though the scherzo was the last to be completed, in no way does it 

sound like an afterthought—one could hardly imagine the work without this spirited movement. 

Brahms integrates the scherzo-trio-scherzo form with sonata form; in the midst of the 

development he introduces a ringing, contrasting D major theme as a kind of “trio” section. 

 The third movement opens with a gorgeous solo cello melody, which creates poignant 

hemiolas (contrasting rhythmic groups of two and three). The expansive three-part structure 

becomes developmental and impassioned in its central portion. With harmonic ingenuity Brahms 

has the opening cello solo return in the remote key of a lovely piano episode, before slipping 

back to the home key for the reprise. 

 The last movement—a rollicking rondo with elements of sonata form—features several 

episodes of Hungarian character, a reminder that Brahms had just written his Violin Concerto for 

his Hungarian friend, virtuoso violinist Joseph Joachim. The final return of the rondo refrain 

speeds up into a version in 6/8 meter, mirroring a similar effect in his Violin Concerto. The 

finale leaves a wonderful sense of grandeur and playfulness ingeniously combined. 

 The scherzo and the four-movement scheme of the Second Piano Concerto have led some 

to dub the work a “piano-symphony.” The soloist’s part, however, cannot be considered 

obbligato (accompanying) in nature—its complex rhythms, massive chords, and passages in 



thirds, sixths, and octaves make it one of the most challenging in the repertoire. 

 This concerto is written for two flutes and piccolo, two oboes, clarinets and bassoons, 

four French horns, two trumpets, timpani, solo piano, and strings. 

 —©Jane Vial Jaffe 

 

  


