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BRUCH - HIS LIFE, MUSIC, AND WORKS FOR
CLARINETE, CELLO AND PIANO

Composers are almost always conditioned by the circumstances in their
lives, which then influence the stylistic and emotional content of their
output. In the first place it was an unusual circumstance that Bruch
actually made a living out of composing, whereas many composers
survived by patronage, meaning that he intentionally wrote music which
he believed would have the greatest popular appeal, rather than trying to
be particularly original. This has important repercussions both in favour
and against, for whilst his music has endured lasting appeal amongst the
concert-going public worldwide and is certainly still frequently performed
now in the twenty-first century, the resulting evaluation by critics and
musicologists is often not of the first order. Whilst the music of Max Bruch
generally strikes listeners as beautiful and imaginative, critics have tended
to relegate him to the status of a minor master. The one work that put him
‘on the first-rank’ of German composers in the second half of the
nineteenth-century was unquestionably the famous first Violin Concerto -
a work programmed so much that the composer could barely listen to it in
later years! However, in his time, he was known primarily as a vocal
composer, and he was then most acclaimed for his large-scale choral
works, particularly a string of secular oratorios in the 1870s and '8os, and
for most of his career he was perhaps even more esteemed as a conductor
than as a composer. It is well worth mentioning also that the Hebraic
Adagio ‘Kol Nidrei’, Op. 47, for cello and orchestra, has achieved
considerable fame. This lovely composition is representative of his
interest in setting melodic material originating from other ethnic groups;
he wrote works on Russian, Swedish, Scottish, and Celtic melodies as well.
These other works, and his symphonies, have not worn well and are
rarities, sometimes revived in the concert hall and on records and on
those occasions they almost invariably receive favourable receptions,
surprising the audience for their beauty and fine workmanship. His
conservatively structured works, in the German romantic musical
tradition, placed him in the camp of Romantic classicism exemplified by
Johannes Brahms, rather than the opposing "New Music" of Franz Liszt and
Richard Wagner.

Bruch was born in Cologne, Rhine province, and received his early training
from his mother. His father was a lawyer. His mother was a soprano and
music teacher. Max began his musical studies as a pianist. Bruch started
composing as a child, displaying an extraordinary musical talent which
was recognized as such by Ignaz Moscheles. In 1852, aged just 14, he wrote a
symphony and a string quartet, the latter work bringing him a scholarship
from the Frankfurt-based Mozart foundation, which enabled him to study
with Ferdinand Breunung, Ferdinand Hiller, and Carl Reinecke. In 1858,
having embarked on a teaching career in Cologne, he produced his first
opera. He visited several important German cultural centres between 1861



and 1862. He had a long career as a teacher, conductor and composer,
moving among musical posts in Germany: Mannheim (1862-1864),
Koblenz (1865-1867), Sondershausen, (1867-1870) Berlin (1870-1872), Bonn,
where he spent 1873 -1878 working privately. At the height of his reputation
he spent three seasons as conductor of the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic
Society (from 1880), but he did not get along with the players, who in his
opinion had rather lax standards. In 1883 the eminent composer travelled
to the United States for an extensive tour which took him, among other
cities, to Cleveland where on 26 April an enormous concert of his works
was presented in the Ontario Street Temple. In 1883 Bruch left the
Liverpool Philharmonic and became director of the Breslau (now Wroclaw,
Poland) Orchesterverein, where he stayed through to the end of the 1890
season. That autumn, Bruch took up an appointment as professor of
composition at the Berlin Hochschule fiir Musik, working there until his
retirement in 191 and retaining his rank as a professor there until his
death in 1920. Bruch died in his house in Berlin-Friedenau in 1920,
suffering delicate health in his last years. It has to be said that the last
nine years were not happy ones for Bruch. He was angry at conductors for
poor performances of his works, and was eager to attack important figures
in the Germanic musical world such as Reger, Strauss, Schillings, Pfitzner,
Korngold etc (although he did accept that Pfitzner was a generous human
being who did try to help with performances of his works). The reality was
that he now lived in a world of music which had finally ‘passed him by’. On
top of this, he had to come to terms with living through the agony of the
First World War as an old man and the consequences of Germany’s defeat,
the tragedy of losing his wife, and cope with his own bitterness,
resignation and personal isolation.

However, for a long time, Bruch fully realized where he stood. Consider
these confessions with the American musical chronicler Arthur Abell:

“Brahms was a far greater composer than I am for several reasons.

First of all he was much more original. He always went his own way. He
cared not at all about the public reaction or what the critics wrote. . . . I had
a wife and children to support and educate. I was compelled to earn money
with my compositions. Therefore I had to write works that were pleasing
and easily understood. I never wrote down to the public; my artistic
conscience would never permit me to do that. I always composed good
music but it was music that sold readily. There was never anything to
quarrel about in my music as there was in that of Brahms.”

Having read that, we have to remember that Brahms was also himself a
‘conservative romantic’ composer. When Bruch died in late 1920, three
months before his 83™ birthday, we were at a time when Stravinsky was
already very famous, Schoenberg was immersed in dodecaphony, Bartok
had his first two string quartets behind him, and microtonal music was
well enough established that in some places it was being viewed as the



next big thing. Bruch obviously did not relate to any of this. As a composer
he was always a conservative, in the style of Brahms. Bruch was a strong
opponent of the 'modern madness' and 'modernists’ like Strauss, Reger,
Debussy (the latter defined by him as an 'unqualified scribbler’) and
others, and felt bitter that he was being boycotted because of his
traditional style and his open opposition to these new tendencies.

Max Bruch

In fact, what he was composing in 1920 did not differ in its musical
fundamentals from what he had composed when he first walked into the
German musical scene 70 years before. A forcible reminder of this is his
Octet for Strings in B-flat major, a three-movement piece completed in
early March 1920 (seven months prior to his death), and it was one of
several chamber works clustered at the end of his life. Funnily enough,
chamber music was not high on Bruch’s list for most of his career; and
given the respectable size of his output and the popularity of chamber
music in Germany during the late 19th century, it is surprising he didn't
write more of it. The string quartets are certainly recommendable.
Cobbett’s Cyclopedic Survey of Chamber Music quoted: “His published
chamber works are one and all distinguished by beauty of tone and musical
architecture.” The general impression is that Bruch’s chamber music are
“light Brahms” by which one means to say not that they are objectively
lightweight but rather that listeners who finds Brahms's string quartets
forbidding— an understandable and not uncommon reaction—will find
here something born of a similar spirit but entirely approachable. Also, at
the end of 1919 Bruch wrote two String Quintets (in E flat major and A
minor), and at the beginning of 1920 he also wrote the afore-mentioned
String Octet modelled on Mendelssohn’s (though the instrumentation of
four violins, two violas, and two cellos differed slightly when Bruch
substituted a double bass for the second cello).



There is also one extra curiosity to take into account with the subject of
the clarinet writing of Max Bruch before the circumstances of Opus 83 is
brought to the fore - this is his Double Concerto in E minor for Clarinet,
Viola and Orchestra, Op.88 — written at the end of 1911 and premiered in
March 1912. It is, up to the end of the 20™ century at least, the only
concerto in existence for this combination, but early reviews classed it
“weak, unexciting ... unoriginal”. This again should be judged in the
context of the times; only two years later in 1913 the world witnessed the
premiere of Stravinsky's Sacre du Printemps! In historical perspective it
can be seen that the Double Concerto well features the expressive, lyrical
tendencies of each solo instrument. In this work, as in the ‘8 Pieces, Op.83’
which we will examine shortly, Bruch’s son Max Felix was to have an
important role. The Concerto for Clarinet and Viola is a well-crafted work
for an unusual combination of instruments. Bruch recognized that the
dissimilar sounds of the instruments would work exceedingly well
together, perhaps because they were in basically the same register. His
son, Max Felix Bruch (to whom the score is dedicated) was a gifted
clarinettist, his playing even compared to the great Miihlfeld, so he
certainly understood the potential of the instrument. However,
unfortunately this work is only very rarely performed nowadays.

In the eight pieces of Max Bruch - Opus 83 - we are indeed talking of
autumnal music - Bruch had again selected instruments of that mellow
character of the alto register. This work, more than any other, is perhaps
what helps keep Bruch on the concert programmes in the genre of
chamber music. Interestingly, this music presented important
considerations for Max Bruch in the process of composition, and also for
the musicologists to investigate in subsequent years. The eight pieces vary
in length, but taken together they are twice as long as the Double
Concerto, and in many ways more daring.

The official date of the compositions is generally given as 1910 - and
indeed, Simrock published the work this very year shortly after its
completion, also producing parts for violin and cello. However, the seeds
of the creations actually began some two years previously when Bruch had
pencilled in much of the part-writing. Today it is generally heard in one of
two possibilities - Clarinet-Cello-Piano, or Clarinet-Viola-Piano. However,
Simrock imagined that the Violin-Cello-Piano possibility would appeal to
a wider audience (and thus prove the most economically interesting!). But
its path was not easy, and few knew the effort that Bruch went to arrive at
the definitive versions!

Bruch was certainly aware of the predecessors he had at his disposal to
make an initial judgement as to the effectiveness of a new work for these
instruments: especially the ‘Kagelstatt’ trio of Mozart, the ‘Fairy Tales’ of
Schumann, and the trio Op.114 of Brahms. The result was the new set of
character pieces in the same tradition of Mozart and Brahms, and surely



above all are cousins to the Fairy Tales of 1854. They bear no programmatic
titles, and the eight pieces do not form a cycle in any sense. It is thus
feasible to perform selections from them in any satisfying order, especially
taking into account that this precisely tallies with the composer's wish
that he did not intend the work to be performed in its entirety at any one
time. Apart from the obvious remark that each piece is a self-contained
unit, this was probably on account of the overwhelmingly minor keys that
are set beautifully almost everywhere, and some forty minutes of
autumnal expression without respite might prove ‘lugubrious’ to those not
accustomed to highly intense romantic music. Bruch himself gave no
indications of his preferred order, or even of how many should be
performed at one hearing, and only referring as to his favourite numbers
individually (for example No.3 in C# Minor, and No. 5 in F Minor).

Back in 1908 Bruch had different sorts of problems with the pieces which
one would never guess at unless told about; in which to use harp and in
which to use the piano, and how to programme the two blocks! His letter
to Arnold Kroegel states “There are now 5 [clarinet] viola and piano, and 3
for the same instruments with harp, but they are not yet printed”. He then
said that his son Max Felix, (as previously indicated, a very good
clarinettist, but at that moment a theory teacher at Von Barmuth’s
Conservatoire in Hamburg) was going to play the pieces on 20™ January
(1909) in Bonn with Griiters, J. Scharz and a harpist from Cologne. There is
some clear confusion here. The clarinet was not listed, and does the harp
join the clarinet-viola-piano trio or does it substitute for the piano? The
logical thing would be that it is employed instead of the piano. The end
part of his letter is rather clearer. He hoped that the C# minor trio (piece
No.3) would be well received and believed it was one of the most
important - with its special dialogue between clarinet and viola/cello, and
that consequently this piece would be imperative to include; also that if
the harp was finally present (at Bonn) then the ‘Nachtgesang’ (piece No.6)
and the ‘Rumadnische Melodie’ (piece No.5) must also be played. A quick
assessment of the piano arpeggio-type accompaniment to Nos. 3, 5 and 6
would surely confirm the possibility that the harp, and not piano, was
originally intended to join the other instruments in these pieces.
Unfortunately no news has been discovered about the Bonn performance,
but his son did give further successful performances in Cologne and
Hamburg in later in 1909. Prior to the Simrock publication in 1910 there
has been no correspondence unearthed with the publisher as to what
actually happened with the harp part; one can only assume that Bruch
finally had to discard its use (probably upon pressure from Simrock) on
account of its potentially very limited sales in such a published form. In
recent times efforts have been made to re-install the harp - for example in
a 1998 Arizona festival (USA) there were transcriptions made for harp at
the festival. For the same reasons of no having harp part at Simrock
(financial!) also came the additions of having the violin part and the cello
part, well possible in place of the clarinet and the viola respectively. In the



case of the cello part, Bruch revised the writing - this is no mere exercise
writing out for cello an octave lower or nothing of this sort, but in many
cases the cello possesses a different line altogether (though generally
somewhat simpler than viola). In the preparation to their new historical
recording, the B3 Classic trio has re-analyzed these two parts, and in some
places the cellist now replays the original intentions of the violist, making
this a unique recording. The clarinet and cello have perfectly matched
parts in terms of importance, whilst the piano can be either of melodic
importance or of an accompanying nature.

This work is very important in the output of Bruch for two principal
reasons:-

a) it represented a successful return to chamber music, many years
after his previous second string quartet, and was to be first of
several interesting chamber works

b) with this very work he entered into the last phase of his life.
From April 1911 he retired from his official duties at aged 73.

The first six pieces are either in binary or ternary form, whereas the last
two are in sonata form. They display an inventive freshness and
expressiveness in chromaticism (for example, using a far number of
diminished sevenths, and key-related thirds). Above all, the moods are
highly contrasted, even within individual pieces.

Bearing in mind all said relating to the individuality of the pieces and
their programming possibility in whatever convincing and satisfying
order, the B3 Classic Trio generally present the order publically as: Pieces
8-6-2-7-1-5-3-4 (as the order given in the piece descriptions
shortly below). In this way one can easily perceive two different sets of
four pieces, and in each group it can be appreciated the gradual rise of
tempo and tension in a most satisfactory way. Frequently the trio plays a
half programme; that being8-6-2-7 or 1-5-3-4.






