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Johannes Brahms was born in Hamburg,
Germany to a family that lived in extreme
poverty. Yet by the time of his death he
had become one of the most financially
successful classical music composers
who ever lived.

It wasn’t easy. His family had to move
several times while Hannes (as he was

nicknamed) was still a boy.  He had to go to work
when he was just 13, playing the piano in rough
waterfront taverns in Hamburg. Often he wouldn’t
come home until dawn.

Brahms received his first big break when he was
20. The composer Robert Schumann called him a
“genius” and a “young eagle.” Even then, it still took
him many years to become famous.

While he is most noted for his symphonies and
concertos, it is likely that more people know him for
his “Cradle Song,” better known as “Brahms’s
Lullaby,” which millions of mothers have sung to
their young children to lull them to sleep.
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Masters of
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A long article in a popular German music magazine
declared him a “Young eagle!” and a “Genius!”

The year was 1853, and twenty-year-old Johannes Brahms must
have been thrilled. He had grown up in poverty and hardly anyone
had heard of him. Yet Robert Schumann, a famous composer he
had known for barely two weeks, had just written this glowing
recommendation about him. According to Schumann, young
Brahms “would be chosen to express the most exalted spirit of the
times in an ideal manner.” His life in virtual obscurity would be
over.

The exposure from the article was both a blessing and a curse. It
did bring almost overnight fame to Brahms, but it also aroused
jealousy among other musicians and put extraordinary expectations
on his compositions. Now that he had been proclaimed as a genius,
anything less than the highest quality could be considered a failure.
And while Schumann’s praise may have opened the door for finan-
cial success, Brahms still had to work hard to make a living.

It would have been understandable if he had crumpled under all
this pressure. He didn’t.

High Expectations
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In fact, he became so successful that the history of classical
music for many people is contained in a single phrase: The Three
B’s. The phrase refers to three composers:

Johann Sebastian Bach

Ludwig van Beethoven

Johannes Brahms

Their lives span just over two centuries, from Bach’s birth in
1685 to Brahms’s death in 1897.

Of the three, Brahms enjoyed the greatest financial rewards and
recognition during his lifetime. Part of the reason for this success
was that Brahms was born at the right time. Earlier composers
such as Bach, Beethoven, and Wolfgang Mozart were usually de-
pendent on the support of wealthy aristocrats or religious groups.
But by Brahms’s time, classical music was at the peak of its popu-
larity among the general population. It was finally possible for a
composer to earn a good living on his own.

Because of the demands that had been placed on him at a young
age, Brahms was always conscious of what was expected of him.
Late in his life he went back through his early compositions. Many
had never been published. These would have been valuable to
music historians in tracing his development. Because they didn’t
meet his high personal standards, he destroyed them.

Another result of this early praise was that Brahms did not
write his first symphony until 1876, when he was forty-three. At a
corresponding age Beethoven had written eight. Franz Schubert,
who lived at about the same time as Beethoven, had composed
nine by the time of his untimely death at the age of thirty-two.
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Johann Sebastian Bach, Ludwig van Beethoven and Johannes Brahms  (from left to
right) are sometimes known as classical music’s “Three B’s” because their last
names all begin with the letter B. Many people consider them as the three greatest
composers who ever lived.

And Mozart wrote forty-one before his death at the age of thirty-
five.

Because he lived in Vienna, Austria, Brahms was all too con-
scious of his position as Beethoven’s successor. Beethoven had also
lived there, and even though he had died six years before Brahms
was born, the great man’s legacy hovered over him. Brahms didn’t
want to try writing a symphony until he felt completely confident
in his ability.

“Composing a symphony is no laughing matter,” he repeatedly
said to those who urged him to compose one. “You have no idea of
how it feels to hear behind you the tramp of a giant like
Beethoven.”

As soon as the symphony appeared, it was compared to works
by Beethoven. Hans von Bülow, a famous conductor, referred to it
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Hans von Bülow was a famous
German classical music conductor.
He was born in 1830 and died in
1894. He was also an excellent
pianist and composer.

as The Tenth, as if it were yet another symphony by Beethoven. In
tribute, Brahms included a hint of the famous “Ode to Joy” theme
from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony in the final movement of his
first symphony.

These weren’t the only similarities between the two men. Both
grew up in German cities several hundred miles from Vienna. Both
were sloppy in their personal habits. Both had short tempers.
Neither was ever married. They even walked in much the same way,
leaning forward slightly with their hands behind their backs.

Chapter 1 - High Expectations
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