
BRAHMS
SYMPHONY NO. 3

Sir John Barbirolli
Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra

TRAGIC OVERTURE

HIGH DEFINITION TAPE TRANSFERS

Sir John Barbirolli, CH (2 December 1899 – 29 July 1970), né 
Giovanni Battista Barbirolli, was a British conductor and cellist. He is 
remembered above all as conductor of the Hallé Orchestra in Man-
chester, which he helped save from dissolution in 1943 and conduct-
ed for the rest of his life. Earlier in his career he was Arturo Toscani-
ni's successor as music director of the New York Philharmonic, 
serving from 1936 to 1943. He was also chief conductor of the 
Houston Symphony from 1961 to 1967, and was a guest conductor of 
many other orchestras, including the BBC Symphony Orchestra, 
London Symphony Orchestra, the Philharmonia, the Berlin Philhar-
monic and the Vienna Philharmonic, with all of which he made 
recordings.
 Born in London of Italian and French parentage, Barbirolli grew up in 
a family of professional musicians. After starting out as a cellist, he 
was given the chance to conduct, from 1926 with the British National 
Opera Company, and then with Covent Garden's touring company. 
On taking up the conductorship of the Hallé he had less opportunity 
to work in the opera house, but in the 1950s he conducted produc-
tions of works by Verdi, Wagner, Gluck, and Puccini at Covent 
Garden with such success that he was invited to become the compa-
ny's permanent musical director, an invitation he declined. Late in his 
career he made several recordings of operas, of which his 1967 set of 
Puccini's Madama Butterfly for EMI is probably the best known.
 Both in the concert hall and on record, Barbirolli was particularly 
associated with the music of English composers such as Elgar, Delius 
and Vaughan Williams. His interpretations of other late romantic 
composers, such as Mahler and Sibelius, as well as of earlier classi-
cal composers, including Schubert, are also still admired.



The time when performers and composers had personal mottoes -- 
Wieniawski's "Il faut risquer" (I must risk it), Joachim's "Frei aber 
einsam" (Free but lonely), Brahms' "Frei aber froh" (Free but happy) -- 
is long since past, but still such mottoes are more than just biographical 
curiosities: there are at least two very well-recognized musical encryp-
tions of those mottoes. Schumann, Albert Dietrich, and Brahms put their 
collective talents together to compose the "F-A-E" Sonata as a gift for 
Joachim, and, when Brahms came up with his own motto, he decided to 
use the pitches of its initials -- F-A-F -- as the motto theme for his 
Symphony No. 3 in F, Op. 90.
 Brahms composed the Symphony No. 3 in the summer of 1883 after a 
five year long sabbatical from symphonic work. It is often considered the 
other three symphonies' "poor sister" -- a prominent feature, yes, on 
any symphonic season calendar, but not quite the same stunning 
pinnacle of symphonic achievement that each of the other three is. How 
wrong that notion is!
 If mass consumption has less taste for the Third Symphony's odd mix 
of overt heroism and dense formal logic than it has for the apparently 
more sensuous, even voluptuous, music of the second or fourth sym-
phonies, or the Beethovenian spiritual journey of the First Symphony's 
outer movements, that is hardly evidence of a shortcoming on the 
composer's part. And indeed there is something heroic about the 
Symphony No. 3, enough to prompt Hans Richter, who conducted the 
premiere of the piece, to suggest that Brahms give it the subtitle 

"Eroica" (a suggestion that Brahms didn't take). It is a heroism utterly 
unlike the kind brought to mind by the composer of the actual "Eroica" 
Symphony, however. How could a symphony that begins with a musical 
manifestation of the bittersweet words "free but happy" approach Bee-
thoven's Third or Fifth in raw grittiness?
 The symphony is in four movements: Allegro con brio, Andante, Poco 
allegretto, and Allegro. The winds open the first movement with a 
three-chord rendition of F-A-F (actually A flat), after which a tempestu-
ous first theme, also outlining F-A-F, takes over. The second theme is 
as beautiful a melody, pulsating with warmth, as one might hope for.
 The melody of the Andante is rather like that of the First Symphony's 
third movement, and not just because it is first given by a clarinet; it 
also has the same initial rhythm and the same gentle intervallic circle. 
Poco allegretto is hardly a scherzo; it is almost mournful.
 The finale rekindles some of the first movement's dramatic fire. The 
quiet, unison theme of the opening is like the long-lost twin of the quiet, 
unison theme at the opening of the Second Symphony's finale, except 
that what is in the Second Symphony a joyous occasion is in the Third 
Symphony intense and shadowed. The F-A-F motto appears again in 
the final bars, this time winding downward towards the final serene F 
major chord by way of luxurious string tremolandos.
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1 Allegro Con Brio 10:07 
2 Andante 9:08
3 Poco Allegretto 6:14 
4 Allegro 9:41
5 Tragic Overture 13:09
Total Time: 48:19

Recording Info: Recorded by EMI December 1968 at Musikvereinsaal, Vienna
Engineer – Ernst Rothe     Producer – Ronald Kinloch Anderson
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