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Between the premieres of Brahms' First and Second Piano Concerti, 
over twenty years passed. Those intervening decades had been 
spent producing two symphonies, two overtures, the Haydn Varia-
tions, the Violin Concerto, the Hungarian Dances, and dozens of 
songs, piano works, and chamber compositions. The man who had 
been a young unknown was now one of the most famed living 
composers in all of Germany and Austria, yet in all that time, he had 
not returned to the piano concerto, even though he was himself a 
pianist. Brahms' rationale is not hard to divine. The premiere of that 
First Concerto in 1859 had been one of the greatest failures of his 
early years. The work's second performance had actually been 
greeted with scorn from the audience, and as the composer himself 
remarked at the time, "the hissing was rather too much!" After such 
an experience, he was understandably reluctant to try again. Not 
until his career was solidly established did Brahms venture to place 
another piano concerto before the public.
  Brahms began the Second Concerto in 1878 under the inspiration 
of an Italian vacation. The work was soon set aside in favor of a violin 
concerto, and Brahms did not take it up again until another Italian 
visit three years later. Once the score was completed in July of 1881, 
he sent it to his friend Theodore Billroth. Both a surgeon and a 

musician, Billroth was the man for whom Brahms had written his 
�rst two string quartets. The men had been good friends for years. 
In fact, Billroth had been amongst the travelers who joined in the 
composer's �rst Italian excursion. He may have seen the concerto's 
early sketches. So perhaps he understood the joke in the letter 
which Brahms enclosed with his score, in which the composer noted 
dryly, "I am sending you some little piano pieces." Those "little piano 
pieces" turned out to be a four-movement concerto nearly an hour 
in length, a work grander than any of Brahms' symphonies, of 
greater scope than any concerto written by any composer to that 
day, surpassing even Beethoven's Emperor Concerto. Its premiere, 
given in Budapest in 1881 with the composer as soloist, was a great 
success, and within several months, he performed the piece to 
enthusiastic audiences in a dozen European cities. Such popular 
acclaim must have tasted sweet after the failure of the previous 
concerto. It is evidence not only of the magni�cence of this new 
piece, but also of how far Brahms had come in the public conscious-
ness, for this work, less stormy yet no less ambitious than its prede-
cessor, bene�ted from being the e�ort of a household name. 


