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Since its earliest performances Brahms's Rinaldo has met with challenge. The premiere 
(Vienna, February 28, 1869), at which Brahms conducted the Akademische Gesangverein 
and the Hofoper orchestra, was greeted by largely negative reviews.1 With the exception of 
Theodor Billroth's qualified praise, commentary ranged from tepid to hostile, with critics 
emphasizing Rinaldo's "endless shades of gray," "excessive Baroque conceits," and lack of 
sensuality.2 Somewhat more favorable notices for performances outside Vienna (Jena, 
1870; Koblenz, 1872; Munich, 1873; Leipzig, 1874; Darmstadt, 1878) failed to establish 
Rinaldo securely in the repertory.3 Nor did the critical essays by Brahms's supporters 
Hermann Deiters (1870) and Hermann Kretzschmar (1874) enhance the cantata's standing 
in Vienna; a second performance there in 1883, reviewed by Eduard Hanslick, met with 
similar reservations.4 

Yet recent scholars have begun to view Rinaldo more positively. In his discussion of the 
cantata's "stylistic relations to the world of opera," Michael Musgrave compares the 
"blurring" between aria and recitative in Rinaldo to that in Schubert's incompletely 
preserved oratorio Lazarus, while also finding parallels with Fidelio, Der fliegende 
Holländer and the "warmth of feeling" of Italian opera. John Daverio alludes to Brahms's 
"Mozartean ideal" as manifested in the formal disposition of Rinaldo's two "grand arias." 
He has also referred both to Rinaldo and the Alto Rhapsody, op. 53, as "profound 
embodiments of personal expression," while noting the strength of their "autobiographical 
overtones."5 

What "autobiographical overtones" might the text have awakened in the composer? 
Goethe's free adaptation of the fourteenth canto in Tasso's Gerusalemme liberata would 
have presented significant challenges even to a highly experienced dramatist. The poem's 
most salient feature is its unabated emphasis on the protagonist's inner turmoil: Rinaldo 
vacillates between remaining with the siren Armida on her enchanted island or renouncing 
her. Goethe's protagonist is a far cry from the invulnerable masculine hero commonly 
portrayed in chivalric texts. 
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What factors in the composer's biographical circumstances might have drawn Brahms to 
Goethe's indecisive hero? It is not certain when Brahms first became acquainted with 
Goethe's text, although in 1855 he acquired a copy of Gerusalemme liberata in a 
translation by Dutenhofer.6 During his last season at Detmold (fall 1859) Brahms 
conducted Mendelssohn's cantata Die erste Walpurgisnacht. The Brahms biographer Max 
Kalbeck suggests that at this time the composer may have browsed through Goethe's 
collected works, wherein Rinaldo follows Die erste Walpurgisnacht.7 Whether or not he 
made a detailed study of Goethe's departures from Tasso's text, the differences between the 
two versions would have been obvious to one as sensitive to textual nuances as Brahms. 
The most significant of these is the treatment of the female role. 

As Mary Ingraham points out, Goethe eliminates all female characters (such as the guide 
who leads the knights to the island) but Armida.8 Indeed, even Armida's presence is 
minimized, despite her overwhelming power, for she has no singing part. The silencing of 
Armida is all the more paradoxical in light of the common literary trope of the siren: the 
sexually alluring and supremely powerful temptress who from the time of Odysseus has 
lured men to self-destruction through voluptuous cascades of virtuosic song. 

This stifling of the female presence may well have struck a responsive chord in Brahms 
during the fall of 1859. During the previous January he had broken off his engagement to 
Agathe von Siebold, declaring that he loved her but could not "wear fetters." Given 
Agathe's exquisite singing voice (biographers often cite Joachim's comparison of her voice 
to an Amati violin), Goethe's treatment of the female voice may have struck Brahms on a 
perverse or quixotic level.9 In fact, Kalbeck suggested that Brahms's conflicted feelings 
about Agathe were what attracted him to Goethe's hesitant protagonist. 

This possibility is all the more plausible in light of Rinaldo's protracted genesis. As is well 
known, Brahms often delayed the completion of works that posed psychological 
challenges. (Comparable examples include the Piano Quartet in C Minor, op. 60, the 
German Requiem, and the First Symphony.) He began the cantata in 1863 with the hope of 
entering it into a contest sponsored by the Aachener Liedertafel but failed to meet the 
October 1 deadline of that year because he did not complete the final chorus. It was not 
until August 1868 that he was finally able to realize Rinaldo's "victory" in a "great, new 
final chorus."10 

Certainly during the early stages of Rinaldo's composition Brahms experienced conflicts 
similar to those of Goethe's troubled protagonist. As his Wertherlike agitation over Clara 



Schumann settled into greater calm, he fell in love with and then spurned Agathe. Soon 
afterwards he embarked upon a friendship with the singer Ottilie Hauer, which developed 
to the point that her family fully expected Brahms to propose to her. When, however, on 
Christmas Day 1863 Ottilie became engaged to another man Brahms expressed relief that 
marriage had again eluded him.11 From 1863 to 1864 Brahms gave piano lessons to the 
attractive and highly musical Elisabeth von Stockhausen. But as he later confessed to 
Julius Epstein, Brahms terminated this arrangement because he sensed danger in placing 
himself in such 

close proximity to Elisabeth's considerable charms.12 Even Agathe continued to exercise a 
certain fascination upon the composer, for Brahms is reported to have referred 
nostalgically to her Göttingen home some five years after the episode had ended. He also 
included her cipher--the letters of her name expressed in respective notes--in the first 
movement of the G-Major Sextet, op. 36, completed in 1864-1865.13 

What did the 1868 resurrection of Rinaldo indicate? Was the composer simply tying up 
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loose ends? Or did the victorious final chorus, in which Rinaldo sails away from the 
seductress proclaiming that the past has "vanished," resonate on some level with Brahms's 
own experience? The facts of Brahms's biography suggest that fundamental changes had 
occurred from 1865 to 1868, several of which spelled greater equilibrium if not outright 
"victory." By 1868 his career prospects were more secure, thanks to events like the hard-
won triumph of the first Piano Concerto (Mannheim, 1865) and the enthusiastic reception 
to the German Requiem (Bremen, 1868). He was also becoming resigned to the fact that 
he would never find satisfactory employment in his native city (having been twice denied 
the directorship of the Hamburg Philharmonic) and by the spring of 1869 gave up his 
rooms in Hamburg to take an apartment in Vienna. Personal victories are harder to 
pinpoint. But the open demonstrations of romantic interest that characterized Brahms's 
behavior during the 1850s and early 1860s seem to play no part in this period. His feelings 
for Julie Schumann, who in 1869 married another man, were so well concealed that not 
even Clara was aware of them. Indeed, the first half of 1868 was an extremely tense period 
in his friendship with Clara.14 Although that summer he stayed away from her home in 
Lichtental, in September he sent her as a birthday greeting the Alphorn theme, which 
would appear in the introduction for the last movement of the First Symphony, still years 
away from completion. As David Brodbeck has suggested, the contrast between the Sturm 
und Drang character of the symphony's tumultuous first movement, composed when his 
feelings for Clara had been at their most intense, and the "idyllic tones of the horn" may 
well reflect an increasing stability of Brahms's feelings.15 The completion at the same time 
of Rinaldo's "victory" chorus, with its extolling of manly fortitude, might suggest 
something of a similar kind. 
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