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Schicksalslied, Op. 54 (1871)               Johannes Brahms 
                   (1833–1897) 
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Susan Klebanow, director 

 

 

 

INTERMISSION 

 

 

 

Symphony No. 5 in E minor, Op. 64 (1888)           Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky 
 Andante—Allegro con anima               (1840–1893) 

 Andante cantabile, con alcuna licenza 

 Valse: Allegro moderato 

 Finale: Andante maestoso—Allegro vivace 

 

 

 

 

The audience is cordially invited to greet the performers 
in the Memorial Hall lobby at the conclusion of the concert. 



Program Notes 
 

by Tonu Kalam 

 
Tonight’s concert juxtaposes two profoundly different masterpieces, both inspired by the overarching 

theme of Fate and its relationship to humanity. Brahms and Tchaikovsky—who coincidentally shared 

the same birthday of May 7, seven years apart—are towering figures in 19th-century German and 

Russian music, respectively. Yet they inhabit distinctly opposite poles of creative expression and, 

therefore, their interpretations of the concept of Fate emerge in strikingly different manners. 

 
Johannes Brahms: Schicksalslied, Op. 54 
 

 When one hears the name Brahms, his symphonies, concertos, and chamber music 

immediately come to mind. However, he was also a great lover of choral music, conducting many 

choral groups in Hamburg and Vienna and writing several important choral works during his prolific 

career. Most notable among them was his German Requiem, which he completed in 1868—the same 

year he commenced work on the Schicksalslied (Song of Fate). 

 While visiting his friend Albert Dietrich in Wilhelmshaven, Brahms discovered Hyperions 

Schicksalslied in a book of poetry by the German Romantic poet and philosopher Friedrich Hölderlin. 

He was so inspired by this poem that he cut short his vacation and returned to Hamburg to begin 

setting the poem for chorus and orchestra. 

 After completing work on the opening two stanzas, which portray the serene beauties of 

heaven, and the stormy final stanza that depicts the dark and desperate fate of humanity, Brahms 

struggled with how he should finish the composition, as he did not wish it to end with a bleak outcome. 

It was not until three years later, in 1871, that he arrived at a unique solution, which was to resurrect 

the sublime music of the opening section, reorchestrated and transposed to a new key, but notably 

leaving the chorus entirely silent. Thus, the listener is left to question whether the darkness of the 

final choral stanza is resolved by the ethereal orchestral coda—and whether the Divine or the Human 

aspect of the poem prevails. The result is a remarkable work that stands as one of Brahms’ most 

inspired creations. 

 

 
Ihr wandelt droben im Licht    You make way there above in the light 

Auf weichem Boden, selige Genien!   On smooth ground, blessed spirits! 

Glänzende Götterlüfte     Lustrous divine breezes 

Rühren euch leicht,     Touch you gently, 

Wie die Finger der Künstlerin    Like the fingers of the Muse 

Heilige Saiten.      The holy strings. 

 

Schicksallos, wie der schlafende   Fateless, like the sleeping 

Säugling, atmen die Himmlischen;   Infant, the heavenly ones breathe; 
Keusch bewahrt     Chastely kept 

In bescheidener Knospe,    In modest bud, 

Blühet ewig      Eternally blossoms 

Ihnen der Geist,     Their spirit, 

Und die seligen Augen     And their blessed eyes 

Blicken in stiller     Gaze in silent 

Ewiger Klarheit.     Eternal clarity. 

 



Doch uns ist gegeben,     But to us is allotted 

Auf keiner Stätte zu ruhn.    To rest at no abode, 

Es schwinden, es fallen    Suffering humanity 

Die leidenden Menschen    Wastes away, falls 

Blindlings von einer     Blindly from one 

Stunde zur andern,     Hour to another, 

Wie Wasser von Klippe    Like water hurled 

Zu Klippe geworfen,     From crag to crag, 
Jahrlang ins Ungewisse hinab.    Year after year downward 

       into uncertainty. 

 
Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky: Symphony No. 5 in E minor, Op. 64 
 

 Tchaikovsky’s inherent genius rested in creating music that is primarily melodic and episodic, 

such as his ballets, tone poems, and suites. He was initially less comfortable handling the rigors of  

classical sonata-form structures, particularly in his earlier symphonies. Over time, however, he 

demonstrated a steady evolution in the effective command of large-scale musical architecture. The 

Fifth Symphony is a particularly successful example of this acquired mastery, and it remains one of 

his most popular pieces. 

 A recurring motive in E minor—the Fate motive—is stated in a dark and gloomy fashion at 

the opening by the two clarinets playing in unison. This motive becomes the basis for many of the 

subsequent ideas in the piece, and it returns at crucial points in every movement, always transformed 

in character and instrumentation until it blooms expansively in the major key at the beginning and 

end of the Finale. 

 The eminent scholar Christoph Flamm, editor of the recently published authoritative critical 

edition of this symphony, quotes an excerpt from Tchaikovsky’s diary in which the composer wrote: 

“Program of the 1st movement of the symphony: Introduction. Complete submission to fate, or, what 

is the same, to the unfathomable predetermination of providence.” In his preface to the score, Flamm 

proceeds to say: “…it is evident that the 5th symphony’s narrative…revolves around the eternal 

themes of being human, of the conditio humana, the individual subject in the face of Eros and 

Thanatos, sufferings and joys, transitoriness and eternity.” Finally, Flamm notes: “It is an open 

question whether in the end the turn into triumph should portray the individual’s victory over destiny 

or the victory of destiny over the individual.” 

 
We are left with open-ended questions at the conclusion of both pieces on tonight’s program. Did 

Brahms manage to transform the turmoil of the human condition into something divine by returning 

to the music of the opening section of the Schicksalslied to end the piece? And is Tchaikovsky’s 

transformation of the minor-key Fate motive into the blazing major-key ending of the 5th Symphony 

a triumph for humanity, or something else altogether? The optimists among us would undoubtedly 

prefer to draw the most positive conclusions in both cases. 
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Support the UNC-Chapel Hill 
Department of Music 

The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Department of Music gratefully acknowledges 
the donors who supported our students, faculty, programs, and facilities in fiscal year 2023. 
Every charitable gift made to the Department strengthens our mission to enrich the campus and 
the region through concerts, lectures, and other public events, and to provide opportunities for 
musical performance. 

The Music Department’s Friends of Music honor roll recognizes donors who make gifts of $100 
or more during the fiscal year. The 2024 Friends of Music will recognize gifts made between 
July 1, 2023, and June 30, 2024, and will be published in early Fall 2024. 

Please visit http://music.unc.edu/support/donate or scan the QR code below to make your secure 
online gift and be counted in our 2024 Friends. If you have questions about making a gift, 
please contact Kathryn Banas at the Arts and Sciences Foundation: kathryn.banas@unc.edu or 
(919) 843-2745.

Annual gifts of $1,500 or more also qualify donors for membership in the Arts and Sciences 
Dean’s Circle. Gifts of $2,000 or more also qualify donors for membership in the University’s 
Chancellor’s Clubs. 

Keep Up with the News and Events of the UNC Department of Music 
Follow Us on Social Media! 

@MusicAtUNC   @MusicAtUNC   @uncmusic     UNC Department of Music 
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