WALTER BRICHT, LOST AUSTRIAN COMPOSER
by Michael Haas

Walter Bricht (born on 9 September 1904) was an Austrian composer who had the
misfortune of being born on slightly the wrong side of the start of the twentieth
century. As with other composers born in the first decade of the century and
banned by the Third Reich because of Jewish forebears, his growing reputation
in Vienna could not be expanded through performances in concert venues in
Germany. At the time of Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor in 1933, and
the draconian withdrawal of all support and employment for Jewish musicians
and composers, Bricht was 29, the age around which successful talents move from
local to international platforms. For Austrians, until 1933, ‘international’ meant
Germany, with its countless opera houses, orchestras and music festivals. Austrian
composers only a few years older than Bricht had already made this successful
transition: Max Brand (b. 1896), Hanns Eisler (b. 1898), Wilhelm Grosz (b. 1894),
Erich Wolfgang Korngold (b. 1897), Ernst Krenek (b. 1900) and Karol Rathaus (b.
1895). All had profited from the mass emigration from Vienna to Berlin that took
place in the early 1920s, along with their teachers Franz Schreker and, from 1925,
Arnold Schoenberg. Indeed, as part of Hitler’s policies of intimidation, beginning
as early as 1933, prominent Austrian composers were blacklisted regardless of
whether they were Jewish or not.
Walter Bricht, along with the composer Erich Zeisl (b. 1905), would therefore
become representative of a pool of compositional talent that didn’t or couldn’t
migrate to Berlin. Hitler’s appointment in Germany in 1933 was not their only
problem. Austria’s own short-lived democracy would be subverted by the clerical
dictatorship of Dollfuss’ and Schuschnigg’s Christian Social Party in April 1933. It
resulted in Austria taking an aggressively anti-Nazi position, but at the expense of
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all liberal values, turning the country into a one-party state, with the Catholic Church
effectively in charge. Mauthausen Concentration Camp was opened by the Christian
Social Regime, with its inmates not only members of the illegal Nazi Party but also
Social Democrats and Communists.
Such notorious political and social conservativism would have consequences. It
would define the musical language of those who remained in Vienna, regardless of
whether or not they were beneficiaries of the party, as ‘musical reactionaries’. Bricht
makes clear in an interview that his lack of outward support for the Dollfuss/Schuschnigg
regime was yet another political barrier he faced as composer.1 Nevertheless, before
1938, the year of Austria’s annexation into Nazi Germany, Vienna was a city where
music flowed organically, disregarding class and allowing widespread access, with a
myriad of music schools located in every district, along with prestigious conservatoires
and music colleges and countless adult-education initiatives. There were also private
teachers, such as Theodor Leschetizky, who drew piano students from across the globe,
and Arnold Schoenberg, who until 1925 taught composition from his home, as did his
students Alban Berg and Anton Webern. The pianist Walter Robert made the point
that Franz Schmidt was so strict as a teacher that many students turned to Bricht for
additional lessons.2
As Bricht himself mentions,3 he had, like his parents, been raised as a Lutheran. It
wasn’t until the annexation of Austria by Nazi Germany that he would be confronted
by the fact that he had three Jewish-born grandparents. As far as the Nuremberg Laws
were concerned, however, Bricht was ‘Volljude’ or a ‘full Jew’. It did not matter whether
he was circumcised or had ever been inside a synagogue: Nazi policies were based on
what they perceived of as ‘race’ rather than religious confession. Though it came as a
shock to Bricht, Austrian Radio appears to have been ahead of the game: in spite of
near-monthly appearances and countless profiles as one of Austria’s most gifted and
successful younger-generation musicians, the call on his services was abruptly ended.
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Quoted in Paul Martin, The Seven Solo Piano Sonatas of Walter Bricht, PhD thesis, Indiana University, 1977, p. 27.
Quoted in ibid., p. 17.
In a lecture to the Indianapolis Symphony Seminar, appendix 6 of ibid., p. 316.
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Bricht remarked later that the Nazis had already carried out the necessary genealogical
research on him.4
Bricht had profited early on from the support of many who were, at the very least,
perceived – rightly or wrongly – as sympathetic to the Nazis. Franz Schmidt, Bricht’s
teacher, died in February 1939, before the full horrors of Nazism would be revealed, not
least the euthanasia policy that led to the murder of his first wife in 1942. Against the
belief that Bricht was Schmidt’s favourite student must be weighed the regular notices
of Bricht performances in the left-wing press such as the Arbeiterzeitung (‘Worker’s
Newspaper’) or even the Communist Rote Fahne (‘Red Flag’). In addition, Bricht was
active in the adult-education initiatives started by the Socialist Party in Vienna. Schmidt
was clearly no anti-Semite, regardless of any Pan-German opinions he might have
held, which were entirely consistent with the thinking of his generation of Austrians,
including those of Jewish parentage such as Franz Schreker. But many of his most
talented students would be forced into exile or risk the fate of all Jews trapped in Hitler’s
Europe.
Schmidt’s other Jewish pupils, Walter Tausig, Kurt Pahlen and Kurt Herbert
Adler, relate how their teacher valued Bricht above everyone else.5 He alone was
invited to Schmidt’s private home in Perchtoldsdorf, to the south-west of Vienna,
and Schmidt would even ask the younger man’s advice on his own works.6
Another damaging association supporting the young Walter Bricht was one with
the conductor Leopold Reichwein, who was so demonstrably anti-Semitic that he
dropped Mendelssohn along with all Jewish composers long before the Nazi embargo.
He conducted the premiere of Bricht’s First Piano Concerto with the Concertverein
Orchester, the earlier incarnation of the Vienna Symphony Orchestra, and is lauded
in the Zeitschrift für Musik in 1936 for his promotion of the young composer
Walter Bricht.7
In a lecture to the Painesville Music and Drama Club, Ohio, on 29 April 1944, reproduced in ibid., p. 284.
Ibid., pp. 13–19.
Ibid., p. 13.
7
Zeitschrift für Musik, 1936, Heft 3, p. 281.
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But Bricht had other advantages that later may have worked against him. He came
from musical aristocracy: his mother, Agnes Pyllemann, was a child-prodigy pianist
before becoming a singer of enormous popularity. She was the first to sing the Lieder
of Wolf and Mahler in public recitals and had been a close personal friend of Brahms.
Bricht’s father, Balduin, was from Slovakia and a highly respected music-journalist,
admired even by Julius Korngold, who was the most feared and powerful critic in Vienna
as well as being the father of the composer Erich Wolfgang Korngold. Balduin Bricht
would also act as political editor of the Volksblatt, a politically conservative paper with
strong Catholic ties, but read by the likes of Hugo von Hofmannsthal. In 1914 and 1916,
the Volksblatt reported on the young Walter Bricht’s donation of his birthday money to
the Austrian Red Cross. Abundant talent and family connections were apparently not
to be taken for granted: it would seem a strong ethical sense of social responsibility was
also instilled at a young age. This sense of right and wrong would return to the fore when
confronted with the ethical dilemmas of Austria’s Nazi annexation.
At the age of twenty, Bricht started to appear regularly as his mother’s accompanist.
In a city that was busy accusing Erich Korngold of profiting from his father’s connections,
no paper found the wherewithal, or apparent necessity, to make similar accusations of the
young Bricht. All admired his sensitive accompanying and unique musicianship. Within
a year, he was being featured as one of Vienna’s preferred pianists for chamber music
and vocal recitals. Barely a month went by without a mention of a Bricht performance
as chamber musician, accompanist, organist or conductor. It was shortly after this time
that Bricht began to accord his own compositions opus numbers. The first four are piano
works, with Op. 5 being a cycle of Lieder. There follow another nine opus numbers
consisting of works for either piano solo or piano and voice. Op. 14 is his B minor String
Quartet, premiered by the prestigious Rosé Quartet in March 1931 before being taken
up by the equally famous, but much younger, Galimir Quartet; and as mentioned, his
First Piano Concerto, with his future wife, Ella Kugel, as soloist, was premiered with
Leopold Reichwein conducting the Vienna Philharmonic in March 1929.
His next orchestral work to be performed in Vienna was Verwehte Blätter (‘Scattered
Leaves’), Op. 18b, eight pieces (played without pause) and premiered by Kurt Pahlen
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and the Vienna Concert Orchestra in December 1933. The opus number, 18b, indicates
that it is an orchestration of his cycle for piano of the same name, Op. 18, most probably
composed with his wife in mind, and orchestrated in 1932. In fact, he orchestrated the
cycle twice, once for chamber orchestra and, perhaps as an afterthought, also for larger
forces. The chamber orchestra version is the one featured on this recording. Nearly all
the reviews of the time describe the work as aphoristic and ephemeral, as short ‘Songs
without Words’. Reviews are unanimous in the praise for both the Verwehte Blätter and
Piano Concerto and mention the originality in structure and instrumentation, which
remain classical but uniquely sequenced. Even Julius Korngold, Vienna’s most famous
curmudgeon, is copious in his praise of the Concerto and its performance. Verwehte
Blätter is short, lasting barely twelve minutes, and in no way suggests an orchestration
of piano works. The first 4 , in B minor, starts lyrically and is marked Fliessend
(‘Flowing’), ending almost as soon as its initial subject is stated. The second, in
G major, marked Langsam und zart (‘Slow and gentle’) 5 , offers a prominent flute solo,
plaintively answered by the horn and strings. There follows a short movement marked
Stürmisch bewegt (‘Blustery’), followed by Sehr langsam (‘Very Slow’), returning to
the key of B minor 6 . It’s a short movement that fluctuates between the two minorkey moods, suggesting gusts of wind followed by stillness, before slipping soundlessly
away. The next movement, in A major, is marked Rasch und leicht (‘Fast and light’) 7 ,
again with the flute interweaving with strings and woodwinds, impressionistic in its
representation of leaves caught in the breeze. Sehr langsam in F minor 8 continues
the flowing motif in the strings before eliding into Fliessend 9 , a plaintive horn solo
in C minor, punctuated by watery swirls by flutes and clarinets suggesting leaves on
a pond, with the solo later being taken in turn by solo trumpet and oboe. Langsam,
ausdrucksvoll (‘Slow, expressive’) 10 is in D major and returns to impressionistic chordal
splashes, climaxing and ebbing away in the minor. The work ends with Rasch (‘Fast’), in
B minor 11 , with solo strings continuing the flowing motifs of leaves being tossed about
in the wind.
Bricht’s only symphony, composed in 1934, seems to have been a sensation, with
performances planned with the Berlin and Vienna Philharmonic Orchestras, along
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with the Staatskapelle in Dresden. In June 1935 the magazine Radio-Wien published
a detailed synopsis of the Symphony prior to the broadcast of the premiere, given by
the Vienna Symphony Orchestra conducted by Anton Konrath on 20 June 1935. It’s
worth reproducing in its entirety, as it is conceivable this description is by the composer
himself:
The four-movement symphony […,] composed in 1934, also offers Romantic characteristics,
though closely contained in tight, formal structures. The first movement 12 , with its
active, ascending principal theme, is preceded by an introduction, already anticipating
the song-like subject. It should be noted that all of this is played out in strict sonata form,
though the reprise, after an unusually tranquil plateau, is pushed towards an ever-growing
climax. Without sacrificing the feeling of the minor-key, the movement ends with a large
evolution of pure sound. A lyrical melody on the oboe opens the second movement
13 , the material of which more or less dominates throughout, though occasionally
interrupted by characteristically painful interjections. Following from this is ‘Intermezzo
Scherzando’ 14 , a work of small dimensions and based on meticulous craftsmanship.
The Finale 15 could be compared with a bright painting in a dark frame. The slow
introduction opens to a fluid principal subject that in the course of the movement returns
twice in varied form, revealing itself as an important architectural element. The movement
is contrapuntally rich and reaches its climax spinning out its second, passionate subject.
The melodic flow sinks slowly back into the introduction, providing a powerful ending
to the work.8

But a promised performance with the Vienna Philharmonic did not materialise.
And once the number of Bricht’s Jewish grandparents became known, all offers by
the major German orchestras were rescinded, as was Clemens Kraus’ plan to conduct
the performance of Bricht’s Second Piano Concerto. By Bricht’s own account, upon
discovering his Jewish heritage, he wasted no time in contacting an acquaintance at the
American Embassy and organising both an affidavit and a visa, even though Viennese
insiders told him the wheels were already in motion, and he would soon be accorded
8

Radio Wien, 14 June, 1935, Heft 26, pp. 4–5.
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‘honorary Aryan’ status.9 Bricht, who never considered himself Jewish, obviously did
not consider himself one of Hitler’s ‘Germans’ either, as all Austrian citizens became
following the annexation. Five years of Nazism in Germany along with Austria’s
reactionary corporate state had in any case made it perfectly clear how things were
developing. Unlike many Austrian musicians confronted with the reality of emigration,
he seems to have greeted the change in his circumstances and status as an opportunity.
Moreover, he was thrilled by the prospect of moving to America.
His Symphonische Suite in A-moll für großes Orchester (‘Symphonic Suite in A minor
for Large Orchestra’) carries the date ‘22 October 1931, Vienna, Austria’. There are no
notices of a public performance having taken place, and the date may pertain to a private
run-through. The conductor Walter Damrosch thought highly of the score, but doesn’t
seem to have taken it any further. As with Bricht’s Verwehte Blätter, the first movement
of the Suite 1 is actually an orchestration of the first movement of his Piano Sonata
No. 3, Op. 10, of 1927. Arpeggiated figures in the flutes, moreover, suggest a similar
mood to his Scattered Leaves. The first subject, in the strings, is melancholic in mood
but breaks, develops and returns in full brass, followed by a second subject in the
horns. A half-step motif, of a dotted crotchet followed by two ascending quavers and
one descending one, continues to weave its way through the entire movement, with
playful interjections from solo strings and woodwinds. The arpeggiated figures from
the opening are repeated in the brass, providing a swift and unexpected coda and close.
The next movement, Sehr langsam und ausdrucksvoll (‘Very slow and expressive’) 2 ,
beginning in F major, resonates with the silvery strands of fin de siècle Vienna, opening
with a plaintive theme on the violas, building up to a chromatic climax, before lingering
on a dialogue with clarinet and muted strings and solo viola. The subject is picked up by
the oboe with pulsating muted strings in support, climaxing again with full brass, before
sinking back and ending with a suspended E, with only an echo of the resolution F
distantly perceived. The final movement 3 , in B major, is entitled Rasch (‘Fast’), entering
with an ebullient woodwind motif; there follows a long lyrical theme, punctuated with
9
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Mendelssohnian woodwinds, reminiscent of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. A martial
subject traverses the movement, sometimes fugally, and in frequent interplay with the
lyrical opening subject until it too appears to crash unexpectedly into its closing B major
chord.
In 1940, Bricht completed his last work to bear an opus number, his Variations in
F major on an old German Folksong, Op. 40, for piano left-hand, flute and violin. In his
dissertation on Bricht’s piano sonatas, Paul Martin mentions a silence of 22 years that
followed, though in fact occasional works appeared without opus numbers, including
a Quintet in A minor for piano and strings, WoO22, in 1952. Arrival in America was
followed by a painful divorce. In March 1940 while living in Charleston, West Virginia, his
first work upon reaching his new homeland was a song-cycle set to poems by Hermann
Hesse with titles such as ‘Frage’ (‘Question’), ‘Der Ausgestossene’ (‘The Outcast’) and
‘Schwere Tage’ (‘Difficult Days’), as well as a poem by Verlaine called ‘Slumber’.
The decades of relative creative silence in someone previously so prolific and
successful may have a number of explanations. Possibly he did not see himself as an
‘American composer’, despite having enormous affection for the country and the
people.10 It wasn’t something that could just be synthesised by injecting touches of
Americana. He may have sensed that his European voice would not resonate in his
new homeland. Moreover, lumbered with the inconvenient year of his birth, he had
not been able to develop the international profile that might have facilitated more
rewarding opportunities; born ten, fifteen or even twenty years later, he could easily
have developed into an American composer, as did Walter Arlen, Lukas Foss and Ernest
Gold. Other explanations, offered by his close friend Walter Robert, had to do with the
trauma of divorce, although his second wife, Donna Lorraine (née Kuhn), focused on
the stress of starting a new family and the incumbent duties of teaching, administration
10

As he said in a lecture to the Indianapolis Symphony Society in 1969:
I was not homesick for one minute all my life. But I might have had a somewhat easier development of a career there, because
I was on the verge of being fairly settled there – also as a composer […] when this big motion started. My feet are sort of
planted in mid-Atlantic right now, because I cannot claim to be an American composer or anything like that; and I wasn’t
a famous European composer – I was in Vienna a well-known composer – was about as far as I could go that I could see.
Quoted in ibid., p. 326.
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and performance. Paul Martin suggests that it may have been due to a broadening
exploration of stylistic developments.11
Bricht’s elder daughter, Dana Bricht-Higbee, relates an explanation that is altogether
more wounding and personal. When asked why he wasn’t still composing, his response
was to walk to his music cabinet and with a wave of his hand say: ‘Once this is published,
I’ll write some more’.12 It seems inconceivable that a composer as well established as
Bricht, as widely admired and with a profile as high as anyone of his generation in
Vienna, was not taken up by one of the many publishing houses in the city. Certainly
his refusal to adhere to any of the dominant trends of the day would have played a
role, but again his unfortunate birth-year is the most likely cause. His composing profile
was only beginning to gain a foothold in his native Vienna when the fatal year of 1933
halted performances in Germany, and, with the advent of Austria’s clerical Dollfuss
dictatorship, also reduced his exposure in Vienna. Regardless of the reasons, publishers
saw no future in supporting him, despite commissions from Paul Wittgenstein13 and
the open admiration of senior musical figures and of major figures in the press. It’s
also possible that his establishment credentials did not sit comfortably with the mood
of the late 1920s, which had turned to operas and concert works larded with tangos
and foxtrots along with saxophones, banjos, klaxons and aeroplane propellers in everincreasing orchestral anarchy, all trying to cash in on the popularity of American jazz.
Bricht spent the last years of his life as a much-loved professor of piano, and then
voice, at the prestigious Indiana University School of Music in Bloomington. Few knew
of his background. No one realised that he was one of the composers most highly
valued by Paul Wittgenstein, and that this trust extended to Wittgenstein’s asking him
to play the orchestral part – in front of Maurice Ravel – in the initial run-through of
Ravel’s Piano Concerto for the Left Hand, a work Wittgenstein had commissioned. Like
Bricht’s fellow exile Karol Rathaus, a decade older and immeasurably further along in
his European career upon arrival in America, other considerations seemed to have
11
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Ibid., p. 37.
E-mail dated 20 June 2018.
Bricht’s Opp. 30 and 40 – the Vier Klavierstücke and the Variations in F major on an old German Folksong – are for piano left-hand.
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suppressed the drive to compose: security, tenure, keeping a low profile and knowing
he was safe. Indeed, the news of Nazi atrocities appeared to have trivialised any thought
of artistic beauty, traumatising the creativity of an entire generation of composers who
through luck or foresight had managed to escape. From the end of the war until the
Eichmann trial in 1961, the murderous legacy of the Holocaust was known primarily
by those who had lost families and relatives. It was a secret horror that few mentioned,
inhibiting discussion as well as creativity.
To quote his friend Walter Robert:
The major part of Walter Bricht’s work still awaits recognition, performance, and
distribution in print [...]. The one hundred or so songs, the big choruses, ensemble works,
and symphonic compositions, while widely performed when Walter Bricht and I were
young, wait for a day when their true value will be again recognized. His friends, I for one,
are confident that day will come, although perhaps not even in our lifetime, because much
of what is now touted as new, experimental, avant-garde will have to be sifted before a just
balance between novelty for novelty’s sake and intrinsic value can be established.14

In any case, Bricht was very much in possession of the ‘unmistakable sheen of
Viennese young composers’, a reference by Julius Korngold to the composer Karl Weigl
(1881–1949).15 It referred to a silvery, filigree orchestral texture typical of Vienna’s fin
de siècle. The ambience of Schreker, Zemlinsky, Korngold and Gál, as well as his teacher
Franz Schmidt, resonate within Bricht’s soundworld. Nevertheless, a statement by
Rathaus’ son, Bernt, would seem tragically to have applied to Bricht: ‘Hitler killed the
composer Karol Rathaus’.16 In view of the prominence, promise and sheer proficiency of
the composer Walter Bricht before 1938, it’s difficult not to agree.
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Transcript of Bricht memorial service, Indiana University, reported inYour Musical Cue, Vol. 6, No. 8, Summer 1970, p. 19.
Julius Korngold, Neue freie Presse, 29 November 1910.
Interview with Bernt Rathaus, as quoted in Martin Schüssler, Karol Rathaus, Peter Lang Verlag, Munich, 2000, p. 14.
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The British conductor Andrew Constantine currently
serves as Music Director of both the Fort Wayne
Philharmonic Orchestra and Reading Symphony
Orchestra in the United States and was previously
associate conductor of the Baltimore Symphony
Orchestra. He began his conducting career in Leicester
with the Bardi Orchestra and was later awarded an
Honorary Doctorate of Music by the University of
Leicester for his services to music. After winning the
first Donatella Flick Conducting Competition in 1991,
he studied at the Leningrad State Conservatoire with the
legendary teacher Ilya Musin, who described him as a
‘brilliant representative of the conducting art’, and at the
Accademia Chigiana in Siena. Before his move to the
United States in 2004, he had already gained an enviable
reputation as a conductor of style and charisma, and had
performed and recorded with most of the prestigious
London orchestras, including the Philharmonia, London Symphony and Royal Philharmonic.
With a strong commitment to education and bringing great music to as wide an audience as
possible, Andrew Constantine has developed numerous creative and innovative programmes
and was awarded a British NESTA Fellowship in recognition of his achievements.

The Fort Wayne Philharmonic Orchestra traces its origins to the Verweire Symphony
Orchestra, founded in January 1924 by the conductor John L. Verweire. Throughout the years,
several iterations of an orchestra in the community developed and artistically flourished, yet
each struggled with financial difficulties and ceased operations. In June 1944, the orchestra
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known today as the Fort Wayne Philharmonic was founded as the Philharmonic Society of Fort
Wayne, Inc., incorporated with financial backing, and began its search for a new music director.
The fledgling Philharmonic then hired Hans Schwieger, who had recently moved to the United
States from Germany, as its first full-time music director. During Schwieger’s tenure, special
concerts and ‘The Children’s Crusades’, a unique choral production, caught the attention of
Time magazine, Good Housekeeping and the National Broadcasting Company series ‘Orchestras
of the Nation’. Throughout the years, each ensuing music director brought distinctive skills
and areas of expertise. Legendary artists such as the soprano Eileen Farrell, contralto Marian
13

Anderson and baritone William Warfield, the pianists Claudio Arrau, John Browning, Van
Cliburn, Philippe Entremont and György Sándor, the violinists Nathan Milstein and Isaac
Stern, and the guitarist Andres Segovia frequently graced Fort Wayne stages. Popular stars like
Hoagy Carmichael and Benny Goodman also regularly performed with the Philharmonic.
Music Directors from the start brought programmatic innovation, such as chamber-orchestra
concerts, regional performances in rural areas, resident chamber ensembles and a chambermusic series, children’s concerts and concerts geared toward young professionals. In June 2009,
the Philharmonic duly announced Andrew Constantine as its seventh Music Director. Music
Director Designate for the 2009–10 Season, he assumed full-time duties with the 2010–11 Season.
Now, under Andrew Constantine’s leadership, the Fort Wayne Philharmonic is taking another
major step forward: this album of music by Walter Bricht is its first commercial recording.
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The exil.arte Center (www.exilarte.at/home_en.html), based at the University
of Music and Performing Arts in Vienna, is a research centre and archive offering
an academic home to the musical estates of all and any composers, performers,
scholars and other people involved in the business of music who were politically/
racially or religiously persecuted by the Third Reich. We are proud, as his
former alma mater, to be home of the musical estate of Walter Bricht.

16

