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Why Nicodé? 
 

 I first heard of Jean-Louis Nicodé by reading a disparaging article about him by 
Eduard Hanslick. Assuming that any composer Hanslick disliked must be worthwhile, I 
probed further. It was no surprise to find that once again, Hanslick got it wrong; Nicodé 
was clearly worth a second look. Seeing some pages to the score of his Gloria reproduced 
in Theo Schªferõs monograph on the composer confirmed my hunch that he was an 
authentic and innovative talent and that the neglect of his best work, as is often the case 
with Post-Romantics, had as much to do with economics as changing tastes.  
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Brief biography 
 

Jean Louis Nicodé was born August 12, 1853 in Jersitz bei Posen in eastern 
Germany (now Jerczik near Poznan, Poland). He was of Huguenot descent, thus the 
French name. His earliest instructor was his father, a violinist and music teacher. As the 
result of a property loss, the family moved to Berlin. He studied under the organist 
Hartkäs and in 1869 attended Neue Akademie der Tonkunst, studying theory and 
composition with Richard Würst and Friedrich Kiel. He soon got a reputation as an 
expert pianist and sure-handed contrapuntalist. He became the accompanist for the famed 
soprano, Desirée Artôt, on her concert tour of Galicia and Romania. 

In 1878, aged 25, he was asked to teach piano at the Royal Conservatory in 
Dresden, under the direction of Franz Wüllner. One of his students, Otto Taubmann 
later wrote of him as òan outstanding and stimulating teacheró. At that time, he also 
began his conducting career. His first orchestra, the Dresden Gewerbehaus-Kapelle, was a  
mediocre group, mostly devoted to beer-hall pops concerts. In 1880, he befriended the 
composer Felix Draeseke, and in 1895 would conduct Draesekeõs great Symphonia Tragica.  
 Draeseke wrote of him òI could never be quite clear regarding his artistic direction. 
From the outset, he seemed to me to be more conservative than radical and, through his 
very beautiful Orchestral Variations, to declare himself more a moderate progressive than 
a cacophonist. Yet he has also appreciated Richard Strauss in all his output (and thereby 
very much horrified me).ó   

I think Draeseke was closer than he knew: Nicodé is a òmoderate progressiveó. 
One could think of Nicodé as a mediator between the Wagner-Brahms camps. Although 
his later music is clearly Wagnerian, he always respected the more conservative line. He 
dedicated his Phantasiestücke Op. 6 for piano to Clara Schumann and his Symphonic 
Variations to Brahms, presumably with their approval. 
 After an 1884 stint in the army reserves, in 1885 he left the conservatory to direct 
the Dresden Philharmonic, modeling his conducting after that of Hans von Bülow. That 
year, he began his Nicodé Concerts, under the sponsorship of Hermann Wolff. On 
August 12, 1887 ð his 34th birthday ð he married Fanny Kinnell (1864-1916). The 
daughter of the British consul, she had come to Dresden for advanced piano instruction. 

Over the years, his circle of friends included the conductor Hermann 
Kutzschbach, the seriously underrated Symbolist painter Oskar Zwintscher, Dr Karl 
Woermann, Director of the Dresden Royal Gallery of Art and Karl Hauptmann. The last, 
brother of Nobel Prize-winning author Gerhardt Hauptmann, wrote the text for the 
choral segment of Nicod®õs Gloria. Woermann wrote the poems accompanying both the 
Symphonic Variations and Das Meer.  

As a conductor, Nicodé zealously championed the modern composers of his day, 
especially Bruckner, Liszt, Richard Strauss and Wagner. He led the Dresden premier of 
the Bruckner 7th (March 15, 1887) and the German premier of his 8th (Dec. 18th, 1895).  
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  Nicodé in 1878, aged ca. 25 
 
 

   Nicodé in 1906, aged ca. 53 
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While visiting Bruckner in 1891, he recalled later that Bruckner wanted his Te Deum to 
serve as the finale to his incomplete 9th symphony, òthough I wouldnõt swear to it.ó Thus 
began a persistent myth. 

His interpretations stressed nuance and freedom of tempi. Of his conducting, the 
composer/critic Ferdinand Pfohl noted òAn outstanding aspect of his artistic personality 
is his genial nature as a conductor. In Nicod®õs way of conducting, penetrating intellectual 
comprehension and fullness of feeling through ardor and temperament (and) a lively 
interpretation with lucidity and flexibility unite themselves purely musically in the ultimate 
depths of a work of art (resulting in) a complete grasp of the work from both inside and 
out.ó  

In 1888, he reduced his conducting schedule to devote more time to composing. 
In 1893, he resumed conducting with the more skilled Chemnitz orchestra. In 1896, he 
began conducting the Dresden Neustädtlischer Chorgesangverein, with the goal of 
performing larger scale works and, as he put it òrolling back the influence of the calcified 
Dresden airó.  

That year, he also founded the Nicodé Choir. Among the works they did were two 
which figured largely in his magnum opus, Gloria: the Wach auf! chorus from Wagnerõs 
Meistersinger and Beethovenõs Missa Solemnis. The latter, done in 1899 with a pickup 
orchestra accompanying, needed 22 rehearsals to bring it up to snuff. Its success was a 
notable event in his conducting career, prominently memorialized in his Gloria Symphony. 
During these times, he would also guest-conduct in various venues, e. g., the Riedel-
Verein, a Leipzig choral society. His success aroused opposition and ill will. The local arts 
council, e. g., even opposed his propagandizing for Lisztõs Faust Symphony, on the pretext 
of forbidding 4-hand piano arrangements in a program. His striving to educate the public 
to the most progressive music, combined with having to overcome the popular taste for 
concerts with mere vocal fireworks, eventually wore him down. He noted òMy patience 
with the deaf Dresden moneybags is over.ó  

From ca. 1900 till 1904, he concentrated on his mighty Gloria. In his 50s, he retired 
to Langebrück, occasionally guest-conducting. His later years were embittered by the 
premature death of his wife and his own declining health. (A contributing factor may have 
been the skimpy diet most Germans had to endure by then, due to the British blockade.)  
Furthermore, the seizure of his assets in England shrank his finances. (Richard Strauss, 
who wrote sympathetically of his compositions and orchestration, could have written him 
in sympathy about this, too.) In 1918, he was awarded the rank of full professor and in 
1919, made a member of the Berlin Akademie. He died aged 66, on Oct. 5, 1919. I know 
of no living descendants. The Dresden area has two streets named after him. 
 

Selected list of Nicod®õs works for orchestra 
 

Op. 2    Symphony in Eb Major, unpublished 
Op. 4   Maria Stuart; symphonic poem 
Op. 11  Die Jagd nach dem Glück (The Pursuit of Happiness), introduction and scherzo 
Op. 24  Faschingsbilder (Faschings Day Pictures) 
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Op. 27  Symphonic Variations on an Original Theme  
Op. 31  Das Meer: Symphony-Ode (the Ocean) for mensõ chorus, orchestra and organ 
Op. 34  Gloria! Ein Stürm und Sonnenlied (Gloria! A Storm and Sun Song): symphony in  
  one movement for very large orchestra and organ, with choral finale 
Op. 37 Nach Sonnenuntergang (After Sunset): symphonic mood-picture for mensõ chorus  
  acappella, or chorus with orchestra, or for orchestra alone 
 

Nicodé and program music 
 

 Although of an earlier generation, Nicodé was always associated with the later 
New German School of Siegmund von Hausegger, Max von Schillings and Richard 
Strauss. Strauss considered him a pioneer in program music. He praised the Symphonic 
Variations to his father as òan interesting and talented pieceó. Nicod®õs first orchestral 
program work was the symphonic poem Maria Stuart, Op. 4, inspired by Schillerõs drama. 
Written in 1878, the composer led its premier in 1879. Theo Schäfer, author of the most 
important Nicod® monograph, dismissed the piece as òunimportantó and his pupil 
Taubmann criticized it for being generically tragic, having nothing to do with Schiller. I 
think theyõre both too harsh. Though as much an elaborate concert overture as a 
symphonic poem, the music has enough interest to deserve an occasional airing. 
 Rudolf Hennebergõs painting Die Jagd nach dem Glück (The Pursuit of Happiness) 
inspired his next programmatic orchestral essay. Painted between 1866 and 1868, itõs 
currently in the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Nationalgalerie. The artist shows a mounted 
knight, shadowed by the figure of death, chasing the spirit of happiness ð sheõs balancing 
on a bubble. Heõs heading for a bridge which, the viewer sees, shrinks to a mere rail from 
which he must plunge to his doom. Done in a tight 16th century realistic style, the painting 
had a vogue in Germany in the later 19th century. 
 Nicod®õs musical interpretation is a pensive, slow introduction, leading to a lightly 
textured scherzo, concluding in the minor mode; no doubt a reference to the knightõs ill 
fate. The music uses a Brahms-sized orchestra and lasts ca. 9 minutes. After hearing the 
piece in 1888, Strauss wrote to Nicod® òI greatly enjoyed your work, with its attractive, 
piquant invention and its immensely witty, spicy instrumentationéAfter the Brahms D 
major Symphony, which is, after all, really badly and aridly scored, the resplendent sound 
of your up-to-the-minute orchestra was a great solace.ó 
 

Introduction to the orchestral works 
 

Jean Louis Nicodé is especially worth examining because of three of his later 
works. Up to the mid 1880s, he wrote attractive music, of great charm and fluency of 
orchestration, along the lines of Goldmark or Raff. With the Symphonic Variations, 1889, he 
raises his sights and in the cantata Das Meer evolves into a significant Post-Romantic 
figure. With the completion of his Gloria! A Storm and Sun Song he effects a complete 
transformation of his style. Conceived as a life-testament in sound, its scope and ambition 
rival Mahlerõs 8th Symphony, Schºnbergõs Gurrelieder and similar fin-de-siécle  
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òbig machinesó which continue to enrich our lives. In some details, itõs even more 
audacious and innovative, as we shall see.  

 

Regarding musical quotations: 
* Unless otherwise stated, everything is at sounding pitch. There may be octave  

dispositions to save needless ledger lines. Also, there are occasional 
 variances between a piano vs. full score. E. g., in Gloria!, he might  

enharmonize a D sharp segment in one to E flat in the other. 
 * Unless it compounds confusion, double sharps, e. g. are simply noted up a step 

e. g. xF as G natural. Apologies to the theory majors, but double 
accidentals are doubly annoying to read. In the same vein, beamed, rather 
than syllabicated vocal notes, pace Andrew Porter, are easier to read. 

* Names or descriptions of themes are Nicod®õs own.  
* Musical quotes courtesy of Breitkopf und Härtel: www.breitkopf.com/contact 
* Translations in Das Meer are from the singing text in the score. (I couldnõt  
 invent a word like òmistwoofó.) The others are mine, as are any errors.  

  

Symphonic Variations, Op. 27 
 

 This work dates from 1885. The scoreõs fly-leaf has a poetic prelude by Karl 
Woermann. (Woermann also wrote the poem for Nicod®õs cantata Das Meer.) Segments of 
the text head up some of the variations themselves, possibly making these the first set of 
programmatic variations (as opposed to the thematic transformation so highly developed by 
Liszt). The work requires pairs of woodwinds plus a piccolo, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 
trombones (with an optional 4th), harp, tympani, cymbals and strings. It lasts ca. 22 
minutes. 
  

The poem segment at the beginning of the variations is: 
 

Kühnen Flüges schwingõ dich   Let bold wings sweep thee up 
empor zu lichteren Höhen   to brighter heights 
Nur dort ist deine Heimath,   There, now, is thy homeland 
in Reiche der Schönheit    in the realm of beauty 
wo ewig und heiter blühet das Glück!  where eternally and serenely 
Dort koste Schöpferwonnen.   happiness flourishes! There taste the joys of creation. 
 
Rather than stating the theme from the outset, the music begins with a dramatic 
introduction in C minor for the entire orchestra. (The òbold wings sweeping upó 
of the poem?) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.breitkopf.com/contact
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Ex. 1 

 
After a diminuendo, a long phrase, pointed by the solo trumpet (Ex. 2) sets us up for the 
main theme itself (Ex. 3). In Ex. 3, the little upturn at bar 8 is a Nicodé fingerprint. 
 

Ex. 2 

 
Ex. 3 

 
The theme, even to its C minor tonality, consciously recalls the gondoliersõ song from 
Lisztõs symphonic poem Tasso: 
 

Ex. 4 
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Variation 1 repeats the theme literally, with accompanying 1/16th note decorative violin 
runs, as if giving the whole theme and variations concept a trial run. Variation 2 converts 
the theme into delicate woodwind arabesques, with the flute especially prominent. 
 

Ex. 5 

 
 
The 3rd Variation is an elaborately detailed polonaise, recalling that in Tchaikovskyõs 
Eugene Onegin.  
 

Ex. 6 

 
 
With his long-spun, often balletic melodies and suave handling of the orchestra, Nicodé is 
the only German composer of that time whose music shows the great Russianõs influence.  
A possible connection? Nicodé accompanied the singer Artôt, who in 1868 had been 
engaged to Tchaikovsky. Another good example is the Declaration of Love Waltz from his 
earlier Faschingsbilder (Faschings Day Pictures). 
 
The 4th Variation, marked òeven more livelyó begins with a pizzicato accompaniment to 
a string melody which eventually transfers to the higher woodwinds. 
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Ex. 7 

 
 
Variation 5, òenergetic and rather weightyó subjects the theme to a stately (if not 
downright pompous) fugato treatment: 
 

Ex. 8 

 
The 6th Variation is more Schumannesque, the melodic line thickened by parallel thirds. 
Thereõs also a brief reference to the introduction of the work. 
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Ex. 9 

 
 
The 7th Variation is an agitated continuation of the 6th in the bassoons: 
 

Ex. 10 

 
Before the 8th Variation, Woermannõs poem continues: 
 

Mächtiger doch, als der Muse   Love beckons, as powerful as the 
Lockruf, winket die Liebe   cry of the muse. 
Wonnige Träume, Himmlische   Blissful dreams; heavenly  
Seelenzwiesprach!    dialogue of souls 
Höchste Entzücken! Weltentrucken!  Highest delight! World enrapture! 
Glanz, Licht meiner Seele!   Splendor, light of my spirit 
Ich lebe von deinem Athem!   I live for thy breath! 
 
The 8th Variation, a quiet F minor adagio, is the first to be longer than the theme as 
originally stated.  
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Ex. 11 

 
Theo Schäfer, in his monograph on Nicodé, considers this and its extension into a 6/8 
adagietto, the 9th Variation, the òinner climaxó of the music. Here, the flute plays the 
theme, with a graceful pizzicato string accompaniment. 
 
 

Ex. 12 

 
 
 
It tails off into the 10th Variation, in which the theme itself underlays a radiant violin 
solo; clearly a reference to the 2nd Symphony of Brahms, the dedicatee of the work. 
Plainly, Nicodé valued this symphony more than Strauss ð see p. 6. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


