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Abstract

On the second symphony op.16 {The Four Temperaments) by Carl Nielsen

Jiro IsoBE

The second symphony op.16 (The Four Temperaments) (1901-02) by Carl Nielsen is
one of the representative works in his early compositional career. It is well known that Carl
Nielsen composed this symphony affected by the paintings which had the title “The four
temperaments”. It is also said that he wrote a short program note with music and in 1931
expanded it into a more detailed description. In spite of its importance as a material by which
we can understand the intention of the composer for “the four temperaments”, no special
attention was drawn to it.

Following the note which was translated into English by Harald Knudsen, I examined
the contents of it and compared them with the music. Through these I aimed to clear the
correlation between them and the compositional procedure of Carl Nielsen in the second
symphony.

After the examination it became obvious that Nielsen’s verbal description corresponds
with music intimately and suggestively. As the change of mental state of a man who has one of
the four temperaments, the music sometimes sinks into melancholy and sometimes responds
wildly. In addition to these findings, it became clear that Nielsen had given a great care about
the structural unity of the composition. In each of the four movements in the symphony,
contrast of rhythm and dynamics is achieved in order to prevent monotony.

This symphony has a unique title “the four temperaments” and may be classified as a
program music. But in reality it must be an absolute music. For what the music represents is
mainly the mood of each temperaments. Notwithstanding these traits, Nielsen devoted himself
to observe the inside of human beings and to make a good use of its result in the symphony.
The arrangements of temperaments (movements), the selection of tone and the disposition
of musical elements in the symphony are supposed to be affected deeply with composer’s
understandings of temperaments.
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