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JOHANNES BRAHMS
(1833-1897)

THE LAST PIANO PIECES

Three Intermezzi, Op. 117 (1892)   (18:03)
1) I. Intermezzo in E-flat Major   (5:28)

(Andante moderato)

2) II. Intermezzo in B-flat Minor   (5:07) 
(Andante non troppo e con molto espressione)

3) III. Intermezzo in C-sharp Minor   (7:28) 
(Andante con moto)

Six Piano Pieces, Op. 118 (1893)   (28:06)
4) I. Intermezzo in A minor   (2:14) 

(Allegro non assai, ma molto appassionato)

5) II. Intermezzo in A Major   (7:09) 
(Andante teneramente)

6) III. Ballade in G Minor   (4:13) 
(Allegro energico)
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7) IV. Intermezzo in F Minor   (3:20) 
(Allegretto un poco agitato)

8) V. Romanze in F Major   (4:40) 
(Andante)

9) VI. Intermezzo in E-flat Minor   (6:30) 
(Andante, largo e mesto)

Four Piano Pieces, Op. 119 (1893)   (19:01)
10) I. Intermezzo in B Minor   (5:05)

(Adagio)

11) II. Intermezzo in E Minor   (5:58) 
(Andantino un poco agitato)

12) III. Intermezzo in C Major   (2:19) 
(Grazioso e giocoso)

13) IV. Rhapsodie in E-flat Major   (5:39) 
(Allegro risoluto)

VICTOR ROSENBAUM
PIANO
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THOUGHTS ON THE MUSIC

In the following remarks, I try to place the music on this disc in some context, 
provide personal reflections on the music, and, for those interested in probing 
further, offer some analytic and performance observations that could be 
followed with the score. Thanks go to Melinda Haas, Julie Inglefinger and 
Yunhee Kim for editing suggestions and help. —Victor Rosenbaum

In 1890, shortly after the great success of his String Quintet in G Major, 
Opus 111, Brahms spoke of retiring from composing. His major, large 

scale symphonic and chamber works were behind him and new ideas were 
not coming. (Could it have been that in that year he was 57, the age at which 
Beethoven, a musical hero, died?). Fortunately, he became enamored with the 
sound of the Meiningen Orchestra’s principal clarinetist, Richard Mühlfeld, 
and by the next year, 1891, was inspired to write both the Clarinet Trio, Opus 
114, and the Clarinet Quintet, Opus 115. (Opus 112 and 113 are a series 
of vocal quartets and canons, most of which were probably written earlier).  
Somewhat later, in 1894, he wrote, also for Mühlfeld, the two Sonatas for 
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Clarinet, Opus 120. After that, only the Four Serious Songs and a group of 
Chorale Preludes bear opus numbers — 121 and 122, respectively. 

In the middle of these four great works for clarinet, come Brahms’s final 
works for his own instrument, the piano. His writing for piano had begun with 
the first works to which he assigned Opus numbers, the monumental Sonatas 
Opus 1 and 2 (the second was actually written first). But it was in the shorter 
works that Brahms found an intimate, and personal voice that expressed his 
innermost feelings (starting with the Four Ballades Opus 10 and continuing 
with the Eight Piano Pieces, Opus 76 and the Two Rhapsodies Opus 79). It 
was to this earlier genre, the short piano piece, that Brahms returned in 1892 
and 1893 with twenty works spanning Opus 116 through 119.

Though many of these pieces can easily be heard as the reflections of a man in 
the twilight of his life, Brahms, like Schubert, was, in a sense, always “old”.  
Imagine the 17 year-old Schubert composing the harrowing song, “Erlkönig”; 
and imagine Brahms writing the equally harrowing and anguished first 
Piano Concerto at age 21, not to mention the even earlier dark and brooding 
Ballades Opus 10. So it is not surprising that in this series of late pieces, they, 
like diary entries, serve as deeply personal, often retrospective statements.
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I frequently give these late Brahms pieces to students when we first start 
working together, because in just two or three pages, so many issues of 
notation and composition — not to mention character and expression — can 
be explored. Jan Swafford says it quite precisely in his brilliant biography: 

“The main significance of the late piano works....is this: they are a summation 
of what Brahms had learned, almost scientific studies of compositional 
craft and of piano writing.” I cannot quite agree when Swafford goes on 
to call them “salon pieces” considering the lightness and superficiality that 
designation evokes. Malcolm MacDonald’s description, in his Brahms 
biography, comes closer to my view:

“Though a few of them [the late piano pieces] afford brief glimpses of the 
old fire and energy [of the Sonatas], the predominant character is reflective, 
musing, deeply introspective.....They are among the most personal piano 
music ever written.....[and] present the pianist with some of the greatest 
interpretive challenges in the repertoire.”

Brahms called the Three Intermezzi, Opus 117, “lullabies (cradle songs) 
of my sorrow”. Indeed, the first of the three, the Intermezzo in E-flat 
Major, is an actual lullaby which, to me, suggests a more moving tempo 
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than one often hears. (There are actually three distinct tempo indications 
for the A-B-A sections which, if clearly realized, require the first section to 
be the most flowing). The lilting melody is taken from a book of Scottish 
folk songs Brahms had in his possession (the first two lines of the text are 
quoted at the top of the score). One can imagine the first section being a 
setting of the lullaby sung by mother to child, and the middle section evoking 
the darkness and troubling fears of falling asleep. The final section brings 
back the opening theme in a different setting and pianissimo. Together with 
a col pedale indication which suggests some blur, a hazy quality emerges 
suggesting finally arriving in peaceful dreamland.  

The second piece, the Intermezzo in B-flat minor, incorporates a soprano 
melody of two-note slurred groupings into a fluid and continuous stream 
of 32nd notes, while the middle section transforms the melody of the first 
section (still using the two-note idea)  into a totally new-sounding, almost 
chorale-like texture. 

The Intermezzo in C-sharp Minor derives its haunting quality from the 
sotto voce (hushed) dynamic, the low register, the 3-octave unison doubling, 
and the creeping and twisting melodic line.  Its middle section, in A Major, 
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has a wildly disjunct and syncopated melody leaping about to unexpected 
places, as if one were chasing a butterfly that is elusively out of reach.  Also 
noteworthy in this piece is the fact, that — except for six measures (m. 76-81) 
and an extra measure at the end —every phrase of the piece is five bars long, 
an unusual irregularity that surely contributes to its inner tension.

If the Three Intermezzi Opus 117 convey the sense of a slight, but deeply 
profound internal experience, the Six Piano Pieces Opus 118 have the 
impact, overall, of a much more external and major work, especially because 
of the way the first Intermezzo in A Minor bursts forth with an unrelenting 
tsunami of force. The tempo indication (Allegro non assai, ma molto 
appassionato —Not too fast but very passionate) tells us as much about life 
as music: that passion should not be rushed. Its unsettled character derives 
not only from the strong (forte) dynamic, and its surging arpeggios but also 
from tonal ambiguity. The presumed key of A minor is only reached near 
the end, after starting in what seems to be F Major and fleetingly passing 
through other keys, before quietly slipping into A Major at the end, providing 
a seamless transition to the second piece.
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Opus 118 No. 2, the Intermezzo in A Major seems to be beloved by all who 
know it, speaking as much to adolescent yearnings as to the nostalgia of old 
age.  (Because of its depth and range of emotion, expressing both love and 
sadness, I have been asked to perform it at both weddings and funerals!). 
Beyond its emotional underpinnings and tender lyricism, it is beautifully 
proportioned and constructed. A simple three-note idea begins the gentle first 
melody and generates most of the thematic material of the piece. The often 
repeated rising seventh, first heard across the bar line to measure 2, seems to 
contain all that we need to know about reaching for the not quite attainable. 
Through a veritable miracle of compositional craft, the tender three-note 
melodic motive from the beginning makes a powerful appearance in the bass 
at a climactic moment of expressive outpouring (m. 30). The middle section, 
in F-sharp minor, also generated from a three-note idea, is often played in a 
somewhat active and agitated manner, but seems to me to be, instead, a quiet 
look inward, as if reflecting on all that was yearned for and never attained. 
When, in the return to the A section, the recurring, rising seventh finally 
becomes an octave (m. 82), it is as if, with difficulty, some barely out of reach 
blossom (or desire) has finally been tentatively grasped.  At the end of the 
piece the rising 7th is still there, amazingly part of the intricate voice-leading 
in which every voice of the final cadence is carefully accounted for.
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Whenever Brahms writes energico as he does in the Allegro energico 
indication of the third piece, the Ballade in G Minor, I have observed that 
he is drawing our attention not to speed but to vigor, usually conveyed, as is 
the case here, by a forceful rhythmic pattern. Brahms masterfully creates a 
floating middle section in the far away key of B Major from the long-short 
pattern of the two measures of transition that lead into the new section. As 
powerful as the piece is, he saves fortissimo for only one moment near the 
end (m. 108-110) and then allows the music to vaporize, leaving only a single 
triad (three-note chord) sounding at the very end — a surprising but fitting 
end to a piece that was made of a constant barrage of such chords.

Perhaps the most enigmatic piece of the six, is the fourth, the Intermezzo in F 
Minor. Built on a canon at the octave (darting C’s) that informs both the A and 
B sections, it has the coy charm Brahms’s Allegretto indication might suggest, 
while the poco agitato derives from the back and forth pull between the hands 
and registers. For a piece that starts with such modest means, it reaches a pow-
erful and passionate peak of excitement before finally settling into a cadence 
in F Major, still juxtaposing disjunct C’s and leading us effortlessly into the 
next piece.
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If, as the Oxford Dictionary of Music writes, the Romance (or Romanze) is a 
piece of an “especially personal or tender quality”, the Romanze in F Major, 
certainly fits the bill. Beginning with a narrative-like melody doubled in two 
inner voices (alto and tenor) and then varied somewhat in its repetition, the 
melody finally breaks out of its inner voice confines and emerges gloriously 
in the treble register in full bloom. A middle section in D Major cleverly 
elaborates that melody and, much like Chopin’s Berceuse, repeats the melody 
with almost improvisation-like variations over a constant left-hand pattern.  

If the Romanze is serene and loving, the last piece of the set, the Intermezzo 
in E-flat Minor, is the opposite — internal, poignant, dark, despondent. An 
unaccompanied melody begins the piece as if a far away and lonely voice 
is softly calling to be heard. As is so often the case in music and in life, 
emotions come in pairs of apparent but related opposites (tender/passionate, 
sad/angry, etc.); so is it that in this darkest, loneliest of pieces, a powerful 
almost desperate outcry is reached by close to its mid-point and, then again, 
briefly at the end before ending in quiet resignation.  

The Intermezzo in B Minor, which is the first of the Four Piano Pieces, 
Opus 119, with its intensely personal nature, evokes a kind of confessional. 
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It also pushes harmonic boundaries, with its poly-triadic seventh and ninth 
(and even eleventh) chords sounding almost impressionistic. (It is worth 
remembering that the breakdown of traditional harmony was already well 
under way — think Wagner — and that the young Debussy had, at this 
time, already written his early works). Clearly, Brahms himself considered 
the piece unusual and somewhat daring and even warned Clara Schumann 
when he sent her the manuscript, writing that the piece is “crawling with 
dissonance” and “you may not perhaps like them.” He went on: “This piece 
is extremely melancholy. To say sehr langsam (very slowly) is not saying 
enough. Every bar, each tone, must sound like ritardando, as if one wished to 
suck melancholy out of each dissonance with voluptuous delight.” 

What a rare instance of a composer telling us exactly how he felt about his 
piece and how it should be played!  In fact, the prescription to play each 
measure as if ritardando is precisely what is needed to inflect and articulate 
the measure-long slurs that begin in the first measure of the piece.  At first it 
seems improbable that the A at the end of the first measure would not lead 
directly to the next measure which starts on G, so close in pitch and time.  
But upon further investigation, it turns out that the whole piece is built on 
two-note phrases. The stretched-out ones, as in measure 1, evoke a sighing 
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gesture; and the close-together slurred pairs, as in measure 17 (the beginning 
of the B section), convey urgency. It is interesting to observe that both the A 
and B sections start with the same melodic pitches, F-sharp to A, in both cases 
with a slur connecting them, both marked piano, and diminuendo. Surely this 
is not coincidence. It is Brahms’s habitual way of working — spinning new 
material out of old. At the end of the piece, (beginning in m. 58) a slow and 
steady two-note scale-wise descent comes tantalizingly close to completing 
the scale, when it is suddenly interrupted by the longest two-note sigh of all 
(stretching across bars 65 and 66) coming to rest on F-sharp, where the piece 
began. Denying the completion of the scale and never reaching the tonic note 
in the melody, has the effect of leaving the listener in some kind of eternal 
state of suspension.  

The second piece of Opus 119 displays Brahms’s compositional genius 
once again. In the Intermezzo in E Minor, an agitated rhythmic figure that 
bounces between the hands contains the melodic shape that, transposed to 
E Major, becomes the tender lullaby of the middle section. It is a sleight of 
hand that won’t jump out at the listener, but surely provides an unconscious 
level of inner cohesion to the work.  
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The Intermezzo in C Major is perhaps the most congenial and charming 
of all the thirteen pieces on this disc, as is suggested by the three words 
that Brahms writes at the beginning of the piece: Grazioso, giocoso, 
leggiero (graceful, jocular or good-humored, and light). These are character 
descriptions and no tempo, per se, is indicated; but the charm of the grazioso 
is, in my opinion, best conveyed by a somewhat elastic tempo that is not 
really fast. For pianists it is also worth noting that Brahms indicates three 
distinct touches: staccato, legato, and in between those two, non-legato (the 
prevailing articulation throughout most of the piece).  

If indeed Brahms planned for this set to be his final piano pieces, and very 
possibly his last works, we can infer that he wanted to go out with a forceful, 
almost heroic statement, for the Rhapsody in E-flat Major strikes just such 
a tone from the very beginning. The long-short-short rhythm which prevails 
throughout much of the piece conveys determination, force and, as Brahms 
writes, resolve (risoluto). Here, the five-bar phrases serve to drive the energy 
forward. A dramatic and more sinister C Minor section changes the mood 
and leads into another episode in A-flat Major, one of serenade-like charm. A 
lyrical melody floats above staccato arpeggiated chords, like a singer accom-
panied by lute. Those interested in Brahms’s ever amazing compositional in
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genuity, might find it interesting to note that the A-flat theme is derived from 
the four bars of transition that precede it (which, in turn, evolves from the C 
minor section, itself an outgrowth of the opening material). 

The turn to E-flat minor for the conclusion of the piece is truly startling. While 
many minor key pieces end in major, the opposite is relatively rare. It is as if 
Brahms could not bring himself to end in joyful triumph, choosing instead the 
rage of a raised fist to the world. What this may be telling us about the composer, 
I leave to the listener to assess. What is clear is that taken together, the pieces 
that span Opus 117 to 119 convey a range of personal utterances that are 
uncompromising in their unabashed emotion. Far from the crusty old Brahms 
who thought nothing of offending those in his company, these pieces convey 
his deepest feelings, revealing the composer at his most authentic, sensitive, 
and vulnerable.

—Victor Rosenbaum 
(vrosenbaum@aol.com)
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“The appeal of Rosenbaum’s playing is in his 
musical temperament, in which fervor and gen-
tleness are happily combined and in the velvet 
of his tone”. 

That’s how the Boston Globe described Ameri-
can pianist Victor Rosenbaum, an artist whose 
playing has been called “magisterial” with a 

“piano touch [that] encompasses bravura, del-
icacy, and many variations between”.

Rosenbaum has concertized widely as soloist and chamber music performer in 
the United States, Europe, Asia, Israel, Brazil, and Russia in such prestigious 
halls as Tully Hall in New York and the Hermitage in St. Petersburg, Russia. 
He has collaborated with such artists as Leonard Rose, Paul Katz, Arnold Stein-
hardt, Robert Mann, Joseph Silverstein, James Buswell, Malcolm Lowe, and the 
Brentano, Borromeo, and Cleveland String Quartets. Festival appearances have 
included Tanglewood, the Rockport Chamber Music Festival, Kfar Blum and 
Tel Hai (in Israel), Yellow Barn, Kneisel Hall (Blue Hill), Musicorda, Masters 
de Pontlevoy (France), the Heifetz Institute, the International Keyboard Institute 
and Festival in New York, the International Music Seminar in Vienna, the Bow-
doin International Music Festival, the Festival at Walnut Hill School, the Puerto 
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Rico International Piano Festival, and The Art of the Piano Festival in Cincinnati. 
Concert appearances have brought him to Chicago, Minneapolis, Tokyo, Beijing, 
St. Petersburg (Russia), Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, and New York, among others. In 
addition to his absorption in the music of the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries (in particular Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Chopin, and Brahms), 
Rosenbaum has performed and given premieres of works by many contemporary 
composers, including John Harbison, John Heiss, Peter Westergaard, Norman 
Dinerstein, Arlene Zallman, Donald Harris, Daniel Pinkham, Miriam Gideon, 
Stephen Albert, and many others. A musician of diverse talents, Rosenbaum is 
also a composer and has frequently conducted in the Boston area and beyond.
 
Rosenbaum, who studied with Elizabeth Brock and Martin Marks while growing 
up in  Indianapolis, and went on to study with Rosina Lhevinne at the Aspen 
Festival and Leonard Shure (while earning degrees at Brandeis University and 
Princeton) has become a renowned teacher himself. A member of the faculty of 
New England Conservatory in Boston since 1967, he chaired its piano department 
for more than a decade, and was also Chair of Chamber Music. Also on the faculty 
of Mannes School of Music in New York from 2004-2017, he has been Visiting 
Professor of Piano at the Eastman School of Music, a guest teacher at Juilliard, 
and presents lectures, workshops, and master classes for teachers’ groups and 
schools both in the U. S. and abroad, including London’s Royal Academy of 
Music, Royal College of Music, and Guildhall School, the conservatories of St. 
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Petersburg and Moscow, Beijing Central Conservatory, Shanghai Conservatory, 
the Toho School in Tokyo, Tokyo Ondai, most major schools in Taiwan, and 
other institutions such as the Menuhin School near London, and the Jerusalem 
Music Center. Rosenbaum was also Director and President of the Longy School 
of Music from 1985-2001. 

This is his fourth CD for Bridge Records; the other three include a Schubert disc 
(described as a “powerful and poignant record of human experience”) and two 
Beethoven recordings, one of which (of the last three sonatas) was named by the 
American Record Guide as one of the top ten classical recordings of 2005. He has 
also recorded three discs for the Fleur de Son label — two of Schubert and one 
of Mozart.

The Jerusalem Post wrote of Rosenbaum: “His obvious consciousness of every-
thing he was doing....resulted in rich and subtle nuances of dynamics and shad-
ings and in organically shaped, well-rounded phrases; [while] there was refresh-
ing spontaneity and genuine temperament....the reign of intellect never faltered”.

The New York Times put it succinctly after his performance at Tully Hall: 
Rosenbaum “could not have been better”. 
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