Brahms Script

Norris

MUSIC 1

Harmonia Mundi  901844

Track 15

In: 1’30

Out: fade 2’06

The closest Brahms ever got to pretty music, I should think – perhaps for once the title’s significant: it’s his only piano Romance, and he wrote it late in his life, when he was – oh, getting on 60. This loving return to his own instrument produced 20 pieces in all, which Brahms grouped into four sets. Today I’m comparing recordings of the Six Piano Pieces Op.118: the earliest is from 1932; then there’s nothing for 30 years, and then another 20 year gap. But this millennium, there are ten recordings already, so it’s now a crowded market, with general appreciation of Brahms greater than it’s ever been. (And it was only a decade ago that the Very Short Introduction to Music actually said it couldn’t see the point of a Brahms Symphony.)

The obvious place to start is with a pianist who met Brahms, heard him conduct, and then worked with Hans Richter - who’d conducted Brahms’s piano concertos with the composer as soloist. None other than the renowned Wilhelm Backhaus. Stand by for squalls.

MUSIC 2

NAXOS 8.111041.

Track 25, running on into Track 26 , fade out at  0’16”

Trying to get the opening pair of pieces, in A minor-and-major, onto a single 78 is not a good enough reason for missing out all the repeats. This 1932 recording has been remastered by 4 different companies. The best is probably Naxos’s 2006 version, by Mark Obert-Thorne. The American version makes the piano sound like a toy American Steinway, but it does very responsibly present the pieces in the order that HMV released them, starting with the 3rd one, and ending with 1 & 2. There are still people who claim that the order of these late collections is not significant, but you’ll be able to make your own mind up about that by the end of the programme.

Backhaus, to my mind, has allowed his Brahmsian familiarity to breed, if not contempt, then at least a nasty attack of face value. Let’s turn to the other early exponent, Wilhelm Kempff. Only 11 years younger than Backhaus, he recorded Op.118 in a different age.

MUSIC 3

DG 437 249-2

Track 11

In: top

Out: fade after 1’00







Wilhelm Kempff’s 1963 recording on Deutsche Grammophon – and the piece makes a lot more sense with those repeats. Always worth doing – after all, we’re bilaterally symmetrical ourselves.

Kempff plays more spaciously than Backhaus, but still quite swiftly – and I feel he sometimes plasters phrases together in his search for the grand extrovert sweep. Modern players think about Brahms in a much more inward way. Here’s Marc Pantillon in 2005, on Claves. 

MUSIC 4

Claves  50-2508

Track 8

Fade in: 1’20

Into Track 9

Fade out: 1’06

Marc Pantillon. Measured playing on Claves. You might have noticed that in both these pieces, Brahms is playing with little three-note cells. (Sing opening of 1 – 2x3) in the first one. (Sing opening of 2 – 2x3) in the second one. That’s a whole composition lesson in itself. If Brahms had written (sing) that would have been the end of the piece – in fact, when he does write it, it is the end. By simply sticking a note up-an-octave, Brahms opens compositional space.

After a small climax at a top A, Brahms slyly puts the tune in the bass, before inverting his three-note cell again in the treble – la-la-la  la-la-la becomes la-la-la  la-la-la.

MUSIC 5

Avie 2136

Track 12

Fade In: 59”

Out: 2’03







Markus Groh’s 2007 Avie release. Groh has a fine way of presenting Brahms’s compositional processes, which he understands very well. He doesn’t fall into the philosophical trap blithely described – from within – by the pianist Antony Gray, who writes:

‘little of Brahms’s technical ability will be audible to most listeners; and it is the emotional power, the sheer beauty of these pieces, which draws me back to them.’

Not a very Brahmsian idea, that you can separate the beauty and the emotion from the compositional technique.

In the F major cello sonata of 1886, Brahms developed what his friend Hanslick described as an entirely new method of composition. 6 years later, in these piano pieces, we can see clearly what that new method was. Put simply, Brahms had learned how to disguise motives as melodies. And the new method of composition requires a new method of performance. We need to know the three-note cells are there: but we also want to hear the tune. Very easy to fall between two stools. Here’s the middle section of the 2nd piece, with just too many points being made for the melody to flow naturally. 

MUSIC 6

Virgin Classics  00946 379302 2 9

CD2 Track 5In: 2’20Fade Out:  3’50 

Nicholas Angelich on Virgin Classics in 2006, running into the sand as he deconstructs Brahms’s canonic melodies just a little too thoroughly. Lovely how the theme expresses that struggle with musical gravity that you find everywhere in late Brahms – a leap up of a fourth, followed by a slow fall. You find it in embryo in the Cello Sonata (sing), and again in the D minor Violin Sonata (sing), and most obviously in Op. 117 No.1 (sing). This canonic tune (sing) is made out of just the same material.

The Viennese pianist Stefan Vladar deals with all these counterpoints marvellously, and he finds new ones that no-one else has thought of. Except Brahms, perhaps.

MUSIC 7

Harmonia Mundi

HMC 901844

Track 12

In: 4’40

Out: end







After opening Op. 118 with a pair of pieces in A – minor and then major – Brahms drops down a whole tone to G minor, and writes a fine blustery Ballade. The note writers spill a lot of ink about what the story of the Ballade might be, and indeed, about titles in general: it’s easier to write words about words than words about music. We can get too bogged down in wordy categorisation. I was at a conference last week where there was agonised discussion about whether a Haydn Symphony was Picturesque, Picaresque, or merely Pastoral. The Drum Roll Symphony, it was.

Brahms’s Ballade begins with a three-note cell again, a tone and a semitone, making a minor third in all, just like the first two pieces.

 Here’s Idil Biret in 1989, on Naxos.

MUSIC 8

Naxos 8.550354

Track 6.

In: opening

Out: fade 1’22

A fine performance from Idil Biret. She studied with Cortot and with Kempff, and plays with a similar simple authority.

That unexpected B major melody again has an intellectual side to its beauty. Its highest note is F sharp, which begins to take on a significance of its own. It was already prominent in the canonic middle melody of the second piece, and now here, dwelt upon for a 7-beat length, it forms a fulcrum for the music to swing the first melody round to the remote key of D sharp minor.

Here’s Hélène Grimaud’s first recording, from 1991, her 22nd year. 

MUSIC 9

Brilliant Classics 92437

CD5 Track 8

In: 1’12

Fade Out: 2’30

Hélène Grimaud in 1991, recently released on Brilliant Classics: part of a 5 disc many-composered set, in aid of the wolves that are her other passion – she runs a wolf sanctuary and takes thousands of children round it each year.

There’s a clutch of recordings from thirty years ago that I was expecting to enjoy. Perhaps they’re not early enough to have that effortless if slightly thoughtless familiarity – nor late enough to have absorbed the remarkably significant fact that Brahms was writing these pieces in the same city and at the same time that Sigmund Freud was making his discoveries. Whatever the reason, I was surprised to find that neither Radu Lupu nor Stephen Kovacevich really convinced me – still less Julius Katchen. Part of the problem is the wrong readings that everyone was too much in awe of the great soloists to correct. Perhaps they thought it was ‘only Brahms’. Here’s Radu Lupu, in 1976. Lots of good things from such a pianist, of course, but pointlessly wrong chords in the left hand near the end, and no pause on the last bass note. They’re important details.

MUSIC 10

DECCA 417 599-2

Track 8

Fade in: 1’52

Out: end (3’03)

Mikhail Rudy’s playing is so clean and unpedalled that he displays Brahms’s bare bones. The effect is – well, clinical, I find, and in this piece, gabbling.

MUSIC 11

EMI Classics 72435 73790 2 1

1986

CD3 Track 13

In: top

Fade Out: 1’53

Mikhail Rudy in 1986, on EMI. A rather tiring three-disc set.

Now Brahms drops down another whole tone, to F, and writes another minor/major pair of pieces. The first gives us yet another permutation of those intervals (sing), canonically inverted in the left hand (sing). And at the same time, there’s a slower canon that deals simply in those rising fourths and falling 7ths that were set up in the second piece. (sing 4 notes).

The Viennese violinist, Ernst Kovacic, sees great psychological significance in the many mirrors and shadows that haunt Brahms’s late music – nowhere more than in this piece, in canon throughout. And just as he sees, in the D minor violin sonata, a bright consciousness in the high violin line, and a deep unconscious in the low piano, so I always feel in the middle section of this Intermezzo, where the hands cross again and again, that my conscious Right hand is reaching down into the unconscious realm of the Left. 

Here’s Wilhelm Kempff in a radio broadcast of 1960, brilliantly navigating between too-skittish Scylla and too-calm Charybdis. A few splashes and a memory slip, but hey.

MUSIC 12

Orfeo C721 0721

CD2

Track 4, complete

Kempff again, on Orfeo – a mixed double-album.

By the time Hélène Grimaud recorded Op.118 for the second time, in 1995, 4 years after the first time, she had discovered that it was the stormy side of her playing that was attracting attention. And so, perhaps, that was the side she chose to stress. Bits of Number 4 work very well like that.

MUSIC 13

Erato 0630 14350-2

Track 14

In: 1’34

Out: end (2’24)

Grimaud on Erato, now repackaged by Warner Classics into a 6 disc set NOT in aid of the wolves. The biographical essay employs terms like frightening talent, strong ideals, immense energy and exceptional tenacity, and that’s just the first sentence. And some splendid playing, though in the end I wonder if it isn’t all-about-Brahms.

And so to F major, for Brahms’s solitary Romance – in every sense of both words. It’s the most puzzling of all the pieces, the most difficult to find.

It starts with what seems like a melody – that old trick again – but, as Denis Arnold pointed out, you’ll find it’s a funny old melody if you try to sing it. It lies in the middle of the texture, and it’s accompanied in the treble by yet another descending scale.

Gerhard Oppitz plays it plainly enough in his 5-disc complete Brahms box.

MUSIC 14

RCA Red Seal  BMG 82876-67887-2

Track 11

In: top

Out: fade 1’25

Oppitz on RCA Red Seal. Complete Brahms piano music, recorded in only 13 days in 1989.

Marc Pantillon lets the melody flow, and shows us different beauties as the tune passes by.

MUSIC 15

Claves  50-2508

Track 12

In: top

Out: fade 50”

I like the way this Claves recording was made. It was sponsored by the local council and Rotary Club in the little Swiss town where Pantillon lives – a keen birdwatcher, apparently. There’s a nice full page advert for the concert hall where they recorded it. And, a lovely detail, we learn that Pantillon studied in Vienna on a scholarship from Migros, which is the Swiss equivalent of the Co-Op. The Swiss have explored the future of classical music finance, and it seems to be working.

Another disc I learnt a lot from was Eva Knardahl’s, on Simax. A Norwegian pianist –  born in 1927, went to the American Mid-West in 1947, big career there, back to Oslo and became the grand Pianiste of Norway. Died in 2006. Lovely playing. Here’s her middle section to the Romance. Brahms drops to an unexpected D major – it answers the rise from G to B for the middle section of the Ballade. The music becomes more animated each time it tries to escape to the dominant key – but no sooner has Brahms introduced the necessary G sharp than the music falls back, stuck in a heavenly D major. The only way to progress is for Brahms to turn to the minor, and sneak back to F major that way. We could seek all sorts of parallels with Brahms’s life – is D major really Clara Schumann, is the D minor transition the act of running away to the F major of Vienna ? – but instead we’ll just listen to it.

MUSIC 16

Simax PSC 1059 NB CD wrongly self-indexed

Track 10

Fade in at 1’28

Out: 3’15

Eva Knardahl in 1989, on Simax. In the end, not quite flowing enough in the tunes for my taste. In fact, now we’re at the last piece but one, and we’ve heard well over a dozen recordings, we should perhaps do some weighing up.

Oppitz’s 13 days for the work of a lifetime perhaps left him insufficient time for subtlety. Lupu makes a meal of the tunes, and misses some of the counterpoint – not to mention that important misreading. Backhaus’s admirers all stress his no-nonsense quality, which is faint praise indeed. Kempff is marvellous both times. Rudy is too clinical – and too quick – Angelich distorts his tunes. Biret’s really good, as are Pantillon, Vladar and Groh. Grimaud’s interesting, but, as the biog said, just a bit frightening as she sweeps Brahms off his feet. There isn’t time to play you all the performances, but I must just mention a 2 disc set from Genuin, that I rather suspect was planned as a single disc. The performances are so sluggish that it overflows by 20 minutes – the duration of the second disc! The really noteworthy thing about it is that it’s sponsored by a German car plant, which runs a Festival of Movement – mainly dance, but Brahms too. ‘Men, Cars – and what moves them’. Seekers after sponsorship, take note!

In the D major section of the Romance, Brahms was failing to escape from D major. He’s set this up in the first section, where what keeps trying to be a tune gets stuck on a repeated C each time, and then has another go. And yet from these frustrations, Brahms makes a beautiful piece of music. There he is, in Freud’s city, a city that exhibited mental illness clearly enough for Freud to begin to get a view of the causes. Brahms was subject to the same stresses, but he heals himself with this perfectly integrated music. We can heal ourselves with it too, if we listen and play with our whole minds.

MUSIC 17

Harmonia Mundi HMC 901844

Fade in: 2’07

Out: end (3’39)

Stefan Vladar on Harmonia Mundi. I admire the way he invents three voices at the end (sing). Most people play the first two the same, just in octaves, but Vladar voices them differently.

For the last piece, the saddest piece of any, Brahms drops yet another whole tone, to E flat minor, a key already set up (disguised as D# minor!) in the G minor Ballade. And the tune is familiar to us from a counterpoint way back in the second Intermezzo, carefully signposted by Brahms with what we call hairpins. Markus Groh plays the three-note cell very starkly. 


MUSIC 18

Avie 2136

Track 16

In: top

Fade Out: 1’21

More hand-crossing in canon as Brahms reaches down into the depths of his soul. And the opening note was that significant F sharp again, disguised as a G flat this time. That first time round, it fell on the ear in the context of the preceding F major, so the piece begins on a minor ninth and some tonal confusion. Now, for a repeat, Brahms makes it inescapably clear that we’re in E flat minor, with a plain chord in the left hand, and a more melting accompaniment.

Here’s Marc Pantillon.

MUSIC 19

Claves  50-2508

In: 1’26

Out: 2’58

Hungarian cavalry in the distance! I’m going to introduce a Wild Card. Here’s Hakon Austbo in 2002, on Brilliant Classics.

MUSIC 20

Brilliant Classics 99941 CD 2

Track 16

In: 2’27

Out: 3’41

Austbo’s at his best here – a wonderful climax, and an even more impressive controlled detumescence. Unfortunately, his earlier pieces had careless misreadings, including one that resulted in parallel octaves – in Brahms! Still, one of many pretty good recordings I can’t do justice to this morning.

The music is transformed into a consolation – but Brahms won’t be consoled. Here’s Kempff again.

MUSIC 21

DG 437 249-2

Track 16

In: 3’20

Out: 4’09

Keep those chords in your head! And listen to this.

MUSIC 22

Phillips 442 589-2

CD 1

Track 16

In: 4’19

Out: 4’45

Can you believe it!? Plays an A flat instead of an A natural, and so turns a questioning augmented chord into a consoling major chord. 

Perhaps no-one back in 1981 believed that Stephen Kovacevich could have played a wrong note. Perhaps it simply escaped the attention of the Philips producer. But what a pity.

Eva Knardahl makes similar errors on the preceding page of this piece, though with less disastrous results.
Brahms started off in A, and has fallen all the way to Eflat – an augmented fourth, what they used to call diabolus in musica. And he’s ended in E flat minor, the only minor chord that’s all black notes. Right back at the beginning, his tune started on a C – the archetypical white note, and immediately fell to B flat, the archetypical black note, even though that’s tricky to fit into the key of A. One way of looking at the tonal development of Op. 118 is as a progression from the white notes to the black notes, from the bright keys to the dark keys.

I’ll make my final choice now. It’s the modern recordings which appeal to my own psychological reading of the music – especially Marc Pantillon on Claves, Markus Groh on Avie, and Stefan Vladar on Harmonia Mundi. Difficult to choose between them, but in the end Pantillon’s E flat minor climax is just a shade underpowered, and Groh’s melodies oh-so-slightly less flowing. So my final choice is Stefan Vladar, with his endlessly imaginative counterpoints and beautiful sounds. I started to listen to his recording when I should have been leaving home for a really important meeting. I never got there. That sort of recording.

A final symbolic gesture from Brahms. His music cannot reach a perfect cadence, even as the bass reaches further and further down the piano. So at last it gives up, and just plays the tonic E flat minor chord, note by note, and all on the black notes. In an interesting pendant to that diabolus in musica, Brahms marks the arpeggio to be played by the LEFT hand – that’s to say, sinister. I wonder if Vladar does. See what you think.

MUSIC 23

Harmonia Mundi

HMC 901844

Track 16

In: 3’25

Out: end 5’10
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