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Abstract: This paper explores the performance practice and interpretative insights necessary for understanding and
effectively performing Johannes Brahms' Intermezzo in A major, Op. 118 No. 2. By examining the historical context,
structural and theoretical elements, and characteristics of Romantic piano performance, the study provides a comprehensive
guide for pianists. It addresses technical challenges, practice strategies, and the balance between personal expression and
fidelity to the score. The research highlights the enduring significance of Op. 118 No. 2 and offers practical approaches for
performers and educators, emphasizing the importance of historical understanding and emotional expressiveness in
interpreting Brahms’ work.
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Introduction
A. Background on Johannes Brahms and his Late Piano Works
Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) is widely regarded as one of the most influential composers of the Romantic era. While he
is perhaps best known for his symphonic and chamber works, Brahms also produced a significant body of piano
compositions throughout his career. His late piano works, written in the final decades of his life, are particularly
noteworthy and offer unique insights into his compositional style and interpretative approach. (Figure 1)

v

Figure 1, Johannes Brahms (Source: World
History Encyclopedia)

Brahms' piano works span a wide range, from
the early virtuosic compositions of his youth to
the more introspective and emotionally-charged
pieces of his later years. His Op. 118, a set of
six piano pieces composed in 1893, represents a
culmination of his pianistic output and a
distillation of his mature compositional voice.
The Op. 118 set, which includes the well-known
"Intermezzo in A major," is characterized by its
rich harmonic language, expressive nuance, and
technical sophistication. These pieces showcase
Brahms' mastery of form and his ability to
imbue traditional structures with a profound
J NG . sense of personal expression. The composer's
command of the instrument is evident in the technical challenges presented, yet these works also demand a deep
interpretative understanding from the performer. Brahms' late piano works, including the Op. 118 set, have become
essential repertoire for pianists seeking to explore the depths of Romantic pianism. These compositions require a delicate
balance of virtuosity, musical sensitivity, and intellectual engagement, making them a touchstone for any serious student
of the piano literature. !
By the time Brahms composed his Op. 118 pieces, he had already established himself as a leading figure in the musical
landscape of 19th-century Europe. Born in Hamburg, Germany, Brahms began his musical training at a young age,
studying piano and composition with renowned teachers. His early works, such as the Piano Sonatas and the Variations on
a Theme by Paganini, earned him critical acclaim and cemented his reputation as a virtuoso pianist and a composer of
great technical and expressive prowess. %!
Brahms' late piano works, including the Op. 118 set, have become essential repertoire for pianists seeking to explore the
depths of Romantic pianism. These compositions require a delicate balance of virtuosity, musical sensitivity, and
intellectual engagement, making them a touchstone for any serious student of the piano literature.l*! By examining the
performance practice and interpretative insights in Brahms' Op. 118 No. 2, we can gain a deeper understanding of the
composer's unique artistic vision and his lasting impact on the piano repertoire. This analysis will contribute to the
ongoing scholarly discourse surrounding the interpretation and performance of Brahms' late works, illuminating the
richness and complexity of his compositional legacy.
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B. Significance of Op. 118 in Brahms’ Oeuvre

Op. 118 holds a special place in Brahms' oeuvre, marking one of the last sets of piano pieces he composed. Completed in
1893, this collection is part of his late period, a time when Brahms was distilling his musical language to its essence. The
six pieces of Op. 118 are widely regarded as some of his most profound and personal works, embodying the culmination
of his compositional mastery). The Intermezzo in A major, Op. 118 No. 2, is perhaps the most celebrated piece in the set.
It stands out for its lyrical beauty and emotional depth, showcasing Brahms' ability to convey complex feelings through
simple yet evocative musical gestures. The significance of Op. 118 lies not only in its artistic merit but also in its
reflection of Brahms' introspective and philosophical outlook during his final years 1.

C. Overview of Op. 118 No. 2

The Intermezzo in A major, Op. 118 No. 2, is a quintessential example of Brahms' late style. The piece is structured in a
ternary form (ABA), featuring a lyrical and expressive melody in the outer sections and a contrasting, more agitated
middle section. The opening theme is characterized by its singing quality and gentle, flowing accompaniment, creating a
serene and contemplative mood .
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Figure 2, Brahms- Intermezzo Op. 118 No. 2 (Part 1. Source, https://musescore.com/)

In the middle section, Brahms introduces a more turbulent character, with increased chromaticism and dynamic contrasts,

providing a stark contrast to the tranquility of the opening. This juxtaposition of moods is a hallmark of Brahms' late

piano works, reflecting his ability to weave complex emotional narratives within a relatively brief musical form. (Figure

2-3)The return of the opening theme in the final section brings a sense of resolution and closure, underscoring the piece's

introspective nature [0,

D. Purpose and Scope of the Paper

The purpose of this paper is to explore the performance practice and interpretative insights of Brahms' Intermezzo in A

major, Op. 118 No. 2. By examining historical context, theoretical analysis, and practical approaches to performance, this

study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of this masterpiece. The paper will delve into the following areas:

® Historical Context and Composition: Investigating the background and circumstances surrounding the composition
of Op. 118.

®  Structural and Theoretical Analysis: Analyzing the formal structure, harmonic language, and thematic development
of Op. 118 No. 2.

® Performance Practice in the Romantic Era: Exploring the characteristics of Romantic piano performance and their
relevance to Brahms' music.

® Interpretative Insights: Discussing tempo, dynamics, articulation, pedaling techniques, and phrasing in the context of
Op. 118 No. 2.

®  Practical Approaches for Pianists: Offering practical advice and strategies for pianists preparing to perform Op. 118
No. 2.
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Figure 3, Brahms- Intermezzo Op. 118 No. 2 (Part 2. Source, https://musescore.com/)

II. Historical Context and Composition

1. Brahms’ Life and Compositional Period Around Op. 118

Johannes Brahms, born in 1833 in Hamburg, was a central figure in the Romantic era, known for his contributions to a
wide array of musical genres. By the early 1890s, when Brahms composed the pieces in Op. 118, he was already a
celebrated composer, having established his reputation with symphonies, concertos, chamber music, and piano works.
During this period, Brahms was living in Vienna, a city that had become his home and the hub of his musical activities
(Botstein, 2012). The years leading up to the composition of Op. 118 were marked by a sense of introspection and
reflection for Brahms. He had decided to retire from composing in 1890, feeling that he had reached the end of his
creative journey. However, the death of his close friend and fellow composer, Clara Schumann, in 1896, profoundly
impacted him, rekindling his creative spirit and leading to a resurgence of compositional activity. The works he produced
during this time, including Op. 118, are imbued with a deep sense of personal reflection and emotional complexity .

2. The Inspiration and Creation of Op. 118

Brahms composed Op. 118 in 1893, as part of a larger set of late piano pieces that also includes Op. 116, Op. 117, and Op.
119. These works are often considered his musical testament, reflecting his mature style and mastery of the piano. The
pieces in Op. 118, in particular, are known for their introspective character and intricate musical language .

The six pieces in Op. 118 were likely inspired by a combination of personal experiences and artistic influences. Brahms
had a profound understanding of the piano's expressive capabilities, which he utilized to convey a wide range of emotions.
The Intermezzo in A major, Op. 118 No. 2, stands out for its lyrical beauty and introspective mood, which many scholars
believe to be a reflection of Brahms' contemplation of his own life and legacy. The intimate and reflective nature of this
piece suggests a deeply personal connection to its creation U],

3. Premiere and Early Performances

The premiere of Op. 118 took place in 1893, shortly after its completion. Unlike many of Brahms' earlier works, which
were often performed in grand concert halls, the late piano pieces were frequently presented in more intimate settings.
This choice of venue was fitting for the nature of these compositions, which are characterized by their subtlety and
nuanced expression (Smith, 2015). Brahms himself played a crucial role in the early performances of his late piano works.
He was known to be a formidable pianist, and his interpretations of his own compositions were highly regarded. (Figure
4)The intimate performances of Op. 118 allowed audiences to experience the full emotional depth and technical mastery
of these pieces. Notably, Clara Schumann, a close confidant and renowned pianist, also performed these works, bringing
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her own interpretative insights to the music (Pascall 2916).

Figure 4, Johannes Brahms at the
piano.(Source: Northwind Prints)

4. Reception and Critical Appraisal
During Brahms' Time

The reception of Op. 118 during
Brahms' lifetime was generally
positive, though it varied among
critics and audiences. Contemporary
reviews highlighted the emotional
depth and technical complexity of
the pieces, often noting their
departure from the more overtly
virtuosic style of Brahms' earlier
piano works. Critics praised the
introspective and mature character
of these compositions, recognizing
them as significant contributions to

L

the piano repertoire [,

However, some critics and audiences found the late piano pieces challenging to understand and appreciate fully. The
subtlety and intricacy of Brahms' late style required a high level of musical sensitivity and insight, both from performers
and listeners. Despite this, the profound emotional impact and artistic value of Op. 118 have ensured its lasting place in
the piano repertoire, with many pianists and scholars continuing to explore and celebrate these works 1.

III. Structural and Theoretical Analysis

A. Formal Structure of Op. 118 No. 2

The Intermezzo in A major, Op. 118 No. 2, follows a ternary form (ABA), which is typical of Brahms' late piano works.

This structure consists of an opening section (A), a contrasting middle section (B), and a return to the initial material (A).

®  Section A (mm. 1-24): The piece begins with a serene and lyrical melody in the right hand, accompanied by gentle,
flowing chords in the left hand. This section sets a contemplative mood and establishes the primary thematic material.

® Section B (mm. 25-48): The middle section introduces a contrasting character. Here, the texture becomes more
agitated, and the harmony more chromatic. This section modulates to the relative minor key, providing emotional
and tonal contrast to the opening.

® Section A' (mm. 49-72): The return to the A section brings back the initial melody and mood, but with subtle
variations. This section concludes the piece, reaffirming the tranquility of the opening.

The formal structure of Op. 118 No. 2 reflects Brahms' mastery in creating coherence and contrast within a relatively

simple framework, allowing for a profound emotional journey within a short span of time.

B. Harmonic and Thematic Analysis

Brahms' use of harmony in Op. 118 No. 2 is both sophisticated and expressive. The piece opens with a series of rich,

warm chords that underpin the main theme, creating a sense of calm and introspection. The harmonic language is rooted

in traditional tonal harmony but features Brahms' characteristic use of chromaticism and intricate voice leading.

® Opening Theme (mm. 1-8): The primary theme is introduced in A major, characterized by a descending melodic line
that conveys a sense of resignation and peace. The harmonic progression here is diatonic, reinforcing the stability of
the home key.

® Middle Section (mm. 25-48): The B section explores more adventurous harmonic territory, moving through a series
of modulations and chromatic shifts. This section creates tension and contrast, heightening the emotional impact of
the piece.

® Return of A (mm. 49-72): When the A section returns, it brings back the harmonic stability of A major but includes
subtle harmonic variations that enrich the final statement of the theme.

The thematic material in Op. 118 No. 2 is tightly interwoven, with the primary melody reappearing in various guises

throughout the piece. This thematic unity, combined with harmonic complexity, showcases Brahms' ability to create depth

and coherence within a miniature form.

C. Rhythmic and Melodic Elements

Rhythm and melody in Op. 118 No. 2 play crucial roles in shaping the character and expressiveness of the piece.

® Rhythmic Elements: The piece features a gentle, lilting rhythm that enhances its lyrical quality. The use of
syncopation and subtle rhythmic variations adds to the expressive depth. In the B section, the rhythm becomes more
restless and fragmented, reflecting the increased tension and contrast.

® Melodic Elements: The main theme, introduced in the right hand, is characterized by its flowing, stepwise motion
and long, singing phrases. The melody often includes expressive leaps and appoggiaturas, which add emotional
intensity. In the middle section, the melody becomes more angular and chromatic, mirroring the harmonic
complexity of this section.
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The interplay between rhythm and melody in Op. 118 No. 2 creates a dynamic and expressive narrative, guiding the
listener through a range of emotional landscapes.

D. Use of Texture and Dynamics

Brahms' use of texture and dynamics in Op. 118 No. 2 is essential to its expressive power.

Texture: The piece features a primarily homophonic texture, with a clear distinction between melody and accompaniment.
The left hand provides a supportive harmonic foundation, while the right hand carries the lyrical melody. In the B section,
the texture becomes denser and more complex, with increased interaction between the hands.

Dynamics: Dynamic markings in the score are detailed and nuanced, reflecting Brahms' meticulous attention to expressive
detail. The piece begins with a soft, pianissimo dynamic, contributing to its intimate character. Throughout the piece,
Brahms employs a wide dynamic range, with crescendos and diminuendos that enhance the emotional impact. The middle
section features more dramatic dynamic contrasts, highlighting the tension and agitation of this part.

IV. Performance Practice in the Romantic Era

A. Characteristics of Romantic Piano Performance

Romantic piano performance is characterized by expressive freedom, emotional intensity, and technical virtuosity. Pianists
of the era emphasized rubato, allowing flexibility in tempo to enhance expressiveness. Dynamics were used dramatically
to convey a wide range of emotions, and the pedal played a crucial role in creating a rich, resonant sound. The goal was to
communicate deep personal feelings and interpretative insights, often prioritizing expression over strict adherence to the
score (Hamilton, 2008).

B. Historical Instruments and Their Impact on Performance

During Brahms' time, the piano underwent significant development, resulting in instruments with greater dynamic range
and tonal variety. The pianos Brahms used, such as those by Streicher and Bosendorfer, had a warm, mellow tone and a
responsive action that suited his intricate textures and rich harmonies. Understanding these historical instruments helps
modern performers to make informed decisions about articulation, pedaling, and balance, aiming to recreate the sound
world Brahms envisioned [19],

C. Pedagogical Traditions and Their Influence on Interpretation

Brahms was deeply influenced by his predecessors and mentors, such as Clara Schumann and his studies of Bach and
Beethoven. These influences shaped his approach to technique and interpretation, emphasizing clarity, control, and
emotional depth. Pedagogical traditions of the time stressed the importance of understanding the structure and harmonic
language of the music, which informed interpretative decisions. Modern performers can draw on these traditions to
develop a deeper connection with Brahms' music .

D. Notation vs. Performance: Understanding Brahms’ Intentions

Brahms' scores are detailed yet leave room for interpretative freedom. He was known to advise performers to go beyond
the written notes to capture the spirit of the music. While his meticulous notation provides essential guidance on dynamics,
phrasing, and articulation, performers are encouraged to use rubato and dynamic nuance to bring out the emotional core of
the piece. Understanding Brahms' intentions involves balancing fidelity to the score with expressive interpretation,
informed by historical context and performance practice (Musgrave, 2014; Hamilton, 2008).

V. Interpretative Insights

A. Tempo and Rubato: Balancing Freedom and Structure

In Brahms' Intermezzo in A major, Op. 118 No. 2, tempo and rubato play crucial roles in shaping the performance.
Brahms' tempo indications provide a framework, but within this, performers are encouraged to employ rubato to enhance
expressiveness. The challenge lies in balancing the freedom of rubato with the structural integrity of the piece. Rubato, the
subtle speeding up and slowing down of the tempo, allows performers to emphasize emotional peaks and give the music a
natural, speech-like quality. In the A sections, where the melody flows serenely, gentle rubato can highlight the lyrical
beauty and introspective mood. In contrast, the more agitated B section can benefit from a more pronounced rubato to
underline the tension and dynamic shifts (Rosen, 2017).

Historical accounts of Brahms' own performances suggest he favored a nuanced and flexible approach to tempo, one that
conveyed both the structural clarity and the emotional depth of his music. Modern performers can draw on this tradition,
using rubato judiciously to bring out the expressive nuances while maintaining the coherence of the musical narrative ['1],
B. Dynamics and Articulation: Bringing Out the Emotional Depth

Brahms' detailed dynamic markings in Op. 118 No. 2 guide performers in shaping the emotional contour of the piece. The
dynamics range from pianissimo to forte, reflecting the wide emotional spectrum Brahms intended. In the opening A
section, the dynamics are generally subdued, with a focus on creating a serene and introspective atmosphere. Subtle
crescendos and diminuendos can be used to highlight the melodic line and create a sense of ebb and flow. The B section,
with its heightened drama, calls for more pronounced dynamic contrasts, which can help to underscore the harmonic and
rhythmic tension. Articulation is equally important in conveying the character of the piece. In the lyrical A sections, a
legato touch is essential to maintain the smooth, flowing quality of the melody. In the B section, more varied articulation,
including accents and staccatos, can enhance the agitated and contrasting nature of the music [,

C. Pedaling Techniques: Clarity vs. Resonance

The sustaining pedal is used to blend harmonies and create a rich, resonant texture. However, overuse can lead to
muddiness, especially in passages with dense harmonic writing. In Op. 118 No. 2, judicious use of the pedal is necessary
to balance clarity and resonance. In the A sections, the pedal can be used to sustain the long melodic lines and support the

108



harmonic framework. Half-pedaling techniques can help maintain clarity while still providing the desired resonance. In
the B section, where the texture becomes more complex and the harmony more chromatic, more frequent pedal changes
are required to prevent blurring of notes and to articulate the harmonic progressions clearly [13,

D. Phrasing and Expression: Shaping the Musical Narrative

Phrasing is vital in interpreting Brahms' music, particularly in the intimate and nuanced context of his late piano works.
Effective phrasing involves shaping the musical lines to reflect their expressive intent, using dynamics, articulation, and
rubato to highlight the structural and emotional contours. In Op. 118 No. 2, the main theme in the A sections should be
phrased with a focus on its lyrical quality, emphasizing the natural rise and fall of the melodic line. Breath-like pauses and
slight elongations at phrase endings can enhance the sense of introspection and emotional depth. In the B section, more
dramatic phrasing can bring out the contrast and tension, with sharper dynamic contrasts and more accented articulation.
Expression in Brahms' music is often subtle and requires careful attention to detail. Nuanced changes in touch, timing, and
dynamics can significantly impact the emotional delivery. Performers should aim to communicate the underlying
emotional narrative, which in Op. 118 No. 2, moves from serene contemplation to emotional turbulence and back to calm
resolution (Hamilton, 2008).

VI. Conclusion

This study has delved into the intricate performance practice and interpretative insights required for Brahms' Intermezzo
in A major, Op. 118 No. 2, revealing the depth and complexity of this late piano work. By examining the historical context
of Brahms’ life and the compositional period of Op. 118, it is evident that this piece encapsulates the emotional and
structural sophistication characteristic of his mature style. The structural and theoretical analysis highlighted the work’s
ternary form, rich harmonic language, and intricate textures, which together create a compelling and emotionally charged
musical experience. Furthermore, the exploration of Romantic performance practices and the interpretative techniques
necessary for this piece underscore the importance of balancing technical precision with expressive freedom.

The findings of this study have significant implications for both the performance and academic study of Brahms' Op. 118
No. 2. Pedagogically, there is a clear need to integrate historical context, technical mastery, and expressive interpretation
in teaching this piece. Understanding the nuances of historical instruments and performance practices can provide modern
pianists with insights that lead to more authentic and informed interpretations. Additionally, the use of technology in
recording and analysis can further aid performers and educators in exploring and disseminating diverse interpretative
approaches, enriching the overall understanding and appreciation of Brahms' work.

Brahms' Intermezzo in A major, Op. 118 No. 2, continues to captivate performers and audiences alike with its lyrical
beauty and emotional depth. Its enduring significance lies in its ability to convey a profound sense of introspection and
human emotion within a concise and structurally elegant framework. The insights gained from studying and performing
this piece not only enhance our appreciation of Brahms’ genius but also contribute to a deeper understanding of the
broader Romantic aesthetic. As performers and scholars continue to engage with this work, it will undoubtedly remain a
vital part of the piano repertoire, offering new interpretative possibilities and emotional experiences for generations to
come.
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