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Fantasias, Op.116
In 1891 Brahms wrote little. The only two
works he completed were the A minor
Clarinet Trio, Op. 114, and the B minor
Clarinet Quintet, Op. 115, and even these
Fantasias overlapped into the next year. In
(act by 1890 he had aged significantly
(although he was only fifty-seven) and
wanted to live an increasingly quiet life – he
even refused, twice, a Cambridge doctorate
– and his works for clarinet were partly
inspired by his meeting with a well-known
clarinettist by the name of Mühlfeld, as
were the two sonatas he wrote for the
instrument at about the same time as the
Fantasias.

The seven pieces here display a wide variety
of moods. The Capriccios have a sort of
whirlwind character about them: the first
rarely relaxes, but the G minor has a broad
and thickly-written central section which
seems to rise triumphantly from the drama
of the first pages, while the last contains a
sweeping theme covering a wide register
and is somewhat reminiscent of a typical
Brahmsian string melody. This piece
concludes with a terse and
uncompromising coda; between these
Capriccios the four Intermezzi are inward-
looking, intimate works. The A minor
consists mostly of short phrases like
incomplete thoughts, its middle section
being of a rather restless nature. The first
of the two in E major was originally called

Nocturne, and it is an expansive piece of
great beauty, having an improvisatory
feeling that is undoubtedly nocturnal. The
other in the same key is chordal and more
solemn in character, with a briefly lyrical
central part, and between the two, that in E
minor, perhaps the least known of the
seven Fantasias, is an elusive fragment with
fascinating harmonic progressions that
surely deserve closer acquaintance.

Three Intermezzi, Op.117
The rest of Brahms’s piano works were
written in 1891 and 1892, all being sets of
short pieces comprising Opp. 116-119,
except for the book of 51 Exercises which
were probably written over a greater period
of time but were finished in 1893. These
three pieces amount to some of Brahms’s
most beautiful piano writing. All three are
brooding and intimate but each shows an
introspection in different aspects. The first
is a lullaby that has a quiet and unruffled lilt
which perfectly reflects the Scottish
folksong that inspired it. The second is
more rhapsodic, arabesque-like figurations
alternating with a sombre tune in the
relative major key, while the third has an
intensely brooding character, accentuated
perhaps by its writing being almost entirely
in the lower half of the keyboard; a more
optimistic feeling comes with the middle
section, a gently rocking motif in A major.
The return to the first idea is masterfully



done, with hesitant phrases that reinvoke
the original mood.

Two Rhapsodies, Op.79
1879 was another year that saw very little
from Brahms. The great violin concerto
had been written the year before, and he
was working on the G major Violin and
Piano Sonata and the B flat Piano Concerto –
the sonata was finished the following year
and the concerto not until 1881.

These two Rhapsodies are fairly
straightforward works, having rather more
“organising” in the writing than might be
thought from the title, and in fact they are
firmly connected with sonata form. Both
are somewhat stormy in character, the G
minor being by far the better known of the
two. This is a tempestuous work, plunging
right into a passionate opening theme and
undergoing several changes of expression
in its first two pages. The middle section
becomes calmer, but the restlessness is
never far away, whereas the equivalent part
of the B minor Rhapsody is a simple and
calm theme, virtually isolated from the
outer pages, although here it is quoted,
darkly, in the left hand, before the
storminess is spent in the major key
(Brahms originally intended to call it a
Capriccio). The G minor is rather different
in that it stays in the minor and ends with
two fiercely decisive chords.

Variations and Fugue on a Theme by
Händel, Op.24
Brahms wrote this monumental work in
1861, a year in which he was working on
(or had completed) two piano quartets, the
Piano Quintet (this was not finished until
1864) and the Variations on a Theme by
Schumann, for two pianos. He was
fascinated by the variation form and wrote
several sets – not only that, but he
incorporated the form in some of his other
works, notably in the first two of his piano
sonatas, and I feel that perhaps the most
highly developed example is to be heard in
the superb finale of the fourth symphony,
although this is basically in passacaglia form.

The Aria that forms the basis of this work
came from Handel’s second book of Suites
de pièces pour le clavecin. He dedicated it to “a
dear lady friend” who was of course Clara
Schumann, who gave its first performance.
From the simplicity of the Aria Brahms
produced twenty-five variations of
incredibly rich variety, all the more
remarkable when one considers that only
one variation (21) departs from the basic
key of B flat, and then only into G minor,
its relative minor key. Some are linked
together without a pause, for instance
numbers 1 to 5, 6 to 8, etc. This creates a
tremendous buildup of tension and
excitement in the final four variations, the
last of which resembles a sort of fanfare
which most effectively fills the two roles of



bringing the variations to a triumphant
conclusion and also setting the scene for
the massive fugue, which builds up steadily
to an overwhelming final page.
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... This was an evening of piano playing which
gripped the attention and the imagination as if by
magnetism. He found an intensity and an authority
to give a recital which could hardly have been more
absorbing. (Daily Telegraph, 16 May 1989).

Born in London, Peter Katin’s musical
talent was evident at the age of four, and he
was admitted to the senior department of
the Royal Academy of Music when he was
twelve, four years before the official age of
entry. The success of his Wigmore Hall
début in 1948 started him on a career that
has taken him throughout the world (he
was the first British artist to give a post-war
solo tour of the then USSR), and in those
earlier years he was greatly influenced by
his meetings with Clifford Curzon, Claudio
Arrau and Myra Hess, who gave him much
advice for which he has always been deeply
grateful.

His early successes seemed centred round
the classical composers; he was greatly in
demand for Mozart concerto performances
in particular and he also developed a rare

talent for chamber music. However, a
performance of Rachmaninov’s D minor
Concerto in 1953 changed his image almost
overnight, and hailed as a virtuoso of the
first order he was constantly in demand for
the most taxing of romantic concertos until
the late sixties, but by that time he decided
that he needed to make a more in-depth
study of the composers who had almost
escaped him when he was immersed in the
big major works.

The first composer in this specialised study
was Chopin, and since that time he has
become regarded as one of the finest
interpreters of this composer's music. He
was sufficiently encouraged to make similar
studies of Schubert, Schumann, Debussy
and Liszt, and as a result has given a
number of one-composer recitals. His
repertoire now is very flexible and he is
happy about performing concertos by
Mozart, Beethoven and Brahms in one
week, while keeping a very wide variety of
styles in his recital programmes.

His constant encouragement of the
preserving of individuality in young artists
has been one factor in the conferral during
1994 of an Honorary Doctorate by De
Montfort University, and as a teacher, he
has had highly successful years at the Royal
Academy of Music, The University of
Western Ontario, the Royal College of
Music and Thames Valley University.

He has now almost forty recordings, more



than at any other time in his career, which
have been received with critical
superlatives. These include the complete
Chopin Nocturnes and Impromptus, Grieg
Lyric Pieces, Chopin Waltzes and Polonaises
and the Rachmaninov Preludes. A live
performance of a recital including the Liszt
Sonata was released by Athene to a rave
review in Classic CD. His interest in period
pianos has resulted in three such
recordings, as well as an all-Chopin
programme on his own Collard & Collard
1836 instrument, and another on a
Broadwood grand that was personally used
by Chopin on the occasion of his last visit
to London.

Peter Katin gave an anniversary recital at
Wigmore Hall on 13 December 1998,
exactly fifty years from the date of his
début, celebrated his seventieth birthday in
November 2000, and his eightieth birthday
in 2010. His acclaimed recording of the
complete Mozart sonatas were reissued by
Altara Music in July 2008, and a new CD of
four Haydn sonatas await release; a Chopin
recital (originally for Olympia) from Somm
Recordings has been very favourably
received. Peter Katin has supported several
charities in the past, and he has given no
less than fourteen recitals which have raised
vital funds for the Chernobyl Children's
Project (UK).
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