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Robert Schumann  (1810-1856)       Kreisleriana Op. 16 (1838)   

I. Äusserst bewegt • II. Sehr innig und nicht zu rasch • 
III. Sehr aufgeregt • IV. Sehr langsam • V. Sehr lebhaft • 
VI. Sehr langsam • VII. Sehr rasch • VIII. Schnell und 
spielend  

Interval    

Franz Liszt  (1811-1886)        Mephisto Waltz No. 1 S514 (1856-61)   

Johannes Brahms  (1833-1897)       7 Fantasien Op. 116 (by 1892)   
No. 1 Capriccio in D minor • No. 2 Intermezzo in A minor • 
No. 3 Capriccio in G minor • No. 4 Intermezzo in E •  
No. 5 Intermezzo in E minor • No. 6 Intermezzo in E •  
No. 7 Capriccio in D minor  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 

 



 

 

‘There is a positively wild love contained in some of 
the movements, and your life and mine are found there, 
and some of your glances.’ Time and again Clara Wieck, 
the daughter of Robert Schumann’s piano teacher and, 
eventually, his wife – was the inspiration for his music. 
Yet even though he claimed ‘you and one of your ideas 
are the principal subject’, he ultimately dedicated these 
Kreisleriana to Chopin. (Clara felt unable to accept a 
published dedication for fear that it would only deepen 
her father’s resistance to her marrying Robert.) The title 
relates to ETA Hoffmann’s character Johannes Kreisler, 
the eccentric, idealistic and musically obsessed 
composer and conductor who, in Hoffmann’s novel Die 
Lebensansichten des Katers Murr (The Life and 
Opinions of the Tom-cat Murr), ends up sharing his 
biography with that of a would-be literary tomcat who 
has written his own life-story among that of Hoffmann’s. 

The sudden shifts between the two stories is 
reflected in the sharp mood-changes across these 
eight ‘fantasias’. And although he didn’t ascribe them 
individually to either of his contrasting alter egos – the 
impetuous Florestan and the dreamy Eusebius – it’s 
clear that Florestan inhabits the more passionate G 
minor movements, and Eusebius the more serene B flat 
major ones. 

With its surging right hand and driving, offbeat left 
hand the first piece is a maelstrom. The rippling middle 
section offers a reprieve but is likewise a swirling mass. 
By stark contrast, the second piece, an intimate, 
sleepy-eyed lullaby, could have wandered in from the 
Kinderszenen (Scenes of Childhood), composed earlier 
the same year. It is uninterrupted by two intermezzos: 
the first rapid and lively, the second recalling the darkly 
swirling mood of the first piece. The return to the 
lullaby, at the end adorned with a dreamlike bell in the 
bass, is by way of a slow, deeply searching quasi-
improvisation. The scherzo-like third piece features 
some of Schumann’s most melting, fluid piano writing 
in its central section and is capped off with a wild coda. 
After the hollowing despair of the fourth piece, the fifth 
is (like the second) rondo-like in form, this time with the 
first episode also returning, to create an ABACABA 
form. After the tragi-sweet sixth piece comes the fiery 
seventh, including an audacious fugue-like section 
initiated in the left hand. The clip-clopping final piece 
also introduces two contrasting episodes, the first a 
melody in bass octaves that is unable to shake off the 
galloping figuration, and the second with a heroic 
sweep; but the piece, and the cycle, ends with the music 
eerily clip-clopping into the distance. 

The devil, they say, gets all the best tunes, and this is 
true of the first and most popular of Franz Liszt’s four 
Mephisto Waltzes. Subtitled ‘The Dance in the Village 
Inn’, it describes an episode from the Austrian poet 
Nikolaus Lenau’s version of the story of Faust, the 
unfulfilled scholar who trades his soul to the devil 
(Mephistopheles) in exchange for knowledge and 
worldly pleasures. 

Faust and Mephistopheles arrive at a village inn, 
where a wedding feast is in full fling. Finding the playing 
of the village band too tame, Mephistopheles takes up 
the fiddle himself. His playing whips up the revellers 
into a dizzying frenzy, whereupon they dance into the 
starlit night in couples – including Faust and the village 
girl who has caught his eye. The pace subsides with an 
amorous, sensually chromatic theme that becomes 
increasingly embellished, at points interrupted by 
mocking laughter. 

Mephistopheles’s music continues with ever more 
prancing energy and engulfing power. The delicate 
song of a nightingale suggests the lovers’ ecstasy as 
they enter a forest but the ending reminds us that, as 
well as getting all the best tunes, the devil also has the 
last laugh. 

The 20 short pieces contained in Brahms’s late well-
spring of piano works, gathered into four groups (Opp. 
116-119), are among the most poignant, poetic and 
introspective in the piano repertoire – a culmination 
both of the composer’s relationship with the piano and 
his expressive powers in his autumn years. More than 
half of each set (including four of Op. 116) are classed as 
Intermezzos. In Op. 116 – as in the earlier eight pieces of 
Op. 76 – these reflective pieces are interspersed with 
the more brilliant Capriccios (or Caprices). Brahms 
wrote Op. 116 and the three Intermezzos of Op. 117 in 
1892 during a summer break in Bad Ischl, which he 
joked was visited by ‘pretty piano-playing ladies’. 

The opening Capriccio has a granitic substance 
stemming from sturdy chords in both hands, often 
spanning full octaves, though descending diminished-
seventh octaves in the left hand introduce an unsettled 
tone. The Intermezzo that follows begins as a 
melancholy song or an old legend, but its wispish 
central section references in its melodic outline part of 
the previous Capriccio. The third piece, a passionate 
Capriccio, begins with grand sweeping between the 
hands and drops into the minor for a slower middle 
section that retains a mood of pomp. Brahms initially 
gave the Intermezzo in E the title ‘Notturno’. Its delicate 
unfolding and its crepuscular colouring suggest an 
affiliation with Schumann’s rapt song of over 50 year 
earlier, Die Lotosblume (The Lotus Flower), which 
speaks of the flower that shuns the sun and dreamily 
awaits the moon. Marked ‘with intimate sentiment’, the 
fifth piece (Intermezzo in E minor) is the most gnomic 
of the set with its deliberately displaced strong beats, 
its alien harmonies and its faltering progress. The 
penultimate piece, another Intermezzo in E, has a 
chorale-like movement, contrasted by a free-flowing 
middle section. The final Capriccio in D minor is notable 
for its yearning middle section, its searching tenor-line 
melody decorated from above and below. 
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