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Eight Pieces, Op. 76 
Johannes Brahms 
Born: May 7, 1833, in Hamburg, Germany 
Died: April 3, 1897, in Vienna, Austria 
Composed: 1871-78 
Duration: 28 minutes 
 
This is the first set of miniature masterpieces that were to 
comprise the remaining output of Brahms' solo piano music. It is 
not known precisely why Brahms quit producing large-scale 
piano works after the Paganini Studies, Op. 35, but the small size 
of the remaining works in no way lessens either their complexity 
or musical significance. They are all imbued with Brahms's now 
fully matured technique of "developing variation" in which the 
entire musical fabric is spun from germinal motives, often a 
single one for an entire piece. The intense and strict 
organizational principles, however, in no way detract from the 
emotional warmth and romantic color of these works.  
 
Variations on an Original Theme, Op. 21, No. 1 
Variations on a Hungarian Theme, Op. 21, No. 2 
Johannes Brahms 
Composed: c. 1853-57 
Duration: 17 and 8 minutes 
 
After completing three monumental sonatas in 1852, Brahms 
wrote no more sonatas for the piano. But soon thereafter he did 
compose three sets of variations—The Variations on a 
Hungarian Song, The Variations on a Theme of Schumann and 
the Variations on an Original Theme. They represent a specific 
musical form that remained vital for Brahms throughout his life. 
The last of these, published in 1854, the Op. 21, No. 1, is the 
most mature of the three and it is a work of considerable poetry 
and substance. The earliest (and simplest) of Brahms’s existing 
sets of piano variations is the Variations on a Hungarian Song, 
Op. 21, No. 2, composed in 1853 but only published eight years 
later.  

Ballades, Op. 10 
Johannes Brahms 
Composed: 1854 
Duration: 22 minutes 
 
These four Ballades are unusual among the early Brahms piano 
pieces. Nearly everything else he wrote for solo piano in the 
1850s was either a large-scale, multi-movement sonata or a 
variations set. They tend to be technical blockbusters, reflecting 
Brahms’s formidable command of the keyboard. The Ballades 
are cut from a different cloth. Though far from easy, they make 
greater musical than technical demands of the performer, 
foreshadowing the intimate psychological close-ups of the late 
piano pieces, Op. 116 through Op. 119. 
 
Variations on a Theme of Paganini, Op. 35 (Bk I) 
Johannes Brahms 
Composed: 1862-63 
Duration: 12 minutes 
  
Niccolò Paganini—rumored by some to be in league with the 
devil—published his 24 Caprices for Solo Violin in 1820, and the 
theme of the final caprice, full of angular leaps and coiled 
energy, has haunted composers ever since. Among those who 
have written extended works based on this sprightly theme are 
Paganini himself (12 variations), Liszt (Transcendental Études), 
Schumann (Paganini Variations), Rachmaninoff (Rhapsody on a 
Theme of Paganini), and—more recently—Witold Lutosławski 
and Boris Blacher (both of whom have composed a set 
of Variations on a Theme of Paganini) and George Rochberg (50 
Caprice Variations). Brahms published his Variations on a Theme 
of Paganini as two books of 14 variations each. These variations 
are extremely compact: each set—consisting of the theme, 14 
variations, and a blazing finale—lasts only about 12 minutes. 
Brahms himself described them as exercises (“Studies for 
Pianoforte”) and gave the two sets the slightly dry and academic 
title of “Books,” but listeners should not be put off by the 
composer’s usual self-deprecation: this is ingenious and exciting 
music, pleasing for the verve of the writing for piano and for the 
sheer exhilaration of hearing Paganini’s theme put through so 
many transformations. 
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