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J.S.Bach (1685-1750)

No.9 in E major, BMV 878









Bach was the first one of the “3Bs”(Bach, Beethoven and Brahms), the three outstanding German composers of classical music in which the composing styles of latter two were deeply affected by their predecessor in the “3Bs”.
In 1722, Bach composed the Well-tempered Clavier, a set of preludes and fugues in all 24 major and minor keys. It was written to promote the equal temperament tuning system, which was a new kind of tuning method invented in the early 18th century. Equal temperament tuning was to divide an octave into 12 equal semitones. The advantage of such a tuning method is that works in any of the 24 keys can be played without distortion.  

20 years after finishing the Well-tempered Clavier, when he was working as the cantor and director of the St. Thomas Church in Leipzig, Bach composed the Well-tempered Clavier, Book II, another set of preludes and fugues in all 24 keys. There was no title page for it. Due to the similarity between it and the Well-tempered Clavier, it was called the Well-tempered Clavier, Book II. Both set of preludes and fugues are regarded as the basic manual for piano training. Robert Schumann, one of the greatest composers in the Romantic Period, even called them as “the young pianists’ daily bread”.

The prelude is a brisk piece which has an effortlessly flowing quality. It consists of 3 voices and there are a lot of subject and answer dialogues between two adjacent voices, especially in the opening statement performed by the right hand. The piece is in binary form—the whole piece can be divided into two parts. The opening theme of the first part is repeated at the beginning of the second part, then the music goes on with some further development.

The fugue consists of 4 voices. It is much slower in pace and has a solemn and sober subject, showing a great contrast to the cantabile prelude. It reminds one of standing in a magnificent church, listening to an imposing psalm. The deeply religious quality can also be found in many of Bach’s works.  

Piano Sonata in F minor, Op.2 No.1




Ludwig van Beethoven(1770-1827)

Allegro

Adagio

Menuetto: allegretto, trio

Prestissimo
Beethoven was considered by many one of the greatest composers in all eras due to the depth of human emotion and experience presented in his music. His expressive composing style made him an innovator  in the Classical Period and influenced many Romantic composers such as Schumann and Brahms.

This sonata, together with the other two sonatas in A major (no.2) and C major (no.3) were named Op.2 and were composed during 1793-1795. They were dedicated to Joseph Haydn, a master composer in the Classical Period and Beethoven’s teacher in Vienna from 1792 to 1794.

This sonata consists of 4 movements, adding a dance movement to the conventional three-movement sonata in the Classical Period. Though this is an early composition of Beethoven, we can see trace of his later dramatic style through the use of minor mode and bold modulations in this sonata. There are frequent abrupt changes in dynamics and all four movements are in very different styles.

The first movement Allegro is energetic and bouncy. The most distinguishing part in this movement is the use of foreshortening in the main theme—making phrases into smaller and smaller units. This can make the music moving forward with increasing intensity. The main theme is similar to the finale of Mozart’s Symphony No. 40 and is one of the examples to show the influence of Mozart on Beethoven.

The second movement Adagio sounds soft and leisurely—an effect which is enhanced by frequent use of ornaments and cadenza-like passages that adorns the otherwise simple melody. The main theme of this movement is in fact a Beethoven’s earlier composition—Piano Quartet WoO 36 no.3 written in 1785. 

The third movement Menuetto consisted of an interesting, energetic allegretto and a simply yet beautifully derived trio.

The fourth movement Prestissimo is an intense movement releasing much of the latent energy built up by the first and third movements. Written in sonata form, the exposition section uses groups of three chords with alternating piano and forte as the main theme and rapidly oscillating broken-chords for accompaniment. The music then enters a rather soft and moving cantabile transition before the main theme is brought up again.

In the development section, the atmosphere is calmer. The opening theme is accompanied by nimble chords at the weak beats, and it is in fact the opening theme of the first movement. The reappearance of broken chords in the second half adds energy into the music, preparing the music for entering the energetic recapitulation.

The coda in the recapitulation uses brisk arpeggio supported by strong and determined groups of chord in the bass, releasing all the manic energy left in the composer’s body. 
Six Piano Pieces, Op.118






Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)

No.2 Intermezzo in A major

No.3 Ballade in G minor

Brahms was the last one of the “3Bs”. Being a composer in the Romantic Period, he was considered a successor of Classical composer Beethoven since his composing style was similar to Beethoven’s. He was also fond of Beethoven’s work and placed a marble bust of Beethoven at where he composed. Hans von Bülow(1830 – 1894), a distinguished pianist and conductor once said Brahms’ First Symphony as Beethoven’s tenth symphony since the main theme of the finale in the former reminded listeners of that in Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.

Six Piano Pieces, Op.118 was composed in the period 1892 and is first performed in 1894. It was Brahms’ second last composition published during his lifetime. It consists of six short piano pieces including 4 intermezzi, 1 Ballade and 1 Romance. Like other late works of Brahms, Six Piano Pieces has relatively simple harmony and uniform rhythms. It leans to pre-classical style and shows Brahms’ maturity in composition. 

Intermezzo is movement or section that within larger works. The intermezzi for piano solo are usually lyrical and melodic in character. No.2 Intermezzo in A major builds in simple three-part song form (ABA). The A section consists of a graceful melody showing the composer’s introspective depression. This may due to his mental maturity and the recent death of his father and friends. In the B section, there are some beautifully designed canon. The opening melody played by the right hand is immediately repeated in the first note of each of the broken-chord accompaniment in the same bar, then repeated in form of a series of chords.

Ballade is a piano piece in a narrative style. No.3 Ballade in G minor is a simple but intense piece with strong rhythm. It provides a great contrast for the soft  No.2 Intermezzo in A major. It also applies three-part song form (ABA). Section A begins with a dramatic theme to release the passion and energy of the composer. The tender atmosphere of section B is similar to that of No.2 Intermezzo in A major. It can serve as a rest between two powerful section As.
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