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Conclusion 

 As one writes about Brahms’s music, one gains the disquieting sense that the composer is 

staring back at the analyst, and he may or may not like what he sees. Even at the conclusion of 

this dissertation, it is difficult for me to tell which parts of my analyses are genuinely revealing, 

and which parts of them “any jackass” might notice.7 If Brahms were alive, he would likely not 

hesitate to share his opinion. He once reprimanded the critic Adolf Schubring for overzealously 

attributing motivic relevance to unrelated themes in the Requiem, and Jan Swafford’s biography 

contains numerous similarly harsh rebukes by Brahms of his apologists.8 Brahms was also a 

notoriously circumspect composer – self-aware in the extreme, like Schiller’s sentimental poet. 

His works at times appear to be both compositions and analyses of the traditions that they 

reconfigure. Like Bloom’s reading of Shakespeare, Brahms is “always ahead of you… whoever 

and whenever you are.”9  

So, at the risk of irritating the composer, what conclusions can we draw about Brahms’s 

compositional practice with respect to motivic voice-leading? To put it another way, what might 

Brahms the Analyst have noticed within the traditions of 19th-century chromaticism, and how did 

he reconfigure those traditions in his own music? Very generally, we might say that for the first 

of the high classical composers, Haydn and Mozart, something as important as a work’s 

chromaticism could not remain arbitrary or incidental, uncoordinated with other musical 

elements. And so, chromaticism became increasingly systematized in their music.10 The 

                                                 
7 Brahms’s famous quip is first reported in Max Kalbeck, Johannes Brahms 2nd ed., vol. 3 
(Berlin: Deutsche Brahms-Gesellschaft, 1912), 109. 
8 Jan Swafford, Johannes Brahms: A Biography (New York: Vintage Books, 1997), 234-35. 
9 Harald Bloom, The Western Canon: The Books and School of the Ages (New York: Harcourt 
Brace, 1994). 
10 Take as examples Laitz’s analysis of the Menuetto from Haydn’s String Quartet, op. 64 no. 1, 
“The Submediant Complex,” (1996), 124-126; and Milton Babbitt’s brief but provocative 
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systematic treatment of chromaticism then became something of a norm in middle period 

Beethoven and late Schubert, in part through pc-motives and related compositional strategies. 

But, as the level of “ambient” chromaticism increased over the course of the nineteenth century, 

it became increasingly challenging for composers to sustain an internal compositional process 

that could coordinate a work’s chromatic elements.  

This is a very general stylistic problem in the nineteenth century, and we would expect 

many putative solutions. Wagner’s use of the leitmotiv, for instance, meant that his chromatic 

key areas could take on referential (even bordering on semantic) significance.11 Schoenberg’s 

analytical Grundgestalt concept, and his own use of the tone row, are other examples.12 

Brahms’s use of motivic voice-leading in his piano cycles, as outlined in this dissertation, 

represent a solution that is particularly well-suited to the genre of the romantic instrumental 

cycle. This approach is able to incorporate a large amount of chromaticism into a single 

compositional plan (one that is intrinsically related to the progression of the cycle as a whole), 

but at the same time is not overly restrictive or formulaic. Brahms may be as straightforward in 

his application as he chooses, as in the D-naturals in the main theme of op. 10 no. 4, or, he may 

be highly obtuse, as in the “purple patch,” mm. 8-9 of op. 117 no. 2. In each case, Brahms’s 

means of coordinating the moment-to-moment chromaticisms and expressive turning points in 

                                                 
analysis of the slow movement from Mozart’s Symphony no. 40, k. 550, “The Structure and 
Function of Music Theory,” in The Collected Essays of Milton Babbitt, edited by Stephen Peles 
et al. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), 192. See also Charles Rosen on the 
relationship of note to modulation, The Classical Style (1997), 88-89; and Richard Kramer, “The 
New Modulation of the 1770’s: C.P.E. Bach in Theory, Criticism, and Practice,” Journal of the 
American Musicological Society 38 no. 3 (Autumn, 1985): 551-592. 
11 Out of the huge literature on this topic, see particularly Bailey, “The Structure of the ‘Ring’ 
and its Evolution,” (1977). 
12 For an overview, see Carpenter, “Grundgestalt as Tonal Function,” (1983). 
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the music is characteristically Romantic. It is a system and not a system, like Schlegel’s 

paradoxical aphorism about the internal workings of the mind.13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
13 Athenaeum Fragment 53: “It is equally fatal for the mind [Geist] to have a system and to have 
none. It will simply have to decide to combine the two.” Friedrich Schlegel, Friedrich Schlegel, 
Philosophical Fragments, translated by Peter Firchow (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1991), 24. 
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