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Towards a Harmonic Grammar of Grieg’s Late Piano Music

The music of Edvard Grieg is justly celebrated for its harmonic richness, a feature especially apparent in the piano works written in the last decades of his life. Grieg was enchanted by what he styled the ‘dreamworld’ of harmony, a magical realm whose principles the composer felt remained a mystery even to himself, and he was not alone, in that the complex nature of late-Romantic harmony around 1900 has proved a keen source of debate up to the present day. Grieg’s music forms a particularly profitable repertoire for focusing current debates about the nature of tonality and tonal harmony. Departing from earlier approaches, this study is not simply an inventory of Griegian harmonic traits but seeks rather to ascertain the deeper principles at work governing their meaningful conjunction, how elements of Grieg’s harmonic grammar are utilised in creating an extended tonal syntax. Building both on historical theories and more recent developments, Benedict Taylor develops new models for understanding the complexity of late-Romantic tonal practice as epitomised in Grieg’s music. Such an investigation casts further valuable light on the twin issues of nature and nationalism long connected with the composer: the question of tonality as something natural or culturally constructed and larger historiographical claims concerning Grieg’s apparent position on the periphery of the Austro-German tradition.
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Introduction
Enticements

The opening ‘Kulokk’ from Grieg’s 19 Norske Folkeviser, Op. 66, forms a fittingly sonorous starting point for this late piano collection of 1896–7. A miniature of particular yet unassuming beauty, the apparent simplicity of this piece is deceptive. Within its brief twenty bars this example contains many of the distinctive elements that make up Grieg’s mature harmonic style (Ex. 0.1a).

[image: Images]

Example 0.1a Edvard Grieg, ‘Kulokk’, 19 Norwegian Folksongs, Op. 66 No. 1

The opening chord resonates with a wonderfully warm sonority; analytical description barely conveys how the harmony simply glows when played on the piano. Grieg’s spacing of the D major chord clearly reflects the natural overtones of the harmonic series, but there is something about the tessitura chosen that imparts the particular inner radiance to the sound produced. Above this harmonic foundation the treble’s opening melodic figure – the actual kulokk (‘cow-call’, more literally ‘cow enticement’) promised in the work’s title – enters, suspended from the sixth scale degree b2, the highest pitch in the piece heard simultaneously against the lowest. Resolving as an appoggiatura to [image: Images] and continuing as if free of measure down notes drawn from the D major arpeggio, the implicit pentatonic colouring of this motive suggests a folk-like or ‘natural’ tincture (Siegfried’s woodbird might be called to mind). The initial added sixth sounding above the bass, aided by the sustained reverberation created by the pedalling, forms a gently impressionistic sonority that seems to fold in on itself, one that, like the naturalistic call of the title, entices us into the dreamworld of Griegian harmony.1 The allure of such a realm is subtly enacted by the yearning quality physically conveyed in performance by the two-octave leap in the right hand from the opening low f[image: Images] to this b2 above. No less significantly, the gap created between the bass’s D and the b2 in the treble three and a half octaves higher opens up a registral space that the subsequent course of the piece will ingeniously and systematically fill.

The fourteen bars that form the central section of the piece harmonise a simple folk-tune that, as Dag Schjelderup-Ebbe has observed, with the exception of the embellishing upper neighbour-note G and a solitary passing C[image: Images] is entirely restricted to a pentatonic collection.2 In fact the melody is little more than a succession of ornamented repetitions of a three-note ascending figure d2–e2–f[image: Images]2, subjected to an unselfconscious principle of developing-variation. For instance the anacrusic sixth beat, filled in at b. 4 with an ornamented passing note e2 that balances the ascending three-note figure with its mirror inversion, gives rise to a stronger syncopated emphasis on this pitch in b. 5; the ornamental triplet formula is then extended in the consequent phrase formed by bb. 7–11 before being reconfigured as the extended upbeat to the climactic phrase at b. 12. Such is the continual variation so created that it is not until six bars into this highly repetitive design that a melodic unit is reheard in exactly corresponding form (b. 8 mirroring b. 4). Nonetheless, there is still a clear sense of higher-level repetition within the phrase, working architectonically beneath the evolving linear process. Beyond the initial sense of periodicity created between bb. 3–6 and 7–11, the tail-figure of bb. 10–11 – an appended b1–a1 suspension harking back to the opening cow-calling figure – breaks the entire kulokk into two larger, unequal parts, with the second (bb. 12–16) formed from the abridged and modified repetition of the end of the first. It is all the more notable, then, that despite the apparently artful, almost Brahmsian quality of this design, Grieg is simply remaining true to the original melody, as notated by his friend Frants Beyer following a walking tour the two shared in the Jotunheimen mountain region in Western Norway (Ex. 0.1b).

[image: Images]

Example 0.1b Kulokk melody of Grieg’s Op. 66 No. 1, in the original transcription by Frants Beyer. (Grieg Archive, Bergen Public Library, mb op. 66 [Tekst og skisser til folkeviser som inngår i op. 66])

The most evident feature in Grieg’s harmonisation of this melody is its construction around a large-scale descending diatonic line in the bass, normally paralleled in tenths with an inner voice. This feature is manifest in the scalic descent from the d1 in b. 7 to the F[image: Images] in b. 13, to which the E of bb. 14–15 and final D of b. 17 clearly belong, albeit now separated by the interspersed notes from the prominent cycle of fifths presented in root position, which now takes over as the constructive principle. Thus the bass’s initial two-octave leap in bb. 1–3 is smoothly filled in through every intervening diatonic note across the ensuing seventeen bars.3 This descent is already nascent, though, in the parallel inner-voice movement in the melody’s first four bars, from which it emerges as a registrally expanding outgrowth.

For the initial [image: Images] in the melody the downbeat of b. 3 is harmonised by Grieg with a [image: Images] in place of the more readily expected tonic. A moment of colour that softens the music with a subdominant tinge, the prominent [image: Images] in this chord could also be a reflection of the first melodic event of the piece, the b3 of b. 1. However, rather than resolving down as a simple plagal-like [image: Images] suspension (as the behaviour of the opening appoggiatura would suggest), the thirds in the inner voices shift up a diatonic step to [image: Images], followed by another step to [image: Images], before the process circles around on itself. Evidently the mildly recalcitrant inner voices decline to resolve to a state of harmonic ease; the plagal cadence implicit in b. 3, and the harmonic release onto the tonic that would come with it, is not realised.

As if resulting from the accumulated harmonic and linear tension of these opening bars, the one hitherto stable element, the bass’s tonic pedal, now moves. It effectively splits into two voices: the tenor remains steadily holding the d1 pedal while the bass takes over the conjunct movement formerly confined to the inner voices. Alternatively, read in more linear fashion, a voice-exchange may be posited in b. 7 between the tenor’s otherwise unresolving g1 and the treble’s ensuing f[image: Images]2, the melody’s d2 at the start of the bar being taken down an octave into the bass voice. Either way, the result is the momentary replacement of the conjunct parallel thirds with sixths for a bar, before tenths reassert themselves at b. 84. From this point to the attainment of a structurally decisive tonic [image: Images] at b. 13, the lower voices move in a recurring 4–5 linear intervallic pattern across the span of an octave and a half. What first appeared as a colouristic local oscillation in the inner voices comes to take over the texture and registral space of the piece, emerging as the decisive motivating factor in the work’s formal process.

The final, climactic stage of the setting is reached in b. 13 as systematised linear succession gives way to strong cadential movement through the cycle of fifths. The progressive descent has gained increasing momentum and harmonic tension, forces that are concentrated in the diatonic half-diminished [image: Images] of b. 124, which well-nigh inevitably falls to the tonic first inversion, coinciding with the reintroduction of the melody’s second half. An a[image: Images] in the alto line significantly marks the first manifestation of chromaticism, forming an augmented triad on I easily reinterpreted through its constituent intervallic equivalency as a chromatically altered V6–5/VI based on root III, thus leading smoothly to the VI of b. 14 and with it the cycle of fifths VI–II9–[image: Images]–V9–[I]. By eliding the resolution of the dominant-functioning VI with a further secondary seventh on II Grieg springs two steps forward in one movement, yet by leaving the f[image: Images]2 of b. 14 hanging across to the next E7 harmony he creates a sensuous major ninth from the tardy resolution of the previous chord.4 A new common-time variant of the tail-figure from bb. 10–11 is fused with the [image: Images] harmony that seems to lead us, finally, to the tonic that has for so long been withheld. This is the point where the melody, in Beyer’s transcription, breaks off, left dangling on [image: Images].

Harmonically and melodically, we feel the music’s need to resolve the b1 [image: Images] down to the a1 [image: Images], corresponding to the earlier appearance of this melodic paradigm in bb. 10–11, alongside a perfect cadential progression resolving the V9 chord to I. We might also recall the reiterated [image: Images] harmonies in the opening passage that had all along held out the promise of plagal resolution, one that has so far been denied. Grieg grants us a perfect cadence of sorts, and this long-sought [image: Images]-[image: Images] resolution too, but in both cases this is accomplished through unexpected means. For this melodic and harmonic cadential longing is met with the return of the cow-calling motive of the opening bars – an addition of Grieg’s to the notated folk-tune that interposes the melody as such within this wider frame. The composer steps forward as it were to complete what nature (or at any rate the herding girl) had left open and incomplete.

The high b2–a2 of the kulokk motive both resolves the melodic line an octave above and reengages the registral space left at the opening, just as the bass’s D completes the large-scale linear descent by similarly reattaining the pitch formed by its starting point. Its opening motivically redefined through this adroit linkage technique, the final pitch of this kulokk figure now finds an unexpected functional use. As we have glimpsed, register and line appear to be of great importance in Grieg’s music, and here the a1 crucially completes the [image: Images]-[image: Images] motion left open by the b1 of b. 16, back in the correct register. Harmonically, meanwhile, the cycle of fifths overshoots the tonic by turning it into a ninth chord – the dominant of its subdominant. (The impressionistic clime of the resulting six-note sonority, with the added sixth high above, is even more pronounced than in the beginning.) And yet this subdominant leaning – a tendency which, as Kurt von Fischer has shown, runs throughout the piece at the expense of dominant and tonic affirmation alike – acts now as the means for resolving this aspect of the piece’s harmonic organisation.5 For in these last two bars the plagal implication the melody’s initial harmonisation and melodic concentration on [image: Images] had lead us to expect is finally realised, balancing the registral separation of the kulokk gesture and its underpinning harmony by being stated in the keyboard’s warm middle range. The formal rounding off provided by the return of the opening bars simultaneously elides with the cadential course of the intervening melody and resourcefully completes its process. There is a sense of resolution and peace to these bars, the fulfilment of what was always promised but until now withheld.

From the analysis above one may identify three distinct elements that constitute Grieg’s harmonic resource in this piece: the emphasis on Klang, on the sensuous quality of sound in itself, as evidenced in the added-sixth sonority and resonant spacing of the opening and closing bars; the strongly profiled, systematic linear writing of the scalic descent that takes up the greater part of the piece; and finally the functional fifth progression brought into use on nearing the final cadence. Yet as was shown, this functionality, already decorated by the colouristic use of secondary and dominant ninths, is simultaneously overrun and undercut by the elided cadence onto the tonic ninth in b. 17, the recall of the opening sonority, and a final, dominant-denying plagal cadence. With this return, too, harmonic and linear/registral processes, set up in the opening bars, find their final resolution. The three elements defined above become interlaced as part of a broader process that mixes traditional tonal progression with colouristic and systematic elements of more Romantic, impressionist, or even proto-modernist provenance. We move from an examination of individual principles of harmonic construction to an account of their functional interrelation: an exploration of Griegian harmonic grammar becomes comingled with an account of Griegian syntax.

GRIEG AND LATE-ROMANTIC HARMONY: THEORETICAL AND HISTORIOGRAPHICAL CONCERNS

The example of Op. 66 No. 1 just given serves as a useful prism for isolating key aspects of Grieg’s harmonic language and showing how these diverse grammatical elements interact in a syntactically meaningful manner – the concerns, in short, of the present study. Indeed, the collection from which this ‘Kulokk’ is drawn, the 19 Norwegian Folksongs, Op. 66, forms an apt starting point for a larger consideration of harmony in Grieg’s music. This set in fact inspired one of Grieg’s best-known statements on the nature of his involvement with the world of harmony:

The realm of harmonies has always been my dreamworld, and the relation between my harmonic way of feeling and Norwegian folk-tunes was a mystery even to myself. I have found that the obscure depth of our melodies has its foundation in their wealth of undreamt-of harmonic possibilities. In my Op. 66 arrangements of folksongs and elsewhere, I have sought to give an expression to my awareness of the hidden harmonies of our folk-tunes. To this end in particular the chromatic lines in the harmonic texture have strongly attracted me.6

Notably, however, Grieg is not only speaking of his fascination with harmony but moreover confessing his bafflement at how to explain this feature more theoretically. Despite being christened in the year that Op. 66 was conceived as one of the two ‘greatest creators of harmony of the present day’, Grieg himself prefaces the oft-used quotation with the assertion ‘to talk about harmonic innovations is difficult for me’.7 Harmony was evidently something which puzzled him just as much as it does musicians and scholars to this day.

For contemporary theorists still frequently profess their fascination and bewilderment with the harmonic language of late-nineteenth-century music.8 Beyond the evident richness and complexity of late-Romantic harmonic practice, the question over to what extent examples from this period exhibit tonal properties, indeed what exactly constitutes tonality, stands not always helpfully as a conceptual limiting factor behind any discussion. There is a nagging suspicion that ‘tonality’, inevitably defined in opposition to ‘atonality’ (rather than modality) since the latter term was coined, often serves as little more than a narrow ideological category, one which pays scant regard to the sheer plurality of elements that make up what common usage designates as ‘tonal music’. Often a multitude of different, contrasting techniques seem to be implicated by this repertoire. The positing of a ‘second practice’ has helped establish a basis for many harmonic traits that, while departing from classical practice, are common in later nineteenth-century usage,9 and recently great developments have been made in related theories that may broadly be termed ‘Neo-Riemannian’, created to deal with highly chromatic though nonetheless triadically based music.10 But as Grieg’s music readily demonstrates, music which is unquestionably tonal in much of its rhetoric and functional behaviour may display harmonic attributes that cannot be reduced to either a functional first practice or the triadic chromaticism of a second, alternative tradition – nor, even, to their juxtaposition and constant mediation.11 An inventory of Griegian harmonic elements, reduced to the fewest distinct genera, could well include the following traits:

• First-practice functional harmony: cycles of fifths, functional root progressions.

• Second-practice triadic chromaticism: chromatic or parsimonious voice leading, mediant shifts and common-tone modulation.

• Modality and other types of scalar modulation. Broadly understood, this category could expand to include the use of the minor dominant (especially in the major), plagal cadences, and falling leading-note motion ([image: Images]-[image: Images]-[image: Images]), which soften dominant functionality.

• Extended tonal harmony: supra-triadic entities, added-note chords, pandiatonicism, alongside a related delight in Klang as a constitutive element in its own right.

• Systematisation, especially of lines (whether chromatic, scalar, or through some other interval cycle), often allied to a marked sensitivity to register. The use of pedals may also be included here. This category may furthermore be applied to those above, resulting in such features as the systematic exploration of fifth cycles, chromatic lines, or the construction of higher-order tertiary entities.

One might of course argue that after the first two categories only the fourth strictly constitutes a tonal property, as modality and related types of scalar procedure are pre-tonal, and the systematisation of pitch progression suggests a modernist, quasi-atonal procedure often based around the measure of the chromatic scale-step as fundamental unit. (From a hard-line perspective, say that of Heinrich Schenker, even the second and fourth types would be debatable inclusions.) But for the latter-day theorist or historian interested in accounting for what attributes have been commonly accepted as constituting tonality, rather than delimiting the concept to support a particularly narrow, essentialist agenda of aesthetic inclusion and exclusion, the properties above may surely relate to tonal behaviour as generally understood, and certainly as manifested in Grieg’s oeuvre.

What is needed, I would suggest, is a more flexible and inclusive conception of what this elusive idea of tonality might entail. One possible basis for such an approach is that provided by the recent work on the geometrical foundations of Western harmony by Dmitri Tymoczko, who proposes that tonality, understood broadly, may consist of five general features or components.12 These are, respectively:

• conjunct melodic motion

• acoustic consonance

• harmonic consistency

• limited macroharmony

• centricity.

Tymoczko contends that these features may be present, to greater or lesser degrees and manifested in different forms, in an extended tradition of tonal common practice stretching in the West from medieval times to present-day pop and jazz, and moreover in much non-Western music. As will be seen, Tymoczko’s perspective on the harmonic qualities associated with tonality, broadly defined, may offer an extremely useful starting point for understanding certain aspects of Grieg’s practice.

Returning to historical concerns, part of the problem in accounting for tonality and its associated harmonic practices is, as implied before, historiographical and ideological. Both of the governing narratives familiar to the twentieth century concerning tonality – one simply telling of its rise in the eighteenth century followed by its deplorable decline by the end of the nineteenth (a theme notably rehearsed by Schenker), the other reinterpreting this scheme as one of historically inevitable evolution through the increased chromaticism of the nineteenth century’s second practice to atonality (an idea of distinct Schoenbergian provenance) – make no space for broader alternatives to understanding tonality and the range of harmonic practices around 1900. Closely bound up with such readings are two important notions that will feature, either implicitly or explicitly, throughout much of this following study: the question of nationality (which may quickly turn into one of nationalism), and the appeal to nature as a foundation for tonality.

The first idea, nationality or nationalism, underpins the problematic notion of a musical ‘mainstream’ and its geographical locus in the music of Austro-German composers, a grand narrative common in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries but one whose historical determinism and ethnocentric bias have appeared increasingly dubious to late-twentieth-century tastes. In an illuminating chapter on the historically unstable concept of ‘tonality’, Brian Hyer pertinently comments that

The notion of an evolution in tonal music tends to compress the messy diversity of contemporaneous compositional practices into a single historical mainstream.
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