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When talking about tonal music, we sometimes tend to take for granted the idea that the 

tonic should always be clearly established either at the beginning or the end. However, there are 

composers who sometimes deviate from the normal path by creating different types of riddles or 

tonal enigmas in their works. Some of these riddles can be solved later on as the piece 

progresses; yet others may need to be explained with the help of some external references. This 

thesis examines three such examples, each of which poses its unique enigma. The second 

movement of Bruckner’s Symphony No. 1 presents a dualism between Ab and F (paralleled by 

their dominants Eb and C); Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody involves an enormous auxiliary cadence 

spanning 2/3 of the piece and a seemingly plagal cadence which turns out to be authentic with 

the V suppressed; and eventually, Grieg’s setting of Dereinst, dereinst, Gedanke mein provides a 

paradoxical ending which may be understood as incorporating the composer’s attitude towards 

the text. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Generally speaking, the beginning and ending of a piece of music are of crucial 

significance. More often than not, in tonal music, the piece should start with the tonic harmony 

as, in L. Poundie Burstein’s words, a “logical point of departure,” and then end on the tonic to 

complete the journey of the tonality.1 However, in some cases, composers may purposely 

obscure the tonality, sometimes at the beginning or end, and sometimes in both places. To some 

degree, it is as if the composer (purposely or not) has created a tonal riddle or problem, possibly 

a paradox that needs to be resolved. Some of these riddles can be solved later on as the piece 

progresses; yet others may need to be explained with the help of some external references such 

as the compositional background or the lyrics. Three pieces of this type are investigated in this 

thesis (without positing any historical causality between them): the 2nd movement from Anton 

Bruckner’s Symphony No. 1 WAB 101, Johannes Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody Op. 53, and Dereinst, 

dereinst, Gedanke mein from Edvard Grieg’s Seks Sanga Op. 48. By providing detailed 

Schenkerian analyses of these pieces, I explain how the different issues in each piece arise, and 

how they may or may not be resolved. In the Bruckner and Brahms examples, the beginnings are 

problematic in the sense that two, quite different interpretations of the tonal structure 

paradoxically seem to be projected by the music. The opening of the Bruckner posits the 

dichotomy of Af major versus F minor as tonic; over the course of this movement, the music then 

clarifies the matter such that Af prevails. Similarly, in the Brahms, the opening can be interpreted 

either as prolonging the dominant (G major) or the tonic (C minor) chords; the question of 

1 L. Poundie Burstein, “The Non-Tonic Opening in Classical and Romantic Music” (PhD diss., City University of 
New York, 1988), abstract, accessed November 8, 2017, ProQuest Dissertations &Theses.  
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whether the C minor chord represents the structural tonic is taken up several times as the piece 

progresses and is always decided in favor of dominant prolongation. Again, there seems to be a 

paradox, but subsequent events argue in favor of one interpretation—in this case, the "dominant" 

interpretation. By contrast, the conclusion of the Grieg song presents a genuine, real paradox 

because I-Fr+6-V in the background supporting 3-2 cannot be a complete tonal progression! Yet 

Grieg treats this background as if it were complete, ending the song on the dominant supporting 

2! In this case, I will argue that there is a real paradox since the piece does not resolve the issue 

one way or the other: either we must understand the axiomatically incomplete I-Fr+6-V 

supporting 3-2 as a complete entity or we must supply in our aural imagination a missing but 

understood concluding tonic supporting 1. Unlike the Bruckner and Brahms pieces where the 

music resolves the problem as the piece progresses, the song itself does not provide an answer 

and remains enigmatic. 

The most commonly seen riddle-like compositions are probably those with non-tonic 

openings, which have been much discussed during the past few decades. Most commentators 

focus on explaining these pieces with non-tonic openings employing Schenker’s concept of the 

auxiliary cadence. This thesis explores one example of a large-scale auxiliary cadence —the Alto 

Rhapsody by Johannes Brahms. However, it should be emphasized that the topic of the auxiliary 

cadence will not be the only focus here. The technique of the auxiliary cadence is just one of the 

ways in which the composer can obscure the tonality of a piece; this study will explore some 

other possibilities as well, which taken together, demonstrate the potential complexity of the 

“tonal enigma,” depending on how the composer sets up the riddle.  

Another term that has received some scholarly attention—either explicitly or implicitly—

is paradox, which, according to Merriam-Webster, means “an argument that apparently derives 
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self-contradictory conclusions by valid deduction from acceptable premises.”2 Indeed, most of 

tonal enigmas are created when the music provides cues that suggest two quite different and 

usually mutually contradictory interpretations. But in many cases, as the piece unfolds, it itself 

provides further evidence to support one reading over the other. In such cases, most paradoxes 

turn out to be apparent rather than real. However, in one case to be considered here, however, 

namely the Grieg song, the ending is in fact truly paradoxical.  

  

                                                 
2 Merriam-Webster Dictionary, s.v. “paradox,” accessed April 5, 2018, https://www. merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/paradox. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Both the Bruckner and Brahms examples might be understood to have off-tonic 

beginnings. As mentioned above, so far most theoretical work about non-tonic openings has been 

focused on Schenker’s concept of the auxiliary cadence. Among them, Burstein explains this 

concept in detail in his article “Unraveling Schenker’s Concept of the Auxiliary Cadence.”3 After 

tracing how Schenker develops the idea of the auxiliary cadence, he explains the concept as an 

“incomplete transference of a form of the fundamental structure,” a “progression that begins on a 

non-tonic Stufe and is closed off from the preceding harmonies” from several different 

perspectives, including the general tonal shape, the metrical shape, and specific situations in 

which the auxiliary cadence appears in the beginning or in the middle of the piece respectively.4  

Adopting the same concept, Charles Burkhart presents a very detailed and persuasive 

analysis of Brahms’s C-major Capriccio, Op. 76, No. 8, which is, in his words, “the most far-

out” example in the set (namely the Op. 76).5 The idea that the piece starts with a V6 chord is 

persuasive. Both articles provide compelling examples of the auxiliary cadence. 

Along the same lines, Heather Anne Platt’s dissertation, which focuses on the text-music 

relationship in Brahms Lieder, also includes several examples of non-tonic openings explained 

by the concept of the auxiliary cadence.6 Similarly, Ryan Taycher published an article on two 

3 L. Poundie Burstein, “Unraveling Schenker’s Concept of the Auxiliary Cadenc,” Music Theory Spectrum 27, no. 2 
(2005): 159. 
4 Ibid., 161-183 
5 Charles Burkhart, “The Suspenseful Structure of Brahms’s C-major Capriccio, Op. 76, No. 8: A Schenkerian 
Hearing,” in Bach to Brahms—Essays on Musical Design and Structure, ed. David Beach and Yosef Goldenberg 
(Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2015), 259-278.  
6 Heather Anne Platt, “Text-Music Relationships in the Lieder of Johannes Brahms” (PhD diss., City University of 
New York, 1992), accessed November 8, 2017, ProQuest Dissertations &Theses.  

https://iii.library.unt.edu/search%7ES12?/qUniversity+of+Rochester+Press%2C/quniversity+of+rochester+press/-3,-1,0,B/browse
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songs by Hugo Wolf that also involve auxiliary cadences.7 Both studies provide good models for 

analyses that show how the meaning of the text can influence the structure of a given song.  

In addition to her articles that discuss non-tonic openings, in her article “Unrequited Love 

and Unrealized Dominants,” Heather Platt also discusses a few Lieder by Brahms that end with 

plagal cadences and ascending melodies, which “project a sad, yearning mood.”8 She further 

describes this type of ending as weaker concluding cadences that evade the strong sense of 

closure, which is expected from more decisive authentic cadences.9 Interestingly, the Alto 

Rhapsody, to be examined later in Chapter IV, also exhibits similar features—a seemingly plagal 

cadence and a rising line in the end of the melody. A more detailed comparison will be presented 

in the discussion. 

Returning to the concept of auxiliary cadence, Timothy L. Jackson further develops the 

idea in an article, which discusses Sibelius’s Seventh Symphony in depth, drawing a connection 

between the auxiliary cadence and the concept of “crystallization,” which, in a musical context, 

refers to the “creation” or establishment of the tonic late in the piece.10 He notes that both 

techniques emphasize the effect of a late “definitive tonal arrival.”11 Significantly, Jackson 

introduces another concept he terms “entropy,” which is the opposite—a kind of “devolution” or 

“unravelling,” or the failure of tonal crystallization.12  

                                                 
7 Ryan Taycher, “Deceiving the Ear—Recontextualization, Key Association, and Auxiliary Cadence in Two Songs 
by Hugo Wolf,” Journal of Schenkerian Studies 6 (2012), 93-113, accessed November 4, 2017, 
https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc330546/ m1/98/.  
8 Heather Platt, “Unrequited Love and Unrealized Dominants,” Intégral 7 (1993): 119. 
9 Ibid., 120.  
10 Timothy L. Jackson, “Observations on Crystallization and Entropy in Sibelius and Other Composer’s Works,” in 
Sibelius Studies ed. Timothy L. Jackson and Veijo Murtomäki (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 189. 
11 Ibid,. 
12 Ibid., 175. 

https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc330546/%20m1/98/
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Looking beyond the general studies of the auxiliary cadence, there are some published 

articles dealing with specific issues in a particular piece. For example, Edward Laufer provides a 

sophisticated analysis of Chopin’s Second Ballade, which begins in F-major and ends in A 

minor. Laufer reads the initial F in the bass, the root of the F major sonority as, in essence, a 

neighbor note to an E in the inner voice of the A minor chord.13 To a certain extent, a similar 

idea is applied in my analysis of the second movement in Bruckner’s First Symphony, which is 

presented in the next chapter. 

In reference to the term “paradox”, Benjamin Graf has provided in his dissertation a 

thorough discussion of paradox and structural dualism in Beethoven’s music. He specifically 

points out that in order to have a paradox, there must be one musical statement—be it a phrase, 

section or even a movement—that can give rise to two contradictory interpretations, both viable 

and supported by salient features in the music, yet also contradictory.14 However, not all the 

enigmatic openings are ultimately paradoxical, because—as mentioned earlier—many of them 

are resolved eventually later in the piece. The slow movement of Bruckner’s First Symphony, 

discussed in next chapter, provides an eloquent and instructive example. 

  

                                                 
13 Edward Laufer, “On Chopin’s Second Ballade,” Journal of Schenkerian Studies 10 (2017): 1-22. 
14 Benjamin S. Graf, “An Analytical Study of Paradox and Structural Dualism in the Music of Ludwig van 
Beethoven” (PhD. Diss., University of North Texas, 2016), accessed March 11, 2018, ProQuest Dissertations 
&Theses. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ANTON BRUCKNER’S SYMPHONY NO. 1, 2ND MOVEMENT 

In this chapter, I examine the second movement of the first version of Bruckner’s 

Symphony No. 1 (the “Linz version,” 1868, ed. By Nowak). I will begin with a brief overview of 

the form of this movement (a full score with measure numbers is provided in the appendix).  

Like many second movements from other symphonies, this movement follows a loose 

ABA’ form. A closer analysis, however, reveals that it has most of the basic components of a 

sonata form movement. There may be some doubt about the presence of sonata form due to the 

abridged second theme in the recapitulation, but while form is not the main focus of this thesis, I 

will still employ sonata-form terminology to refer to different sections. The exposition spans 

mm. 1-59, followed by a development section in mm. 60-114; the remainder of the movement in 

mm. 115-168 constitutes the recapitulation.  

The riddle posed by this movement is a conflict—or even a “duel”—between Af major 

and F minor. If we were to skip all the way to the end of the movement, we would see it ends in 

Af major, but the opening is not as clear as we would expect. As is shown in Ex. 3-1, the melody 

has a sustaining C in the horns, which could either be 3 of Af major or 5 of F minor. But it is the 

bass that gives rise to the different possible interpretations of the harmony. Should we take the 

Af as the main bass note despite the fact that it falls on a weak metric position and is not the 

lowest note?  Or should we take the F as the main bass since it is the lowest note and receives a 

dynamic accent? If we are to choose the first reading (Ex. 3-2), then we will need to read an 

implied Ef in the inner voice, and the F will be an incomplete neighbor in a lower register in the 

form of a 5-6 exchange; whereas in the second reading (Ex. 3-3), the En in m. 2 is the leading 
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tone and functions as an incomplete neighbor note. These two possible reading make this 

passage potentially paradoxical.   

Ex. 3-1. Bruckner Symphony No. 1, 2nd movement, measures 1-7. 
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Ex. 3-2. Foreground sketch of mm. 1-7 with Af as the tonic. 

 
Ex. 3-3. Foreground sketch of mm. 1-7 with F as the tonic. 

 
 

A very important point is worth making here. Within the first seven measures (see Ex. 3-

1), we hear not only the dualism between Af and F, but also between the dominant chords of 
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these two keys, which, to a certain degree, is the issue that dominates a large part of this 

movement. As shown in Ex. 3-4, after several bars of complex chromatic motion, in m. 6 the 

music reaches a strong Ef 7 sonority, which obviously can be heard as V7 of Af major. But 

without remaining on this chord for long, the strings quickly slide down to a C major chord on 

the downbeat of the next measure, which can be heard as V of F minor. It is possible to argue 

that that this motion from Ef to C could be read within a bass arpeggio Ef – C – Af on beat 2 of 

m. 8 (please refer to the full score provided in Appendix B). But in my opinion, regardless 

whether we take Af or F as the tonic, the C in m. 7 does not lead back to the Af. Instead, C has a 

more important role here since it is prolonged all the way to m. 14. The next main bass note will 

be Df in m. 16, and the goal in this passage is for the G in the upper voice over the bass C in m. 7 

to descend through a chromatic passing note Gf in m. 9 to a neighbor note F over the bass Df in 

m. 16. Thus the role of the C in the bass is transformed from V of F to become the leading tone 

to Df.  

Ex. 3-4. Foreground sketch of mm. 1-16. 

 
The next step for the bass is to keep ascending from Df in m. 16 to Ef in m. 20, which 

will then be prolonged for 40 measures from mm. 20-59. At this point, since the prolonged Ef 
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functions as the upper fifth of the Af, it seems reasonable to read Af as the tonic; in this case, 

then, the C prolonged in mm. 7-14 is only a component of the bass arpeggio (Af-C-Ef) and 

eventually gives way to the Ef. But by no means should we underestimate the significance of this 

C prolongation, not only because it embodies the conflict between the keys of Af major and F 

minor, but also because it foreshadows the importance of another C in the bass later in the 

movement. In this case, we may say it fails to function as the V of F minor. But in the next 

section, we will see that C is accorded even more weight and actually succeeds in leading to F. 

This development section, as shown in Ex. 3-5, begins immediately on a C major chord at 

m. 60, and from the first two measures of this section we can see that Bruckner is recomposing 

the dueling keys of Af and F “in miniature:” the pattern here is very much like the opening of 

this movement. Now we can more convincingly hear the C major chord as V of F minor. And 

this putative V-I cadence in F minor sets up the whole section, most of which, in my opinion, 

projects the key of F minor. Yet, that being said, except for m. 60 and m. 76 (which is a 

repetition of m. 60), there is never a strong F minor chord that could serve as a prolonged tonic 

throughout this entire section. As shown in the music (see Appendix A), the only instance of F as 

a strongly emphasized bass note is in m. 101, but the sonority at this point is not the tonic of F 

minor but a fully-diminished seventh chord, which marks the beginning of a passage that 

functions like a retransition. And not surprisingly, the goal of the retransition is to regain the Ef 

in the bass in m. 109, which would function as V of Af to prepare for the recapitulation. The 

question might be posed, why not, as suggested in Ex. 3-6, read this section the way we did the 

opening passage, namely as a bass arpeggio Af-C-Ef? Or how could we justify the reading of C 

functioning as V of F minor while there is not really a strong F minor chord at all? 
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Ex. 3-5. Opening of the development section. 

 
 
 

Ex. 3-6. Middleground sketch reading C in m. 60 as part of the bass arpeggio (Af-C-Ef). 
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Ex. 3-7. Middleground sketch reading C in m.60 as V of F minor. 

 
 

First of all, I would respond that, as Ex. 3-6 shows, it is indeed possible to interpret the C 

prolongation starting from m. 60 as the middle term of as another larger-scale Af – C – Ef 

arpeggio. But the reason I prefer to read this C as V of F minor (see Ex. 3-7)—instead of part of 

the Af bass arpeggio—is that it matches our most immediate auditory experience of the chord. 

As is shown in Ex. 3-5, the progression in m. 61 from C major to F minor strongly suggests a V-I 

motion in F minor. Although the I chord is very short, it is clear enough to lead our hearing into 

the realm of the key of F minor. There are indeed some places that suggest Af may be a 

temporary tonic (for example m. 65), but essentially those Af chords are all components of 

passing motions, as is shown in Ex. 3-8. And in mm. 72-74, we can clearly hear that the G half-

diminished seventh chord is outlined (in the bass), and together with the following C major—F 

minor pattern restated in mm. 75-76, we can hear an even stronger IIÆ7-V-I progression in the 

key of F minor. Again, while I would not read this progression as a cadence with any functional 
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meaning, we do hear the dominant to tonic relationship. It is true that in some other situations, 

what we hear at the foreground level needs to be understood to have a different meaning at the 

middleground level. But in this case, I would argue that the function of this C major chord at the 

foreground level is the same as in the middleground or even background level, namely as the V 

of F minor.  

Ex. 3-8. Foreground sketch of mm. 60-81. 

 
 

But in spite of all of these considerations, the F minor tonic per se is never prolonged. In 

Unfoldings, Carl Schachter observes that “we can quickly infer a tonic center from signals given 

by other pitches; neither the tonic chord nor even the tonic note need be present.”15 In this 

development, it seems that C is the main bass note prolonged through most of this section, while 

projecting the key of F minor as its dominant. In m. 101, as shown in Ex. 3-9, we finally have F 

in the bass. Now, I would argue that the fully-diminished seventh chord over F in m. 101 stands 

for an altered F minor tonic, while in the top voice the C (3 of Af major), that has been 

                                                 
14 Carl Schachter, “Analysis by Key,” in Unfoldings—Essays in Schenkerian Theory and Analysis, ed. Joseph N. 
Straus (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 140. 
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prolonged from the very beginning in the background, descends to Cf in m. 101 (3 to f3 in the 

global key of Af major, 5 to f5 in the local key of F minor). In other words, there is indeed a 

complete bass arpeggio of C-Af-F (V-III-I in the key of F minor) spanning more than 2/3 of the 

section, but when the music finally arrives on the F in m. 101, the C of the top voice slides down 

to Cf (which is essentially a passing note in the Urlinie). This way the prolongation of F minor is 

achieved while at the same time the music keeps moving forward instead of pausing in a section 

where there is not supposed to be a stop. 

Ex. 3-9. Foreground sketch of mm. 98-134. 

 
 

Interestingly, a very similar model—prolonging a key area without the tonic being 

present—is to be found in the first movement of the same symphony. One of very few scholars 

to discuss this symphony in depth, Kai Lindberg, talks about the key scheme and the form of the 

first movement of this symphony. As shown in Ex. 3-10, in his reading, the way the secondary 

key area (Ef) is established in the exposition very much resembles the manner in which F minor, 

as the focal point, is treated here in the development of the second movement. In his article, he 

states “perhaps the most striking feature of the harmonic content of the secondary theme is the 
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absence of a root position Ef-major tonic until the last measure”.16 So essentially, he argues that 

although we do not hear the root-position Ef major chord till m. 67, we should understand the 

whole passage in the key of Ef. Of course we can see the differences between these two 

movements clearly, too. Firstly, in the first movement it is the I6 chord in m. 47 that mainly 

suggests the key area, while in the second movement the key area is inferred from its dominant 

(the C major in m. 60); secondly, in the first movement, the Ef major chord appears at the end of 

this section (in m. 67) to help firmly enhance the arrival, but in the second movement, the F 

minor chord—as the aurally expected resolution of the C major as V—appears at the crucial 

moment in m. 101 only in an altered form, namely a fully diminished 7th chord. However, the 

general concept is sufficiently similar that we may say there is probably some internal 

connection between these two movements.  

Ex. 3-10. Lindberg’s reading of the secondary key in the first movement.17 

 
 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 67. 
17 Kai Lindberg, “The Organization of the Exposition and a Way to the Secondary Key in the First Movement of 
Anton Bruckner’s Symphony No. 1,” Trio: DocMus-tohtorikoulun julkaisu 1 (2012): 63, accessed November 5, 
2017, https://issuu.com/sibelius-akatemia/docs/trio_1_2012_fin_web/3. 

https://issuu.com/sibelius-akatemia/docs/trio_1_2012_fin_web/3
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Ex. 3-11. Deeper-level middleground sketch of the exposition and the development. 

 
Ex. 3-12. Background sketch of the exposition and the development. 

 
 

But what do all these arguments have to do with our original idea of the riddle, or the 

conflict between Af major and F minor? Well, the answer is that now we finally see how the 

riddle can be solved. According to this second reading presented in Ex. 3-7, we can come up 

with a deeper-level middleground (see Ex. 3.12) in which we can recognize that the C actually 
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functions as the upper fifth of the F in the bass, just as the Ef is prolonged as the upper fifth of 

the Af in the exposition. Then in the background (see Ex. 3-12), all of these progressions can be 

reduced into a 5-6 exchange (Ef to F over Af) with a downward octave shift, which is exactly, as 

I have stated earlier, the way in which we should have understood the opening if we were to take 

Af as the tonic. Now we can fully understand why the composer opens the movement in an 

apparently enigmatic way, how the tonal problem at the opening influences the rest of this 

movement, and finally, how it is resolved at the end of the development. And with this resolution 

of the tonal enigma, it is clear that the dualism between Af and F in the opening passage is not a 

true paradox—the true tonic is Ab, and the apparent F minor at the beginning is a part of the 

understood 5-6 exchange, which anticipate the background structure of the exposition and the 

development.  
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CHAPTER 4 

BRAHMS’S ALTO RHAPSODY OP. 53 

4.1 Background Overview and Pre-Analytical Observations 

This chapter presents an analysis of Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody as a piece with both a 

problematic opening and conclusion; therefore, those two parts will be analyzed in detail. 

Additionally, after studying the piece in its entirety, I will try to explain the semantics of the 

structure, that is, the meaning evoked by the music. But to better understand this piece, it is 

helpful to review its historical background.  

After years of working as a pianist, Brahms finally became famous as a composer after 

the success of his “A German Requiem” in 1868; however, fame and acclaim could not mitigate 

his pain at being rejected a second time for the position of conductor of the Hamburg 

Philharmonic (the first time was in 1862), a position that he had been eager to assume.18 In 

addition to his attraction to the position per se, combined with his wish to remain in his 

hometown, he also considered the position connected to the possibility of settling down and 

having a family, as he once wrote in a letter, “If I could not hope here, then where? Where may I 

and can I! . . . One wants to have ties and a livelihood that makes life into a life, and one is afraid 

of loneliness. Activity in lively union with others and lively social relationships, family 

happiness—what human being doesn't feel the longing for that?”19 The two rejections had such 

an impact on him that even after fifteen years, he still brought it up in a letter to decline an offer 

by Ferdinand Hiller:  

How dearly I used to wish for such a post, which is not only desirable, indeed necessary 
for the creative artist, but which is also the only one which enables him as a person to 

18 Gennevieve Brown-Kibble, “The Alto Rhapsody of Johannes Brahms: A Synthesis of Technique and Expression” 
(PhD diss., University of Arizona, 2000), 18, accessed December 20, 2017, ProQuest Dissertations &Theses.   
19 Ibid., 19. 
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lead the proper, correct existence. I have my native city Hamburg in mind, for instance, 
where on several occasions, during the period in which I believed I might be among those 
under consideration—my name did not even come up.20  
 

Thus, we can recognize how agonizing these experiences of rejection had been for Brahms; 

when he composed the Alto Rhapsody, the pain of yet another important rejection was still fresh. 

The fact that Brahms was passionately attached to Clara Schumann is widely known, 

although at the time this piece was composed, he probably had long abandoned any hope of a 

more intimate relationship with her. Probably less known is his interest in Julie Schumann—

Clara’s third daughter—who was twelve years younger than Brahms. According to entries from 

Clara’s diaries, Brahms became upset upon hearing the news of Julie’s engagement because he 

was not expecting it at all, and he altered his attitude towards everyone in the Schumann family, 

including Julie, by visiting less frequently and speaking only in “monosyllables” when he did 

show up.21 That being said, it seems that Brahms had never clearly expressed his love for Julie, 

and even Clara was unsure of his feelings towards Julie, as she put in her diary, “did he really 

love her? But he has never thought of marrying, and Julie has never had any inclination towards 

him…”22 Therefore, a better way of describing their relationship may be, as Bozarth and Frisch 

put it, that Julie was someone “for whom Brahms had secretly harbored an affection.”23 Brahms 

brought the Alto Rhapsody to Clara on the day of Julie’s marriage, and called this piece his bridal 

song.24  

                                                 
20 Brown-Kibble, “Synthesis,” 20. 
21 Aubery S. Garlington Jr., “Harzreise als Herzreise: Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody,” The Musical Quarterly 64, 4 
(Autumn 1983): 531, accessed December 20, 2018, http://www.jstor.org /stable/741979.  
22 Berthold Litzmann, Clara Schumann: An Artist’s Life Based on Material Found in Diaries and Letters, vol. 2, 4th 
ed. by Grace E. Hadow, New York, Vienna House, 1972, 296. 
23 George S. Bozarth, and Walter Frisch. “Brahms, Johannes.” Grove Music Online. Accessed February 25, 2018. 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic /view/10.1093 /gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-
9781561592630-e-0000051879.  
24 Garlington, “Harzreise als Herzreise,” 531. 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic%20/view/10.1093%20/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000051879
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic%20/view/10.1093%20/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000051879
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It is interesting to read Clara’s comment on the piece: “it is long since I remember being 

so moved by a depth of pain in words and music. This piece seems to me neither more nor less 

than the expression of his own heart’s anguish…”25 Obviously, Clara could hear and understand 

this piece as an expression of the pain Brahms had endured while composing it. Garlington, after 

his text-music relationship analysis of the piece, also claims “of all his (Brahms) compositions, 

the Alto Rhapsody may well be the most personal, the most poetically ‘true’ statement of his 

heart’s condition.”26 But besides the text, what I am more interested in is how the music itself 

expresses, or speaks, for the composer. In his 1983 article “Motive and Rhythmic Contour in the 

Alto Rhapsody,” Allen Forte provides part of his reading of this piece and offers some apt 

observations concerning motivic development and rhythmic relations between the motives.27 My 

analysis, however, suggests some alternative interpretations of the harmony. 

Let us begin our analysis with an examination of the text: 

Aber abseits wer ist’s? But off apart there, who is that? 
Ins Gebüsch verliert sich sein Pfad His path gets lost in the brush 
Hinter ihm schlagen Behind him 
Die Sträuche zusammen, The branches close again, 
Das Gras steht wieder auf, The grass stands straight again, 
Die Öde verschlingt ihn. The solitude swallows him up. 
  

Ach, wer heilet die Schmerzen Ah, who can heal the pain 
Des, dem Balsam zu Gift ward? of one to whom balsam became poison? 
Der sich Menschenhaß Who has drunk misanthropy 
Aus der Fülle der Liebe trank? from the fullness of love? 
Erst verachtet, nun ein Verächter, First despised, now despising, 
Zehrt er heimlich auf he secretly wastes 
Seinen eigenen Wert his own worth 
In ung’nügender Selbstsucht. in unsatisfying egoism. 
  
  

                                                 
25 Litzmann, Clara Schumann, 267 
26 Garlington, “Harzreise als Herzreise,” 542. 
27 Allen Forte, “Motive and Rhythmic Contour in the Alto Rhapsody, Journal of Music Theory 27, 2 (Autumn, 
1983), accessed January 11, 2018, http://www.jstor.org/stable/843519.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/843519


22 
 

Ist auf deinem Psalter, If there is in your psaltery, 
Vater der Liebe, ein Ton Father of Love, a single tone 
Seinem Ohre vernehmlich, perceptible to his ear, 
So erquicke sein Herz! then revive his heart! 
Öffne den umwölkten Blick Open his cloud-covered sight 
Über die tausend Quellen onto the thousand fountains 
Neben dem Durstenden beside the thirsting soul 
In der Wüste! in the desert! 

 
The text of this piece originates in Goethe’s poem “Harzreise im Winter,” written in 1777 

and published in 1789. Provided above are the three stanzas from Goethe’s poem that Brahms 

chose to set and their English translations.28 Brahms extracted these three stanzas from the 

original eleven to form an internal unit that serves as the center of the poem.29 The portrayal of 

the protagonist is based on a young man called Alexander Plessing, one of Goethe's many 

correspondents affected and troubled by the so-called “Werther-mania.”30 The first stanza 

introduces the protagonist who is both physically and mentally lost, and surrounded by 

loneliness; the second further describes the situation of the troubled character who is so 

pessimistic that even good and positive attributes become bad and negative in his eyes. As will 

be discussed later, this inability to make distinctions or perceive things correctly is fully 

addressed in the music. Finally, the last stanza can be viewed as Goethe’s ardent prayer for the 

hero to restore his heart and become positive and optimistic again.  

The musical setting can also be viewed as comprising three sections, each corresponding 

to one of the stanzas: First Stanza: A section, mm. 18-47, preceded by an instrumental 

                                                 
28 The translation is from the CD sleeve notes in Brahms Alto Rhapsody, Atlanta Symphony Orchestra and Chorus, 
conducted by Robert Shaw, soloist Marilyn Horne, Telarc Digital CD-80176, 1988.  
29 Garlington, “Harzreise als Herzreise,” 529. 
30 Goethe published his famous Die Leiden des junges Werther (The Sorrows of Young Werther” in 1774. The novel 
was so popular among the readers that a trend called Werther-mania or Werther fever was formed, in which almost 
everything about or from the novel became popular, from drawings and engravings to decorations and dressing 
styles. But it was also blamed for possibly causing suicides, as the book had been found in many suicidal scenes.  
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introduction (mm. 1-17); second Stanza: B section, mm. 48-115; and third Stanza: C section, 

mm. 116-175).31 Each of these is highly complex and deserving of a careful step-by-step 

exploration. But before we begin the analysis, some general observations may be helpful.  

Firstly, it is obvious that the B section is in the key of C minor, while the C section is in 

C major. From this observation, we may posit that understanding of the relationship between Ef, 

3 in C minor and En, 3 in C major, or, more precisely, how Ef becomes En, will be central to the 

analysis: upon this transformation depends our reading of the whole piece at a deep 

middleground and thus background level. Secondly, for most of the motivically significant 

chromatic notes, their enharmonic equivalents also play an important part. In fact, as we will see 

shortly, sometimes the chromatic notes have a different middleground voice-leading significance 

from what their spelling might appear to indicate. Bearing these initial observations in mind, we 

can begin our exploration of the introduction.  

 

4.2 The Introduction, mm. 1-17 

Immediately, at the outset of the introduction, Brahms poses a very important question: 

how should we understand the striking augmented-triad sonority B-Ef-G in the first measure. 

Should we interpret it as an inverted G augmented triad functioning as an altered dominant 

chord? Or is there another way to explain it (as one might expect, the core of the question lies in 

the interpretation of the Ef)? As we can see from Forte’s analysis, he identifies this augmented 

sonority as one of the most important motivic figures (see Ex. 4-1, motive α), and explains how 

this motive α develops later as a bass arpeggio into the middleground (see Ex. 4-2).32 However, 

                                                 
31 A complete score is provided in Appendix B. 
32 Allen Forte, “Motive and Rhythmic Contour,” 257-260. 
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as shown in Ex. 4-1, he also marks another motive β, which combines these three notes with the 

C in the bass on the last beat of the measure, and similarly, he also provides part of his reading to 

show how this motive β appears in the middleground (see Ex. 4-3).33 In terms of motivic 

development, both observations make sense, but given that his article does not focus on harmony 

too much, his graph does not show clearly how this measure should be understood from a 

harmonic perspective. I think reading it as an inverted augmented dominant chord is not 

impossible, but this reading misses a very important, yet assumed, aspect of the voice leading. 

Therefore, instead of reading the beginning as an augmented dominant triad, I suggest that an 

implied D in the inner voice over the Bn in the bass that then moves to Ef over C (as shown in 

Ex. 4-2). In other words, the Bn indicates a first inversion V chord, which moves at the local 

level to the following C minor triad. However, as we will see shortly, while the bass immediately 

moves up, its larger trajectory is down. Furthermore, I shall propose that this implied inner-voice 

D is of global significance since it foreshadows the ending, and is thus related to the voice 

leading and semantics of the piece in its entirety.  

Ex. 4-1. Initial motives in mm. 1-2 in Forte’s analysis of the Alto Rhapsody.34  

 
 

  

                                                 
33 Ibid., 266.  
34 Allen Forte, “Motive and Rhythmic Contour,” 257.  
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Ex. 4-2. Forte’s reading: the alpha motive (B-Ef/Ds-G) in the middleground (both top and bass 
line) in mm. 128-141.35   

 
 

Ex. 4-3. Forte’s reading: both the alpha and beta motives in the middleground in mm. 48-53.36 

 
 

As in the Bruckner example, here, part of the problematic nature of the beginning is 

reflected by a conflict between two possible interpretations of the harmony, which seems to be 

deliberately composed into the music to make it perplexing. The issue hinges on the 

interpretation of the harmonies in the opening measures, namely which are embellishing and 

which are fundamental. Are the chords on the downbeats of mm. 1 and 3 the fundamental chords 

or do they embellish the chords on the weak beats? The rhythmically and metrically accented 

chords could be the main harmonies, which would lead to what I call the “dominant” reading, 

while the unaccented chords might be the more background, which would justify the “tonic” 

reading. While the latter interpretation results in a more conventional, “common-sense” 

understanding of the harmony, the former reading is a more “progressive” and is, I believe, 

supported by many other important compositional features as the piece progresses.    

  

                                                 
35 Ibid., 260.  
36 Ibid., 266. 
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Ex. 4-4. Foreground sketch of Brahms Alto Rhapsody mm. 1-5.  

 
 

Ex. 4-5. A step-by-step graphic explanation of the interlocking unfolding in mm.1-3. 

 
 

Let me begin with a reading that considers the opening to prolong the dominant. It is 

obvious that mm. 3-4 are transposed down a second from mm. 1-2, so to explicate the voice 

leading in this opening passage, it is important to understand the bass line of the first two 

measures. First, given that the indication of the Bn as the leading tone to C, instead of the 

seemingly augmented triad, I would suggest that there should be an implied D over the bass Bn 

to make it a first-inversion V6 chord. Following the same logic, an implied C would be read over 
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the An. Thus, the first four measures essentially constitute a short descending sequence, with 

each unit beginning on a first-inversion chord. Clearly the music presents a much more complex 

version of this sequence. Ex. 4-4 shows how the bass line can be read as a chain of interlocking 

unfoldings. Ex. 4-5 further demonstrates how this complicated passage may be derived from 

descending parallel six-three chords. A diatonic version of the unfolding of these parallel six-

three chords should be Bn – D – An – C; however, since the D does not materialize, the 

chromatic passing tone Df substitutes for it and becomes the chromatic upper (diminished) third 

of the Bn (m. 1). Within the diminished third between the Bn and the Df, the C and the Ef, which 

comes from an escape chord between the V6 (m. 1) and the IV6 (m. 3), form another 

unfolding.37 In a similar fashion, the A in m. 3 keeps moving down to the G in m. 5, fulfilling its 

role as a passing tone between this G and the Bn in m. 1.  

As shown in the music (see Appendix B), the sequential pattern breaks in m. 5 when the 

bass arrives on the G to initiate a very complicated passage. At first glance, the fully diminished 

7th chord G-Bf-Df-Ff seems to function as an applied chord that resolves to the following Af 

major triad. In the next measure, Df major is briefly tonicized in the same way. These two 

measures might not seem too difficult to understand, as fVI and fII are both common chords in a 

minor key. However, the harmony and voice leading in the following five measures (mm. 7-11) 

become intriguing. Starting from m. 7, the Df major six-four chord over Af is already confusing; 

then the fully diminished 7th chord over the same bass note Af in m. 9 seems to signify a viio4
2 in 

the key of C minor; this chord then moves a minor second up and becomes a viio6
5/V with the An 

in the bass, which suddenly resolves to the tonic chord directly…These fragmented harmonic 

                                                 
37 This B-C-Ef-Df as an important melodic motive will appear several times later in the piece, but it will not 
necessarily be interpreted in this way.  
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analyses do not seem to make a very satisfactory explanation; thus one searches for a different 

way of reading this passage. 

Looking ahead, the music clearly comes to a pause in m. 16 when the root-position V 

chord is reached. I would make two suggestions here (both are shown in Ex. 4-6). The first is 

that the bass of the V chord already arrives in m. 5. In other words, the fully diminished 7th chord 

over G in m. 5 is—in a deeper sense—an altered V chord, and the passage between mm. 5-16 is 

in essence the process of the upper voices finding their ways to the correct chord tones. The 

second is that in m. 11, the real bass note is not C, but an implied G, making it a cadential 6/4 

chord.  

Ex. 4-6. Two levels of middleground sketch of mm. 1-16. 
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Ex. 4-7. Foreground sketch of mm. 1-16. 

 
 

With this bigger picture in mind, the voice leading in this passage can now be explained. 

As shown in my foreground sketch presented (see Ex. 4-7), the bass line in mm. 5-6 is explained 

as another unfolding, with the Df in m. 6 understood as the horizontalized b5 in the Go7 chord. 

This Df is then sustained to become part of the six-four sonority in m. 7. Measures 7-9 should 

have been an octave descent of the Af in the bass, but due to the leap in m. 8, it is shown as held 

in the same octave.38 When the descent completes on the downbeat of m. 9, the six-four sonority 

turns to a diminished 7th chord over Af, which is essentially a passing chord connecting the Go7 in 

m. 5 and the viio6
5/V chord—the diminished 7th chord over A, which then turns out to be a 

neighbor chord (as is clarified in the middleground sketch). Again, by understanding that there is 

an implied G in the bass, the C minor chord in m. 11 becomes a six-four chord that eventually 

resolves to the root position V chord in m. 16. 

As shown in Ex. 4-6, coordinating the top voice with the bass line from the first inversion 

(m. 1) to the root-position V chord (m. 16), the top line prolongs G from m. 1 by means of a 

                                                 
38 In the original music, the G in m. 7 is in the same register as the preceding Af, and the leap up to F occurs in m. 8; 
but for the sake of clarity, in my sketch I moved the G an octave higher to show that the F in m. 8 comes from the G 
as a part of the descent.  
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subsidiary fourth-descent to the D in the inner voice in m. 16, passing through the Ff in m. 5 and 

Ef in m. 11. Thus, this whole introduction may be explained as a prolongation of the V chord, 

which is, to certain extent, repeated in the A section with some modification.  

Ex. 4-8. An alternative reading of mm. 1-16. 

 
 

Ex. 4-8 shows a possible alternative reading of the beginning seven measures, which is 

the opposite of the one presented in the discussion above – opposite in the sense of reading a 

tonic rather than dominant prolongation, and therefore creating another potential paradox. The 

more background descending parallel chords in the earlier reading that start mm. 1, 3, and 5 are 

now treated as applied chords, and stronger background status is assigned to the resolutions—the 

chords on the last beats of mm. 1, 3, and 5. Thus, at the middleground level, the descent in the 

bass becomes C-Bf-Af-G. While such an interpretation is definitely possible, given that the bass 

pattern of Ef – A – Bf could easily be heard as a common fII6-V6-I- progression tonicizing Bf 

minor. In this logic, as the first unit of the sequence, m.1 may even be heard as incomplete since 

the fII6 of C minor is missing, which could be related to the beginning of the text where it says, 

“his path is lost behind.”  

However, a number of considerations may argue against this second, “tonic” reading. 

Firstly, the dynamic markings and the metrical emphases may give the downbeat chords more 
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weight than their resolutions. Secondly, this reading breaks the voice-leading connection 

between all of the enharmonically equivalent pitches (B=Cf, A=Bff etc.). As shall become 

apparent, enharmonic transformation is motivically important in this piece. Most significantly, as 

mentioned earlier, it seems to me that the G on the downbeat of m. 5 is picked up in m. 16, 

namely that this whole passage sounds like a journey at the end of which the upper voices to 

reach the “correct” chord tones of the V (this dominant beginning is more obvious in the A 

section to be discussed shortly). Yet reading a structural tonic at the outset contradicts the idea of 

an extensive dominant prolongation. In addition, as will be discussed later, the general 

compositional idea of this piece seems to be withholding the arrival of the structural tonic until 

the setting of the third stanza in C major, which represents the peace and contentment for which 

the protagonist longs. Therefore, reading a structural tonic at this point is premature. With these 

justifications, I consider this reading of starting with a tonic Stufe less satisfactory than the 

previous reading, in which the dominant is prolonged.  

 

4.3 The A Section, mm. 18-47 

Bearing these considerations in mind, let us turn to the setting of the A section. The alto 

initiates the A section with two measures of solo singing at mm. 18-19. After that, mm. 20-30 

can be understood to parallel to mm. 1-10. As shown in the music (see Appendix B), mm. 20-23 

have the identical string parts as mm. 1-4, while in mm. 24-25 the music begins to deviate. 

However, notice that m. 24 still has the same bass line as m. 5, while the upper voice continues 

the sequential pattern, this time to descend to Ef. Then, the bass line of m. 26—Ef-Ff—is 

transposed a minor third higher compared to m. 6, and after this, the music in mm. 26-30 can be 

identified as the same music as mm. 7-10 transposed up a minor third (despite the difference in 
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orchestration and the added vocal line). Also, analogously, the music arrives at a cadential six-

four chord in m. 32 (this time it is indeed clearly articulated as a six-four), which then resolves to 

the root position dominant, although the voice leading proceeds upward (instead of downward as 

in the introduction, see Ex. 4-9, two levels of middleground sketch of the A section).  

From this comparison, we can see that the overall idea in the A section is essentially to 

recompose the trajectory of the introduction by moving from a first inversion V chord to a root-

position V chord via a cadential six-four. If we parse the A section a little more, we discover 

more interesting features. As shown in Ex. 4-10, it is essentially the same diminished seventh 

chord that approaches the cadential six-four in both cases, only manifest in different 

“inversions,” which contributes even more to the parallelism. 

Ex. 4-9. Two levels of middleground sketch for the A section. 
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Ex. 4-10. Same o7 chord approaching the cadential 6/4 in the introduction and the A section. 

 
 
An interesting detail is worth mentioning here in terms of the difference between these 

two sections. In the introduction, the G as the bass of the root-position V chord has a quite early 

appearance in m. 5, while in the A section, it takes much longer to arrive—almost half way 

through the section: in m. 32. The reason, as we can see from Ex. 4-9, is that the prolongation of 

Bn in the bass persists much longer than in the introduction by moving to the enharmonically 

equivalent Cf then back to Bn. And within this enharmonic prolongation, the bass line presents 

another larger-scale unfolding (B-G-Af-Cf).  

 

4.4 The B Section, mm. 48-117 

At this point, we have completed the analysis of the introduction and the A section, 

suggesting that both essentially prolong the dominant. Reasonably, we would expect this 

dominant to proceed to a tonic initiating the Ursatz; and, indeed, it seems like there may be one 

immediately, namely the C minor chord in m. 48 that opens the B section. But is this chord the 



34 
 

long-expected tonic? Is the Ef in the upper voice the primary tone (3 of C minor) initiating the 

structural descent?  

A “common-sense” harmonic analysis might well take the C minor tonic arrival in m. 48; 

however, there are grounds to reject this interpretation, and to instead defer arrival of the 

structural tonic—the tonic Stufe—until significantly later in the piece. This measure could be 

considered another paradoxical point, analogous to the opening, with two different explanations 

of this C minor chord possible: either it initiates tonic prolongation or is still caught within 

dominant prolongation. But again, this study proposes that both of these two contradictory 

suggestions are not equally viable. To take the resolution of the dominant from opening to the 

tonic in the beginning of the B section, i.e., in m. 48, although not beyond the realm of 

possibility, still contradicts the alignment of structure and textual interpretation posited in my 

reading, whereby the tonic arrival is deferred until the beginning of the C major section in m. 

117. In other words, I shall advocate an analysis that considers the entire piece, until the 

beginning of the C major section, to be a massive auxiliary cadence, whereby the V is prolonged, 

not only through the introduction and the A section, but also the B section. More specifically, I 

shall argue that the C minor chord in m. 48 is better understood, not as a structural tonic – not 

yet! - but instead as a contrapuntal chord caught within ongoing dominant prolongation. In other 

words, the Efs in the upper voices in the B section (m. 48 as well as m. 90), as will be shown in 

my analysis later, are essentially non-chord tones in a deeper sense. Instead of descending to D 

(2 of C minor), the Ef instead eventually ascends, making it act as its enharmonic equivalent Ds 

(not directly to the Kopfton, but as an important passing tone locally). Furthermore, I shall argue 

that the C minor triad of m. 48 does not function as a tonic chord at all. This devaluation of the C 
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minor triad results from my interpretation of the Ef in the top voice, which I will now explain in 

detail.  

Ex. 4-11. Foreground sketch of mm. 48-64.  

 
 

Ex. 4-12. Foreground sketch of mm. 64-83. 

 
 

As shown in the music (see Appendix B), the B section is a large parallel-period 

structure, with the antecedent comprising mm. 48-89 and the consequent mm. 90-115 (although 

the antecedent and consequent phrases both end on V chords). The voice leading of the 

antecedent phrase, shown in Ex. 4-11 (mm. 48-59), features motion in parallel tenths: a 

chromatic third descent in the bass line, C (m. 48) – B (m. 53) – Bf (m. 55) – Af (m. 59), is 
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coupled with the top line moving with it in parallel tenths, with a subsidiary third descent into the 

inner voice (Ef – D – Df – C). A tonicization of Af follows in mm. 59-69, whereby the top line 

repeats the subsidiary third descent (see Ex. 4-11 and 4-12). After a few measures of cadential 

extension, the bass Af begins to prepare for another third descent in m. 73, which is completed in 

m. 79. A short tonicization of F minor (mm. 79-82) precedes the G major dominant chord in m. 

83. Within this tonicization of F, the third descent from Af to F is inverted to become a rising 

sixth in mm. 73-79, and then F is shifted down an octave in mm. 79-82. These details are shown 

in the foreground and first level middleground sketches, but to clarify the more background 

voice leading, the rising sixth is reduced to a third descent in the deeper-level middleground 

sketches.  To summarize, the bass line proceeds C – Af – F – G, while the top line descends from 

Ef in m. 48 (regained in an octave higher in m. 52) to D in m. 83.  

Having profiled the voice leading in the first half of the B section, now it is time to 

consider the deeper significance of the projected harmony. Although the music moves from the 

C minor chord (m. 48) to the G major chord (m. 83), this progression may not simply mean I – V 

in C minor. Beginning with the top line, as mentioned earlier, the Ef in m. 48 picks up the D at 

the end of the A section, and then returns to the D in m. 83, thus functioning as a neighbor note. 

The bass line supporting the Ef arpeggiates C – Af – F; thus, the Ef becomes the seventh of the 

subdominant F: I – VI – IV7 (followed by V) in the key of C minor. However, are we to interpret 

the C minor chord of m. 48 as the tonic Stufe? Again, reading the C minor chord as the structural 

tonic would conflict with the core idea of prolonging the dominant as an auxiliary cadence. 

Another reading seems more compelling, namely that the C minor chord in m. 48 does not 

function here as a real tonic, but an “apparent tonic” (a chord constructed like a tonic but without 

a tonic’s function), which is essentially the upper fifth of the F, or the minor dominant of the 
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subdominant supporting Ef as the seventh of IV.39 In other words, as shown in Ex. 4-13, mm. 48-

79 compose out a F minor seventh chord, and whose root F is essentially a lower neighbor note 

to G caught within the ongoing prolongation of G. 

Ex. 4-13. Middleground sketch of mm. 1-83. 

 
 

The consequent phrase begins in the same way from C minor at m. 90, and also arrives at 

a G major in m.108. But it is the voice leading events in these eighteen measures that provides 

the answer to the question asked earlier, namely how the Ef becomes En. Parallel to the 

antecedent phrase, the top line moves from Ef in m. 90 (again, regained in the higher octave m. 

94) down to a D temporarily in m. 96. From this D the voice leading splits in two directions. The 

more obvious line descends to Df as the seventh of the o7 chord, but the more important linear 

continuity leads from Ef to En, which in the music is initially displaced into the bass (m. 96) for 

maximum emphasis (see Ex. 4-14). As the bass line rises chromatically, this Eo7 chord is 

enharmonically spelled as a Go7chord in m. 99 (Bf becomes As, and Df becomes Cs). Now the 

En is indeed transferred from the bass into the top voice: thus, Ef (m. 90) ascends through En (m. 

                                                 
39 Carl Schachter, “Either/Or”, in Unfoldings—Essays in Schenkerian Theory and Analysis, ed. Joseph N. Straus, 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1999, 126.   
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96) to F (m. 101) over Bn in the bass (the third of the dominant G), which later descends to G in 

m. 102 (see Ex. 4-14 and 4-15).  

Ex. 4-14. Foreground sketch of mm. 83-99. 

 
 

Ex. 4-15. Foreground sketch of mm. 99-117.  

 
 

The G7 chord (m. 101-2) proceeds directly to a C major chord in m. 103, whereby the seventh, F, 

resolves to an implied En. Up to this point, there is indeed a short prolongation of C in the bass, 

while the Ef, despite its nomenclature of the flat, actually ascends as if it were Ds to the En. 

Mm. 103-113 witnesses the tonicization of G in a similar way as Af in mm. 64-73. The En in the 

top line (shifted into the inner voice) ascends chromatically (E-F-Fs) to the G in m. 108, which is 
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then transferred into the high (or the correct) register in m. 114 to embellish the F in m. 115 as its 

upper neighbor.40 It is the resolution of this F (as the chordal seventh) to the En in m. 117 that 

marks the real beginning of the Urlinie, i.e. the Kopfton 3.  

Ex. 4-16. Middleground sketch of mm. 1-117. 

 
 

Ex. 4-17. Deep middleground sketch of mm. 1-117 

 
 

To summarize: the harmonic motion from the C minor chord in m. 90 to the G major 

chord in m. 108 is not to be interpreted as I- – V, but as IV-– I within the ongoing prolongation of 

G major as the V chord.  As shown in Ex. 4-17, despite the formal divisions, these first 115 

                                                 
40 An interesting fact to point out here: the top voice in this consequent phrase Ef-E-G-F is an exact transposition of 
the beginning melodic motive (B-C-Ef-Df). It could be a perfect coincidence, or it could also potentially be a design 
on purpose, although there is no further evidence to prove that. 
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measures all prolong V, while the top line over the course of these measures descends a step 

from G in m. 1 eventually to the F in m. 115, which is also approached from the inner voice D – 

Ef – E – F. The F, as the seventh of V7, then resolves to the primary tone E (3 of C major) in m. 

117. Thus, the primary tone En, the 3 of C major, is approached from above through a 

descending-third progression, G (m. 1) – F (m. 115) – E (m. 117). According to this model of the 

largest-scale voice leading, the C minor chord in m. 48 that might be construed as a tonic is 

caught within the ongoing dominant prolongation, and the Ef supported by this C minor chord is, 

in fact, a passing tone. Thus, with the possibility of the C minor chord functioning as tonic 

denied, it turns out that, again, the tonal enigma of the beginning is not paradoxical. 

 

4.5 The C Section, mm. 115-end 

The C section begins from m. 115, with the men’s chorus joining the alto to present the 

last stanza of the text (Ex. 4-18 to 4-24). As in the previous section, the internal form of the C 

section can be viewed as a parallel period—this time, however, the division is marked by an 

interruption in m. 145 (Ex. 4-21 and 4-22). Harmonically, there are many intriguing points in this 

passage; the tonicizations of Ef (m. 132) and B major (m. 135) and minor (m. 138) are among the 

most salient moments. I agree with Forte (see Ex. 4-2) that Ef and B, plus G (in m. 141) combine 

to project the opening augmented sonority; however, I offer a different interpretation of the voice 

leading. 

The music, as mentioned earlier, is in the key of C major, with the Kopfton En achieved in m. 

117 in the chorus instead of the solo. As shown in Ex. 4-18, the C major chord from m. 116 

becomes a C7 (m. 122) to tonicize the F major in m. 123. Two different readings of the next few 

measures are possible. It is reasonable to hear m. 125 as the end of the F major tonicization and 
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the C major chord in m. 127 as a regained tonic, from which the tonicized Ef in m. 132 derives 

(see Ex. 4-20).41  However, as Ex. 4-18 shows, I interpret the F major chord of m. 123 as a more 

background harmony than the C major chord in m. 127, whereby the C major chord functions as 

the upper fifth of the predominant IV. The situation here is analogous to m. 48, where the C 

minor chord functioned as the upper fifth of the F. In other words, as shown in Ex. 4-18, 

following the C major chord, the Bf in m. 128 supporting the cadential 6/4 chord is the upper 

fifth of the Ef; thus, the bass line projects paired unfoldings: F – C and Bf – Ef (this pairing is 

more clearly shown in Ex. 4-19). As a consequence, the En supported by the C major chord (m. 

127) is not a regained 3, but a chromatic passing tone inserted between the F in m. 123 and the 

Ef in m. 132. At this point in the passage (m. 128ff.), Brahms plays with the listener’s 

expectations: given the major quality of the cadential 6/4 chord (m. 128), Ef major is naturally 

expected as the resolution; however, the actual resolution provided in m. 132 is Ef minor, 

whereby Gf displaces the expected Gn. By doing this, Brahms deftly prepares B major, the next 

key area to be tonicized. 

Ex. 4-18. Foreground sketch of mm. 116-132. 

 
 

                                                 
41 This reading is brought back in later discussions with more explanations as to why it is not preferred.  
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Ex. 4-19. Two levels of middleground sketches of mm. 116-132.  

 
 

Ex. 4-20. Another possible reading of mm. 116-132. 
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As shown in Ex. 4-21, in m. 132 Ef and the Gf are respelled as Ds and Fs, while the Bf 

(again, contradicting the notation of the accidental) ascends like an As to Bn to form a first-

inversion B major chord in m. 133. This first-inversion chord seems to initiate an “internal 

auxiliary cadence” that completes in m. 135 and tonicize B major as a temporary key area.42 

Then the next three measures present a local I – IIÆ6/5 – V – I progression to reassert the arrival 

on B. However, the same surprising substitution of minor for major plays out again; this time the 

B minor chord in m. 138 replaces the expected B major.  

Ex. 4-21. Foreground sketch of mm. 132-145. 

 
 
This substitution leads one to question the status of the B major in m. 135, even just as a local 

tonic. Since the Dn is the real goal of the top-voice descent in the soprano (as the point of 

interruption), the B minor in m. 138 acquires more structural weight than the B major in m. 135. 

In other words, there is indeed an internal auxiliary cadence starting from m. 133, but the point 

of the local tonic arrival is the B minor in m. 138, while the B major in m. 135, again, serves as 

the upper fifth of the E supporting the inverted predominant 7th chord. Now that the soprano has 

already arrived on the Dn (as a premature 2), the next step is to move to the correct bass note, 

                                                 
42 Timothy L. Jackson, “Observations on Crystallization and Entropy,” 207. 
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namely from the B in m. 138 to the G as the root of V in m. 141. The way that Brahms achieves 

this shift in the bass is by means of yet another internal auxiliary cadence (as shown in Ex. 4-22, 

III – fII6 – V – I in the key of G major) to create a tonicized half cadence in m. 141. Ultimately, 

then, the tonicized B minor in m. 138 functions as the upper third of this structural V chord. 

Ex. 4-22. Two levels of middleground sketches of mm. 132-145. 

 
 

From the analysis above, it can be seen that although the music has clearly moved to the 

key area of C major, the presence of Ef, or its enharmonically equivalent Ds, is still prominent. 

The voice leading creates the impression that the Ef is unsure of its own identity, as we have seen 

it function as both Ds (in the bass) and Ef (in the soprano). This enharmonic struggle persists 

through the second half of the section; other salient characteristics also recur, such as the idea of 

a seeming tonic chord becoming the upper fifth of IV. Finally, the piece has one last shocking 

feature in store at the very end, which recalls the beginning in an amazing way.  
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Ex. 4-23. Foreground sketch of mm. 146-161.  

 
 

Ex. 4-24. Two levels of middleground sketch of mm. 146-161.  
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Apart from some differences in instrumentation, mm. 146-157 present the same basic 

melodic idea as mm. 116-127 (compare Exs. 4-18 and 4-19, and 4-23 and 4-24). In my reading 

(Ex. 4-23), the C in the bass in m. 157 is similarly caught within the prolongation of the 

subdominant chord beginning from m. 153, and thus again functions as the upper fifth of F. The 

Ef major 6/4 chord built on Bf in m. 158 still parallels m. 128, but then leads in a different 

direction, which thus breaks the parallelism with the model phrase. As shown in Ex. 4-24, mm. 

157-161 present a voice exchange involving C and E as the V of IV shifts to V6
5 position (with 

the bass moving from the C to the E). Notice, however, as a salient detail, that the Bf in the bass 

in m. 158 as the seventh of the dominant seventh chord, is enharmonically transformed—in 

terms of its voice—leading function - into As, which, in turn, becomes an incomplete lower 

neighbor to the Bn in m. 160. Only in the next measure (m. 161), when Bn descends to Bf as the 

chordal 7th in the V6
5/IV, does Bf truly function as a flat. The resolution of this V6

5 chord in the 

second half of m. 161 completes a smaller scale I-V (-V6
5)-I progression that begins from m. 153 

tonicizing F major. Over this bass line, the soprano projects a subsidiary fourth descent F – E – 

Ef – D – C. 

Ex. 4-25. Foreground sketch of mm. 161-173.  
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Ex. 4-26. Two levels of middleground sketch of mm. 161-173.  

 
 

While the fermata in m. 161 imposes a pause upon the musical discourse, the 

prolongation of the F, or the predominant, continues across it. In other words, the IV established 

in m. 153 and picked up in m. 161, continues to be prolonged through to the structural V, 

achieved in m. 171. As shown in Ex. 4-25, mm. 162-165 present the same idea from mm. 157-

161, but transposed up a perfect fourth, thus creating another voice exchange between the IV and 

IV6
5 (this voice exchange is only displayed in Ex. 4-26). Now Ef in m. 163 functions as a Ds 

leading to En in m. 164, just as Bf in m. 158 was transformed by the voice leading into As 

leading to B in m. 161 (compare Exs. 4-9 and 4-10). The resolution to this IV6
5 chord initiates a 

circle of fifth sequence (F – Bf – Ef – Af – Df) that ends on a Df major chord (fVI in the key of F 

major) in m. 167, while at the same time shifting the top line back from C to F. In this way, the 

prolongation of F is extended through a chromatic 5-6 exchange (C – Df over F, see Ex. 4-26).  

The last few measures (mm. 167-173) are complex, not only in terms of the music itself, 

but also in the way that they provide a conclusion to the whole piece. Looking ahead, it is 
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striking that there is no root-position V chord to support the structural 2! Additionally, there is 

no clearly articulated 3-2-1 that could be taken as the structural descent. Instead, the piece seems 

to end with a plagal cadence, with the melody leaping to the tonic as E – A – C (mm. 171-173). 

How should we understand this passage?     

Let us try to parse the conclusion systematically, step by step. The melody repeats a F – 

Ds – E pattern three times (twice in the chorus and the last time in the solo), which itself sounds 

like gravitating towards the tonic; notice that the Ef – E of mm.163-164 is now “explained” by 

the “correct” spelling of Ds – E in mm. 168-69. And in fact, for the first two times when the 

chorus sings it, the E is indeed harmonized by a root-position C major chord. This insistence on 

the tonic triad might identify these tonic chords (or at least the second one in m. 169) as the 

return of the tonic Stufe. But this interpretation is contradicted by the harmony and voice leading: 

each time the C major triad might be construed as the tonic Stufe, it immediately becomes a 

secondary dominant of IV chord (C major is in root-position in m. 168 and third-inversion in m. 

169). Thus, these C major triads are still caught within the ongoing prolongation of F, which is 

initiated in m. 153 and only completes in m. 170 on the first-inversion F chord. In other words, 

the C in the bass in m. 168 is part of the composed-out F major chord (F – C – A).43 In mm. 170-

171, the bass line descends chromatically (A – Af – G) to the G in m. 171 while the solo 

completes the last iteration of the F – Ds – E pattern. Here, on the downbeat of m. 171, we have 

finally arrived at a cadential 6/4 sonority. However, as mentioned earlier, no resolution for this 

6/4 chord, and thus no structural 2, are provided, but rather only a IV – I progression which 

suggests a plagal cadence! Is it possible that the cadential 6/4 is left unresolved? Or is this chord 

                                                 
43 In the Baroque period, it is not uncommon to have a I7 chord standing for a I in the final cadence in order to lead 
to a plagal motion as a codetta (for example, the ending Bach’s C minor prelude BWV 847). But it should be noted 
that usually it happens after the structural closure, namely after an authentic cadence with the structural V. The case 
here, however, is obviously different in that the I7 (V7/IV) chords here are not preceded by a structural dominant. 
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not a cadential 6/4 at all but a consonant 6/4? Or could it even be a passing 6/4, which connects 

the bass A in m. 170 through the G in m. 171 with the F in m. 172? 

I will consider these possibilities in reverse order. The last two situations suggest a 

similar scenario—namely, that there is no dominant at all. The distinction between these two 

possibilities depends solely on whether the prolongation of IV stops at m. 170 or m. 172. But 

either way, based on the analysis presented above, without a structural V the whole consequent 

phrase would be constructed over a I – IV – I progression. Therefore, the structural dominant V 

supporting 2, if it occurs, would have had to arrive somewhere in the earlier passage, for 

example over the V in m. 141. Such an interpretation would essentially transform the C section, 

and indeed the entire piece, into an undivided structure. Following this logic, we are offered two 

choices regarding the earlier arrival of the structural 1: either at m. 146, which makes the rest of 

the music a coda, or later in m. 173, which means this consequent phrase is essentially 

interpolated into the prolonged structural dominant. I do not think that either of these hypotheses 

accurately describes what happens in the music, because neither of them recognizes the 

significance of the G in the bass in m. 171 at a structural level.  

An alternative interpretation—that represents a possible compromise—may be derived 

from an idea in Platt’s above-mentioned article, namely that the structure is still interrupted, but 

in the consequent phrase, the expected structural V is replaced by IV, thus, again, interpreting the 

ending as plagal. It is true that this piece has an ending that is somewhat similar to that of Es 

schauen die Blumen (which she uses as an example of songs in two-part form with a plagal 

cadence rather than perfect authentic completing the divided structure), with a rising melody, 

plagal motion, and even the unrequited love of the protagonist at the end. But meantime, there 

are also enough differences to distinguish the Alto Rhapsody from those that she discusses. 
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Firstly, unlike her examples in which the melodies rise to end on either 3 or 5, the consequent 

phrase, in this case, clearly concludes on 1. More importantly, here, the bass does reach 5 before 

the seeming plagal cadence, which, again, is a fact that should not be overlooked nor ignored. In 

other words, the IV chord in m. 172 does not function as a replacement for the dominant. 

Then could the 6/4 chord in m. 171 possibly be a cadential 6/4 chord that is left 

unresolved? Benjamin Graf discusses three examples of unresolved cadential 6/4 chords 

encountered in Beethoven’s music in his dissertation. Two of them (Op. 90 and the Fourth 

Symphony) involve what he calls “paradoxical” unresolved 6/4 chords—namely that the chord 

can be interpreted in two different ways (either an unresolved cadential 6/4, or a 

consonant/arpeggiated 6/4), each of which would lead to a different reading of the background 

structure of the whole piece.44 As shown in his graphs in Ex. 4-11 and 4-12, when the chord is 

considered as a cadential 6/4, it requires a resolution that the music then withholds. Therefore, 

the resolution must be understood as implied yet never really materialized.  

Ex. 4-27. Graf’s reading of Beethoven’s Op. 90 with unresolved cadential 6/4 and interruption.45  

 
 
 

                                                 
44 Benjamin Graf, “Paradox and Structural Dualism,” 60-67.  
45 Benjamin S. Graf, “Paradox and Structural Dualism,” 61, accessed March 11, 2018. 
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Ex. 4-28. Graf’s reading of Beethoven’s Op. 90 with consonant 6/4 and thus no interruption.46 

 
 

Ex. 4-29. Graf’s reading of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony with unresolved cadential 6/4 and 
interruption.47 

 
 

Ex. 4-30. Graf’s reading of Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony with consonant 6/4 chord and thus no 
interruption.48  

 

                                                 
46 Ibid., 62. 
47 Benjamin S. Graf, “Paradox and Structural Dualism,” 66, accessed March 11, 2018. 
48 Ibid. 
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Obviously, the case here is different in some aspects, but a similar concept can be 

employed. As shown in Exs. 4-25 and 4-26, I also read an implied resolution of the cadential 6/4 

in m. 172, which makes both the F and the A in the apparent IV chord passing tones. In fact, the 

voice leading whereby both notes function as passing tones is hinted at in the choir (first tenor 

and first bass). This way, in the soprano, the structural 3 no longer leaps to the 1, but passes 

through an implied 2.  

Some may say that the difficulty in locating a structural dominant in the end results from 

the choice of reading the C major chord in m. 157 as V/IV instead of as a tonic, because 

otherwise it could function as the structural tonic chord proceeded by the dominant with a clear 

3-2-1 on top. The similar possibility had been mentioned briefly in earlier discussion of the 

antecedent phrase, although I chose not to read it this way without further explaining the reason. 

Now it is time to offer a clarification of this point. It is possible to read the C major chord in m. 

157 as the structural tonic (which will probably require the beginning of the antecedent phrase to 

be read as in Ex. 4-20, with a subsidiary third-descent in the top voice), and the rest of the piece 

as a coda, in which I-IV-I progression is a very common type of extension.49 Additionally, the 

way Brahms sets the text may also lend support to this reading. The music in the C section sets 

the last stanza; however, unlike the parallel period structure that the music itself projects, Brahms 

almost sets the text in an ABA form. The C major chord in the antecedent phrase in m. 127 

coincides with the end of the first four lines, where the text has “Herz.” Then mm. 128-145 

complete the setting of the remaining four lines, after which mm. 146-157 repeat the first four 

lines in a similar fashion. However, the remaining sixteen measures do not set the other four 

lines, but only repeat the words “erquicke sein Herz,” like an extension. So to a certain degree, it 

                                                 
49 This is also how Brown-Kibble reads the form of this piece. 
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is not unreasonable to assume that Brahms chooses to do this because he might have wanted the 

C major chord in m. 157 to function as the ending of the structure, while the remaining music 

becomes a coda setting the repetition of the most important words. In other words, the subsidiary 

third descent in mm. 116-127 then becomes the structural descent in mm. 146-157. This way, 

both a complete Urlinie and a clear structural dominant chord are present, and the prolongation 

of the IV chord can still be explained—only cut shorter. Then why not accept this reading?  

Firstly, a musical detail weakens this reading. As shown in both the music and the 

foreground sketch (Ex. 4-23), the tonicization of the IV (F major) is always accompanied by the 

melodic pattern Bf-Gs-A in mm. 152-155 (4-s2-3 in F major). When yet another statement of 

this motif occurs in m. 161, one naturally relates this measure back to the previous tonicization 

of F. However, taking the C major in m. 157 as the structural ending on the tonic weakens this 

connection. Therefore, I believe it is better to hear the C major of m. 157 as still caught within 

the prolonged F major. 

Secondly, from a semantic point of view, to relate the music to the biographical context 

in which it was conceived, I do not believe that this piece, as an expression of Brahms’s inner 

world, projects a perfect or ideal ending. As mentioned earlier, the first two stanzas depict the 

protagonist’s struggle: he is both physically and mentally lost, and therefore misanthropic and 

pessimistic. We might understand Brahms himself as the protagonist, or strongly identifying with 

him. His struggle can, in part, be metaphorically represented in musical terms by the unusual 

voice leading of chromatic notes, namely those chromatic notes that move in the opposite 

direction to that indicated by their spelling, among which Ef is the most important (as has been 

pointed out in my earlier observations). This type of contradiction is particularly obvious in the B 

section, in which the text deals with the protagonist’s inability to make distinctions. As shown in 
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my analysis, the note Ef/Ds seems to be “lost” or at least “mentally torn apart,” as it sometimes 

assumes the identity of Ef but really means a Ds, while other times it is spelled as a Ds but 

eventually functions as an Ef (see m. 90 and m. 133 in Ex. 4-31). Even after the music has settled 

in C major in the C section with the En clearly achieved, the Ef still keeps making presence 

known, as if hinting that the music has not fully settled and real inner peace is yet to be won.  

Ex. 4-31. Middleground level sketch of the whole piece.  

 
 

Ex. 4-32. A more detailed middleground level sketch of the whole piece. 

 
 

The last stanza, again, is Goethe’s prayer for the protagonist to revive his heart. 

Musically, the shift from C minor to C major does seem to reflect the protagonist’s—possibly 
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Brahms’s—supreme effort to achieve his own inner peace. But the tranquility achieved at the 

end, the striving to overcome these pains, requires much more than just a few comforting words. 

For example, the complex chromatic harmony before settling on a V chord (see Ex. 4-32, mm. 

123-141) may reflect how much struggle the protagonist (or Brahms himself) has yet to undergo 

to “open his cloud-covered sight.” In addition, the text mentions a decisive “tone” [ein Ton] as 

being so significant that if the protagonist could hear it, his soul/heart would be revived. If we 

are to take this mention of “a tone” literally, which note in the music can bear such significance?  

My first reaction is the missing 2 from the beginning. The text does not provide an 

explicit answer as to whether the protagonist ends up being saved, but in my opinion, the fact 

that the 2 does not materialize at a structural level at the end indicates that the protagonist never 

really achieved the real inner peace he sought. Or in the words from the translation, his heart was 

never “revived” as Goethe’s narrator had hoped. Thus, if we were to take the C major chord in 

m. 157 as the structural tonic, such a resolution would be “too easy;” such a conclusion would 

overlook the protagonist’s continuing inner pains. He is forced to accept a painful reality, which 

is musically represented by completing the Ursatz only later. If we consider the hero to be 

Brahms himself, we can appreciate how he perceived his own failures as wounds that never fully 

could be healed: he never assumed his dream position, nor enjoyed a successful romantic 

relationship with Clara, nor, later, her daughter Julie. There could be no compensation for such 

loss; analogously, just as D is missing at the very beginning of the piece, it remains missing at 

the end, that is, the 2 supported by the implied structural dominant chord is suppressed. In other 

words, on the surface, the hero/Brahms transitions from struggle and misanthropy (C minor) to 

tranquility and optimism (C major), but, in fact, deep in his heart, painful experiences still 

disturb him, preventing him from attaining real inner peace. This incomplete resolution is 
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represented in the music by the unusual way that the structural descent from 3 to 1 through 2 

supported by V is suppressed. Thus, the incompleteness of the fundamental line becomes a 

striking expression of the composer’s hidden inner self.  

There is, however, a different way to explain the strange ending, namely the implied 2 

supported by the suppressed structural V. This alternative understanding interprets the setting 

from a more positive point of view. Assuming that the significant “tone” mentioned in the text is 

the Ef that becomes Ds, beginning from m. 132, other analogous enharmonic transformations, 

such as Gf=Fs and Cf=Bn, can also be considered – taken together –as a tonal voice-leading 

metaphor for the “transformation of the misanthrope” into a being again capable of love. In other 

words, the Father of Love does show mercy on the protagonist by restoring his “cloud-covered 

sight” (represented by the multiple enharmonic conversions from flats to sharps), so that he can 

see the “fountains,” “drink,” and thus have his “parched” heart restored. In this optimistic 

reading of the music, by suppressing the structural dominant supporting the 2, Brahms 

emphasizes the concluding plagal motion, which in turn, with its ecclesiastical connotations, may 

imply the hero’s redemption and assumption into the divine realm. Furthermore, according to 

this logic, the elision of 2 in the final descent may have to do with the idea of preventing normal 

closure of the top line, thus metaphorically representing an eternal love—a love that is, like the 

fundament line, “without end.” A number of musical details can be adduced to support this 

interpretation. Firstly, the choir is withheld until the C section to await the voice of the “Father of 

Love,” and it may well represent the heavenly choir surrounding God the “Father.” Secondly, the 

pizzicato strings towards the end of the piece can also be heard to imitate the sound of the harp, 

which also traditionally has celestial connotations. 
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In Goethe’s poem itself, we do not find an answer as to whether the protagonist’s ability 

to love is ever restored, only a plea for its revival. As mentioned earlier, sometimes when 

composers set music to poetry where there is no unequivocal outcome, they may go beyond the 

text in their setting to suggest one. Indeed, here we have proposed two quite different scenarios – 

negative and positive - in which Brahms, extending the meaning of the text per se, may intimate 

two opposite yet possible outcomes. In the first, the hero’s wounds continue to plague him until 

the very end, while in the second he is healed. There is no way to prove either one of these two 

outcomes in Brahms’s setting beyond the arguments I have adduced in favor of each; I find both 

interpretations to be acceptable, each emphasizing different textual and musical facets. The song 

to be discussed in the next chapter bears some similarity to this piece insofar as the composer 

sets the text in an unusual way so that the music not only “follows” but also “comments” on it in 

the sense of extending its meaning.       
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CHAPTER 5 

EDVARD GRIEG’S DEREINST, GEDANKE MEIN, OP 48, NO. 2 

This chapter focuses on Edvard Grieg’s Op. 48, No. 2, Dereinst, Gedanke mein (One Day 

My Thoughts). As the last example in this thesis, this piece further develops the concept of the 

enigmatic ending. Again, before undertaking the analysis, I provide a brief introduction to the 

composition. 

Op. 48 Seks Sange was published in 1889, although based on the dating in the 

manuscript, this song (and No. 1) had been finished five years previously in 1884.50 The whole 

set was dedicated to the soprano Ellen Nordgren (Gulbranson), who was a favored interpreter of 

Grieg’s songs.51 The text, as given below, is a German translation by Emanuel von Geibel, of an 

anonymous poem describing a protagonist (probably a young man) who, suffering from 

disappointment in love, thinks that death can bring him peace.52 In other words, the poem implies 

that the protagonist is considering suicide. It had been about twenty years since Grieg last set 

German texts, but with this cycle and Op. 49 (published in the same year), he clearly left his own 

stamp on the genre of German art song.53 

The song is fairly short, comprising only 31 measures. Although the poem has a 3+7+7-

line structure, Grieg sets it to a strophic form, combining the first 10 lines and fitting them to the 

first verse. Notice that the first two measures of introduction and mm. 3-16 are virtually 

50 Finn Benestad, and Dag Schjelderup-Ebbe, Edvard Grieg: The Man and the Artist, University of Nebraska Press: 
Lincoln and London (1988), 293.   
51 Oyvind Norheim, Program note from the record “Grieg: Songs”, Naxos, 
https://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.553781&catNum=553781&filetype=About%20t
his%20Recording&language=English.   
52 Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, The Fischer-Dieskau Book of Lieder: The Original Texts of over even hundred and fifty 
Songs, translated by George Bird and Richard Stokes, New York: Limelight Editions, 4th ed., 1995.  
53  Edvard Grieg, The Man and the Artist, 293. 

https://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.553781&catNum=553781&filetype=About%20this%20Recording&language=English
https://www.naxos.com/mainsite/blurbs_reviews.asp?item_code=8.553781&catNum=553781&filetype=About%20this%20Recording&language=English
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duplicated by mm. 17-30 (with only slight adjustments, such as repeating notes to accommodate 

different numbers of syllables). Therefore, essentially, the goal of the analysis is to explain the 

music of the initial 14-measures, which are then replicated. 

Dereinst, dereinst, Gedanke mein 
(Anonymous, translated by Emanuel Geibel)  One Day, My Thoughts 

English Translation © Richard Stokes 
Dereinst, dereinst,  One day, one day 
Gedanke mein  My thoughts, 
Wirst ruhig sein.  You shall be at rest. 
   
Läßt Liebesglut  Though love’s ardour 
Dich still nicht werden,  Gives you no peace, 
In kühler Erden  In cool earth; 
Da schläfst du gut;  You shall sleep well 
Dort ohne Liebe  There without love 
Und ohne pein  and without pain 
Wirst ruhig sein.  You shall be at rest. 
   
Was du im Leben  What you did not 
Nicht hast gefunden  Find in life 
Wenn es entschwunden  Will be granted to you 
Wird dir’s gegeben.  When life is ended. 
Dann ohne wunden  Then, free from torment 
Und ohne Pein  And free from pain, 
Wirst ruhig sein.  You shall be at rest. 

 
At first glance (see the music in Appendix C), one might think that the bass line is 

uncomplicated. As in many other minor-key pieces, the relative major (or III chord) appears 

between the I and the V to form a large–scale bass arpeggiation (I-III-V) of the tonic chord, here 

Gs (m. 1/ m. 3) – B (m. 9) – Ds (m. 14). In this case, the B major at the end of the sixth bar 

occurs at the midpoint both in terms of the length of the music (excluding the two measures of 

extension at the end, the verse itself is 12 measures long) and the text (there are 10 lines in total 

in the first verse, while the Ds in m. 8 marks the end of the fifth line). Therefore, a background 

reading as shown in Ex. 5-1 seems reasonable. But is the song’s structure really that simple? And 

how should we understand the introduction as related to this I-III-V paradigm?  
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Ex. 5-1. Background reading of Grieg’s Op. 48, no. 2 in favor of a bass arpeggiation.  

  
 

I believe that the reading shown in Ex. 5-1 overlooks the significance of the introduction, 

which obviously presents the opening melodic idea, but also has a more profound meaning. I 

shall argue that the bass line in the introduction functions as a model, which the whole piece has 

tried to compose out. This point becomes clearer as my analysis unfolds. 

The introduction, as shown in Ex. 5-2, moves from a Gs minor chord to a B major chord, 

through Fs and E major. With regard to the bass, it should be clear that Fs is a passing tone 

between Gs and E. The top voice ascends Ds – Fs – Gs – B, with B functioning as the primary 

tone. The vocal line joins from m. 3, repeating the same melodic idea and arriving at the primary 

tone in the correct register in m. 4. In terms of harmony, the first three chords remain, but the last 

chord, instead of the expected B major (III), returns to Gs minor (I), which then, with the 

Es, becomes an applied leading-tone diminished triad tonicizing the Fs minor triad (VII) in the 

next bar. So immediately, we realize that, unlike other songs in which the introduction is 

repeated in its entirety, here the introduction deviates slightly from its repetition. 

In mm. 5-7, the bass (Fs – Ds – Cs) and the soprano (As – Fs – Es) move in parallel 

tenths, arriving at the Cs major chord in m. 7. The Es as the leading tone to Fs naturally suggests 
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a tonicization of the Fs chord. However, in order to preserve the descending harmonic sequence, 

Grieg changes the quality of the chord into a half-diminished 7th (Fs-A-C-E). In other words, an 

octave descent is completed in the bass, but as the middleground sketch in Ex. 5-3 shows, in the 

upper voices, the As and the Cs descend by a half step to An and Cn respectively, while the En 

comes from the doubled Fs; in this way, the expected Fs minor chord is displaced by the half-

diminished chord. In this way, the top line up to this point can be read as a motion from the 

primary tone into the inner voice, namely from B (m. 4) passing through As (m. 5) to An (m. 

7), which is f2 in the home key of Gs minor. 

Ex. 5-2. Foreground sketch of Grieg’s Op. 48, no. 2 mm. 1-16. 

 
 

Ex. 5-3. Middleground sketch of Grieg’s Op. 48, no. 2 mm. 1-16. 
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Ex. 5-4. A deeper-level middleground sketch of Grieg’s Op. 48, no. 2 mm. 1-16. 

 
 

In mm. 6-9, Grieg employs a sequence of descending fifths, Ds (m. 6) – Gs - Cs (m. 7) – 

Fs - B (m. 8) – E (m. 9), supporting a descending chromatic line in the upper voice, Fs (m. 6) – 

Es (m. 7) – E – Ds (m. 8) – D or Cx (m. 9) that moves in a 10-7 sequence with the bass (see Ex. 

5-2). It is highly significant that the expected Dn is enharmonically spelled as Cx, creating an 

effect of a strange augmented sixth chord, E-Fx-Cx-As - strange in the sense that this augmented 

sixth chord is not one of the three common augmented sixth chords (Italian, German, French), 

although it might be considered an altered French sixth because of the E-As tritone above the 

bass. As with the French augmented sixth, the As is essentially an anticipation of 2 above the 

resolution V (Ds major, m. 14). As shown in Ex. 5-2, I read a dissonant chromatic voice 

exchange between the minor seventh Fs-E in m. 7 and augmented octave E-Fx in m. 9, through 

which process the bass line is brought down one more step from Fs to the En. In the 

middleground, the top line rises back from the f2 (An) over Fs to the n2 (As) over the En, which 

is an anticipation of the structural 2, waiting for the bass of V (Ds) to arrive in the resolution of 

the altered French sixth chord. This premature 2, as will be discussed later, may bear some 

crucial semantic implications. 
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Ex. 5-5. The tritone in mm. 4-9. 

 
 

Here I think it is necessary to point out the importance of the tritone as both a melodic 

and a harmonic motivic component in the foreground in these past few measures. As Ex. 5-5 

shows, in the melody, over the prolonged Fs in mm. 5-7, the As descends stepwise to the En, 

which is paralleled by another tritone descent Fs-C in the inner voice. The descent continues 

from the En to the Cx in m. 9, which by then has become the inner voice, while the As is 

revisited on top. Thus, to a certain degree, the En in m. 7 also connects back to the As in m. 9. In 

the accompaniment, the tritone appears as early as m. 4 between the B and the Es. After that, in 

m. 6, the As and the suspended En in the inner voice form another tritone dyad, followed by Gs 

– D. Then, in m. 7, the Fs – C continues as a part of the sequence, which eventually leads to the 

E – As in m. 9. Notice that at this point, the outer voices E – As present a verticalized version of 

the tritone that appears in the melody. Therefore, as Ex. 5-5 shows, this passage is packed with 

the sonority of tritone, despite the different structural levels at which they occur.   

To finish the discussion for the rest of this verse, there are Ds major chords on beat 3 of 

both m. 9 and m. 10, i.e., apparent dominants, but it should be noted that both of them are 

passing chords. Their status as passing chords is confirmed by the fact that they are caught 

within chromatic voice exchanges of E, Es, and Cx between the bass and the “alto” in mm. 9-11. 

The real resolution of the altered French sixth chord in m. 9 is thereby deferred until the arrival 
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of the structural dominant at the end of the verse in m. 14, which is preceded by an interpolated 

secondary dominant—the As major spanning mm. 11-13. A deeper-level middleground (Ex. 5-4) 

shows that the whole piece can be explained as an augmentation of the introduction, despite the 

fact that the last chord ends on a Ds major chord (V) instead of B major (III) as in the 

introduction. As the next part the discussion reveals, this aspect may be explained from a 

semantic perspective. 

Since the two verses are set to almost identical music, it means that not only this first 

verse but also the whole piece ends on a V chord, which is most unusual. This ending on V gives 

rise to yet another paradox: on the one hand, formally the piece is complete—the music setting 

the text ends; on the other hand, the tonal structure remains incomplete, namely the structural 

descent to 1 supported by I is not present. Thus, how to explain the ending becomes a tricky 

matter. And the fact that the whole piece seems to be based on the introduction but only differs 

from it with respect to the last chord makes the conundrum even more intriguing.  

If the Gs minor tonic that begins the initial harmonic progression represents the 

protagonist’s sufferings, the three major triads in a row (Fs major, E major, and B major) might 

evoke feelings of hope and comfort. Additionally, the rising gesture into the high register at the 

pp dynamic might be interpreted as the protagonist’s dream of the ideal life that he wishes he 

could lead, whereby through love, all suffering is dispelled. Soon, however, as the first line of 

text enters and the same chord progression repeats but ends tragically with the Gs minor chord, 

we recognize that reality is different from ideal.  

It is interesting that the music does touch on a B major chord in m. 8, but never firmly 

establishes the sonority. Instead, a much darker chord—the strange altered French augmented 

sixth chord—immediately follows, overpowering and, to a certain extent, denying the sweetness 
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and beauty evoked by B major. This substitution seems to suggest that the protagonist despairs of 

finding love and making his dream come true, and he comes to believe that the only thing that 

can end his suffering is death as a release.54 So, in contrast to the minor quality that indicates 

suffering at the beginning, death is represented by the major quality, which is somewhat ironic 

since an ideal life filled with love was also represented by the major quality. Nevertheless, this 

major quality may correlate musically with the fundamental textual idea: “what you did not get 

in life will be granted to you after life is ended.” And to show, as the text suggests, that death 

(Ds major supporting the As as the structural 2) does end all sufferings and there is no more 

pain, Grieg chooses to end the song on the major V without ever returning to the I. According to 

this logic, then, we can understand the premature arrival of the 2 in m. 9 as “anticipating” the 

arrival of the V, i.e., anticipating the peace of death; in other words, since that the protagonist 

cannot bear the pains of life any more, he is eager to commit suicide to end his sufferings. It is 

not difficult to hear that, in the introduction, the E in the descending line Gs – Fs – E must 

continue down to Ds in the inner voice. Therefore, the different concluding chord (Ds major 

substituting for B major) can be seen as an alternative harmonization of the Ds. It is perhaps not 

the happiest ending (compared to what the B major in the introduction may promise), but at least 

the music does conclude peacefully. In other words, the setting does manage to depict exactly 

what the text suggests. 

However, the incompleteness of the structure has not been fully justified. I think the 

ending not only—as mentioned above—completes the task of setting the poem responding to its 

literal meaning, but also embraces a more profound implication. To a certain degree, the 

                                                 
54 Although text painting is not the main topic here, it is worth noting that as the text says sleeping well in the cool 
earth, the bass line does go lower and lower by doubling, and eventually to almost the lowest range of the piano. 
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incomplete structure leaves room for two possible hypotheses concerning a potential concluding 

tonic chord. The first is, of course, is a return to the Gs minor tonic, which implies continued 

suffering, and is thus definitely the worst conclusion. However, we should not forget that quite a 

few Romantic Lieder end with a Picardy third; if we posit such an ending tonic chord here, 

namely on a Gs major chord, it could be interpreted as representing a positive resolution, namely 

the possibility of eventually overcoming pain and achieving yet another form of peace in life, 

rather than death. What is the protagonist’s decision: does he decide to face his despair, or seek 

refuge in death? The stop on the V chord makes it impossible to know the outcome.  

This ending, namely the absence of a perfect cadence—like the elided perfect cadence 

Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody—may serve as a further example of a situation in which the composer 

not only sets the poem but also, through the music, supplements it with his own personal 

thoughts about the text. In a certain sense, the too “hasty” arrival on the 2 combined with the 

incomplete structure in Grieg’s setting may connote the composer’s view that the hero’s suicide 

would be premature: there might still be some hope (made possible with a Gs major ending) if 

the protagonist were to face his difficulties; but if he commits suicide, no real resolution will be 

realized. In other words, perhaps Grieg does not think that it is a good idea for the protagonist to 

end his life too soon, because by giving up too early, he misses the opportunity to overcome 

life’s challenges and achieve true peace. Therefore, the paradox between the formal closure and 

the structural incompleteness—which cannot be resolved by the music itself—is an intentional 

design created by the composer to present both the text and his personal opinion of it. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

When talking about tonal music, we sometimes tend to take for granted the idea that the 

tonic should always be clearly established either at the beginning or the end, because after all, 

that is what usually happens. However, we should also not forget that there are composers—

including some of the best regarded—who sometimes deviate from the normal path by creating 

different types of tonal enigmas in their works. The fact that there is a significant repertoire of 

such riddle-like pieces has motivated me to undertake this project.  

This thesis has examined three such examples, each of which poses its unique enigma. 

The second movement of Bruckner’s Symphony No. 1 posits a dualism between Af major and F 

minor (accompanied by a parallel dualism between their dominants Ef and C major) in the 

exposition, which is eventually resolved in favor of Af major in the development section. 

Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody involves an enormous auxiliary cadence as the “beginning” and a 

complex ending that seems to be plagal at first, but turns out to be authentic albeit with an 

understood but suppressed V chord. In conjunction with the text, such factors as the missing V 

supporting 2 and the intriguing role of the Ef/Ds (f3/s2) contribute to the highly sophisticated 

complexity of the ending, which could be interpreted in almost diametrically opposite ways from 

different perspectives. Finally, Grieg’s setting of Dereinst, dereinst, Gedanke mein provides a 

wonderful example of an enigmatic ending whereby the composer, by intentionally setting up a 

paradox, goes beyond simply setting the text to express his own personal attitude towards it. I 

hope that these three case studies—each of which is unique in its own way—constitute a modest 

albeit significant contribution to the already existing scholarship on this issue. 
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APPENDIX A 

FULL SCORE OF BRUCKNER’S SYMPHONY NO. 1, 2ND MOVEMENT
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APPENDIX B 

 FULL SCORE OF BRAHMS’S ALTO RHAPSODY, OP. 53
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APPENDIX C 

 FULL SCORE OF EDVARD GRIEG’S DEREINST, GEDANKE MEIN. OP. 48, NO. 2
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