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Abstract. This article argues that Robert Schumann and Johannes Brahms gave
their music a blurry, Romantic quality by distorting well-known harmonic progres-
sions. After identifying the basic progression that underpins the music, the analyses
discuss the rhythmic dislocations that cause chords to overlap and merge together.
The essay bridges a gap between an important aspect of the Romantic aesthetic and
our theoretical understanding of Schumann’s and Brahms’s harmonic vocabulary.
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Introduction

Example 1 shows the return of the opening theme
in Robert Schumann’s “Warum?” op. 12, no. 3. The

passage features a descending circle-of-fifths progression
from a B[ dominant seventh chord (VI7) to a D[major triad
(I).But theE[dominant seventh chord (II7) within this pro-
gression does not emerge as a discrete verticality. A rhyth-
mic dislocation in the bass causes the E[ dominant seventh
to appear above the root of the following A[ dominant sev-
enth (V7). As the two chords overlap, their notes blend to-
gether to forman extended tertian sonority. Schumannde-
presses the pedal as the two chords overlap, resulting in a
rich, smooth blend of the two harmonies.The descending-
fifths progressionbecomes blurry preciselywhen the open-
ing theme comes back, causing what is typically a point of
harmonic and formal clarity to appear out of focus.

Passages like this are characteristic of the music of
Robert Schumann and Johannes Brahms. In every case,
a rhythmic dislocation causes the chords to spread com-
pletely over one another and form illusory tertian sonori-
ties, making the underlying progression sound blurry.The
underlying progression is always a stock progression, typ-
ically a descending-fifths sequence. The chords generally

overlap and blur together at the beginning and end of
phrases, and frequently at the point of recapitulation.

This article examines Schumann’s and Brahms’s prac-
tice of blurring chords together. It does so first from a his-
torical, then from a structural, and finally from a semantic
perspective.Themusical examples are roughly organized in
order from those in which the harmonic blurring is more
localized to those in which it is more widespread, culmi-
nating with an extensive analysis of the second movement
from Brahms’s Clarinet Sonata in F minor, op. 120, no. 1.
Thefindings suggest thatbyblurring theharmonies in their
music Schumann and Brahms romanticized the basic har-
monic schemas they inherited frompast traditions and im-
bued themwith the quality of something experienced from
afar rather than in its immediacy.

1. Historical Context
This section draws a connection between Jean Paul’s

definition of the Romantic as boundless beauty, the blurry
backgrounds of landscape paintings, and the view that
Schumann’s and Brahms’s works share a misty, Romantic
quality. I note that there are rhythmic dislocations in their
works that prevent harmonies from emerging clearly and
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Example 1. Schumann, “Warum?” op. 12, no. 3, mm. 29–33.

Warum. Performer: Vladimir Ashkenazy, piano.

Audio Example 1. (click to play audio).

propose that the frequency of these passages in their piano
worksmayhelp explainwhy themistyquality of theirmusic
was often associated with their playing style.

Jean Paul’s definition of the Romantic as boundless
beauty appears in a well-known passage from his Vorschule
der Ästhetik ([1804] 1973) that contrasts the clear contours
of the Classical with the blurry outlines of the Romantic.
Jean Paul observes that “a statue with its sharp and pre-
cise contours excludes everything Romantic; painting ap-
proximates it in groups of human figures and reaches it
in landscapes without men, like those of Claude Lorrain”
(60). Similarly, he argues that with its walls and clear-cut
hedges “aDutch garden seems the very opposite of Roman-
ticism, but an English garden which extends into an unde-
fined landscape can surround us playfully with a Roman-
tic region, that is, with the background of an imagination
left free to wander in the beautiful” (60). “The Romantic,”
Jean Paul concludes, “is the beautiful without boundaries
[Begrenzung], or beautiful infinity, just as there is sublime
infinity” (61).1 In so defining the Romantic, Jean Paul prob-
lematized themost basic distinction in eighteenth-century
aesthetics.2 Whereas Kant ([1790] 1951, 81) distinguished

1WhereasMargaretHale translates theword “Begrenzung”as “lim-
its,” I translated it as “boundaries” in order tomatch J.H.Bernard’s
translationof this sameword in thepassage fromKantquoted later
in this paragraph.
2 Berthold Hoeckner (2002, 55) makes a similar point. Kant’s dis-
tinction between the beautiful and the sublime was largely based
on Edmund Burke’s well-known definitions of these categories.

the beautiful from the sublime by arguing that the former
“concerns the form of the object which consists in having
[definite] boundaries [Begrenzung]” while the latter “is to
be found in the formless object in so far as in it or by its
occasion boundlessness is represented,” Jean Paul blurred
the boundary between these two categories, illustrating the
very idea he sought to define. If Romanticism is about blur-
ring boundaries, boundless beauty is both definition and
instantiation of the Romantic.

For Jean Paul few things were as Romantic as land-
scape paintings.As he put it, “Painting, like poetry, ismuch
closer than sculpture to romantic infinity and in landscapes
often blurs into it completely” (Jean Paul [1804] 1973, 57).
The painting reproduced in Example 2 showswhy Jean Paul
cited the landscapes of Claude Lorrain as examples of Ro-
manticism. In this painting, as inmany of Lorrain’s pieces,
nature engulfs a classical-style building, opening its closed
shape into an infinite horizon where land, water, and sky
merge together.3

The blurry backgrounds of Lorrain’s landscapes ex-
erted a powerful influence on the artists of the Romantic
generation,most notably Caspar David Friedrich. As Linda
Siegel (1980, 14) notes, “The revolutionary landscapes and
seaport scenes of Lorrain contain many artistic principles
which form an important part of Friedrich’s style: melting
distances where water and sky merge as one, the portrayal
of a dreamlike world beyond, seascapes in which morning
light dissolves into mist.”

3The landscapes of Claude Lorrain employ what Leonardo da Vinci
described as “aerial perspective.” Da Vinci ([1651] 1835, 96) notes,
“Whenever a figure is placed at a considerable distance you lose
first the distinctness of the small parts, while the larger parts are
left to the last, losing all distinctness of detail and outline.”
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Example 2. Claude Lorrain, Pastoral Landscape, 1638 (Minneapolis Institute of Arts).

Example 3. Caspar David Friedrich,Winter Landscape with Church, 1811 (BritishMuseum).

The “melting distances” that Siegel describes can be
seen in Friedrich’s winter landscape reproduced in Exam-
ple 3. As is typical of Friedrich’s paintings, in this piece the
clearlydelineated foregrounddissolves into themistyback-

ground: the pine trees and the cross map into the spires
of the blurry, Gothic cathedral, and the rock is figuratively
transformed into its foundation by evoking thewell-known
passage in theBiblewhere Jesus tells Peter, “Upon this rock,
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I will buildmy church” (Matthew 16:18).4 In the distance ev-
erything becomes blurry; in distance everything becomes
Romantic.5

Listeners found this same blurry, Romantic quality in
the music of Schumann and Brahms, two composers who
were familiar with Jean Paul’s writings and his view of Ro-
manticism as boundless beauty.6 Among the first to write
about the blurriness of the Schumannian style was Franz
Brendel. In his first issue as the editor of theNeue Zeitschrift
fürMusik, Brendel paid homage to his predecessor, likening
his music to landscape paintings:

Schumann’s compositions can often be compared with land-
scape paintings in which the foreground gains prominence in
sharply delineated clear contours while the background becomes
blurred and vanishes in a limitless perspective; they may be com-
pared to fog-covered landscapes from which only now and then
an object emerges glowing in the sunlight.Thus, the compositions
contain certain clear primary sections and others that do not pro-
trude but rather serve merely as backgrounds. Some passages are
like points made prominent by the rays of the sun, while others
vanish inblurry contours.To this innerpeculiarity corresponds the
exterior one that Schumann is fond of playing with the constantly
depressed pedal, so that the harmonies do not emergewith partic-
ular clarity. (Brendel [1845] 1994, 322–323. Translationmodified by
Hoeckner 2002).

Shortly after Schumann’s essay “Neue Bahnen” announced
Brahms to the world, Hoplit published an article on the
young composer in the Neue Zeitschrift at Brendel’s re-
quest. Hoplit (1855, 162–3; my translation) observed that
Brahms is of a “Schumannian nature,” for he, too, “has
the longing for the boundless and misty, which character-
izes the Romantics in such a unique way.” Nearly a cen-
tury later, Karl Geiringer (1947, 337) recognized this long-
ing for the boundless and misty as a central characteris-
tic of Brahms’s entire output: “The young man adored Jean
Paul Richter and Novalis . . . and wrote melodies which
were incomparably tender, sweet and pensive. Later on,
these traits became less obvious; always, however, Brahms
loved the vague twilight moods and unreal, ghostly back-
grounds.”

4 The transfiguration of the foreground into the background is an
important, though seldom discussed, aspect of Friedrich’s style.
For an additional example of this technique, see Friedrich’s 1821
paintingMoonrise by the Sea. The seascape transfigures the two an-
chors on the rocky shore into the two boats that float in the distant
waters.
5 As Novalis (2002, 51–52) wrote, “In the distance everything be-
comes poesy-poem.Actio in distans.Distantmountains, distant hu-
man beings, distant events, etc., all become romantic.”
6 Robert Schumann quoted Jean Paul’s definition of the Romantic
as boundless beauty in three occasions, once in hisMottosammlung
and twice as an epigraph for theNeue Zeitschrift fürMusik (2/25, 1835
and 14/51, 1841). Brahms must have been familiar with Jean Paul’s
definition, for he read and carefully annotated the complete works
of Jean Paul, which he received as a gift from Clara Schumann in
the Christmas of 1854. Brahms (2003) quotes Jean Paul more than
any other author but does not quote the passage in question.

Listeners often associated the misty quality of Schu-
mann’s and Brahms’s music with the composers’ playing
style. As quoted above, for Brendel the blurriness of Schu-
mann’s music resonated with his tendency to play with an
open pedal so as to prevent the harmonies from emerging
clearly.Oswald Lorenz similarly noted Schumann’s “almost
uninterrupted, yet discreet use of pedal such that no dis-
ruptive sound of a heterogeneous harmony arose” (Jansen
1883, 72). As for Brahms, Heinrich Schenker ([1912] 1992,
14) reported that people still spoke of his “blurry type of
playing,” and Reimar Riefling ([1957] 1962, 6) claimed that
the Viennese public could have attested to the composer’s
“blurred pedaling.”

The works of Schumann and Brahms offer some ev-
idence of this type of pedaling. In the ending of Papil-
lons, op. 2, Schumann depresses the pedal continuously for
twenty-seven measures, causing the oscillating tonic and
dominantharmonies toblur togetherover a long-sustained
bass note. Likewise, in the penultimate piece from Schu-
mann’s Davidsbündlertänze, the sustained bass and widely
spaced texture force the music to “swim in pedal . . . blur-
ring tonic and dominant harmony together in a single
mist” (Rosen 1995, 27). Here, as in Papillons, the overall
effect “easily compares to Brendel’s image of landscapes
with blurred harmonic backgrounds” (Hoeckner 2002, 82).
Brahms’s blurry style of playing is in evidence in the open-
ing of his B-Minor Intermezzo, op. 119, no. 1, for here every
note is held as ifwithanopenpedal so as “toblur the various
harmonies in each bar” (Beller-McKenna 2004, 6).

But Schumann’s andBrahms’s tendency to blur chords
together went well beyond an idiosyncratic use of the
pedal.7 An examination of their works reveals numerous
passages like that from Schumann’s “Warum?” discussed
above (Example 1),where the harmonies overlap andmerge
together as a result of a rhythmic dislocation, causing the
underlying progression to sound blurry. Given that these
passages typically involve the piano and often call for the
pianist to depress the pedal as one chord overlaps the next,
one can assume that these passages are in part what led
manywriters todescribeSchumann’s andBrahms’s playing
as blurry and to associate the blurriness of the harmonies
with the sound of the open pedal. The use of the pedal in
these passages helps create a rich, hazy blend of the over-
lapping chords, but it is often a rhythmic dislocation, and

7 Franz Brendel’s comparison of Schumann’s music to landscape
paintings supports this idea. As quoted above, after noting that
some passages in Schumann “vanish in blurry contours,” Brendel
notes, “To this inner peculiarity corresponds the exterior one that Schu-
mann is fondofplayingwith the constantlydepressedpedal” (Bren-
del [1845] 1994, 323; emphasis mine). In other words, the use of
raised dampers is only the external manifestation of something
that is internal to Schumann’s music.
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Figure 1. Degree of overlap between harmonies affects how clear the harmonies appear.

Figure 2. Overlapping harmonies can blend seamlessly into illusory tertian sonorities.

not a continuously depressed pedal, that causes the chords
to overlap in the first place.

Despite the various references to the blurriness of
Schumann’s and Brahms’s music, the composers’ use of
rhythmic dislocations to blur chords together has received
little analytical attention. One of the few discussions of
this phenomenon is that offered by RyanMcClelland (2012)
in his analysis of a sequential passage near the end of
the first movement of Brahms’s E[-Major Sonata for Clar-
inet and Piano, op. 120, no. 2. McClelland identifies the
descending-fifths sequence that underpins the passage
and then shows how a rhythmic displacement in the outer
parts “blurs the harmonic changes and creates illusory ter-
tian sonorities” (McClelland 2012, 179). The analysis is de-
tailed and convincing, but the discussion of the “harmonic
blurring” of the passage is necessarily ad hoc, for the fo-
cus of the study is on sequences rather than on blurring
(179).

The following sections offer a broader and more sys-
tematic examination of Schumann’s and Brahms’s use of
rhythmic dislocations to blur the harmonies in theirmusic.
After developing a theoretical framework through which
to conceptualize the idea that chords can blur together as
they overlap, I will analyze various passages where the har-
monies emerge in varying degrees of clarity by first identi-
fying the underlying progressions and then discussing the
rhythmic dislocations that cause the chords to overlap and
merge together (this is the same analytical methodology
used by McClelland to discuss the sequential passage from
the Clarinet Sonata).The underlying progression is always
a commonharmonic schema and often a descending-fifths
progression. The harmonic blurring tends to occur at the
beginning and end of phrases, and frequently at the reca-
pitulation.

2. Harmonic Blurring
In Schumann’s and Brahms’s music some chords

emerge distinctly while others blur together, distorting
common progressions. How clear or blurry the chords ap-
pear depends largely on two factors, one rhythmic and the
other harmonic. As shown in Figure 1, when it comes to
rhythm the main question is to what degree the chords
overlap. Some chords do not overlap at all, each setting it-
self sharply apart from the next. By extending the notes
of a chord through part of the duration of another, antic-
ipations and suspensions/retardations start to soften the
chord boundaries while still allowing the chords to emerge
as discrete verticalities.8 Further along, chords start to
spread completely over one another, each precluding the
other from emerging as a clear verticality. As shown in Fig-
ure 2, in these cases, the chords typically appear a third,
fifth, or seventh apart, one over the next, so that,when they
overlap, their notes merge into a stable, albeit illusory, ter-
tian sonority.9This is an important factor, for otherwise the
overlapwould create a sharp conflict rather than a seamless
blend of the two harmonies.

We can start fleshing out the basic outline given in
Figure 2 by examining the varying degrees of clarity with
which the harmonies emerge in the “hazy, broken waltz”

8 In the case of retardations and anticipations, meter typically al-
lows listeners to infer the boundary between the chords, because,
in tonalmusic, chords generally change atmetrically strongpoints.
On the relationship of harmonic rhythm and meter, see Lester
(1986, 26) andMirka (2009, 51).
9 Most commonly, Schumann and Brahms spread a seventh chord
above a chord a fifth below, resulting in an illusory eleventh
chord. Examples of overlaps that produce ninth chords and sev-
enth chords are also common.Of these three possibilities, eleventh
chords represent the richest and haziest of the sonorities pro-
duced.Thirteenth chords are rare.
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(a)Hypothetical prototype without rhythmic displacements.

Example 4. Schumann,Davidsbündlertänze, no. 18, mm. 1–20.

(Robert Hatten 2014, [24]) that ends Schumann’s Davids-
bündlertänze. Example 4 shows a hypothetical version of the
waltz above the actualmusic.Thehypothetical version clar-
ifies the underlying progression.The annotations in the ac-
tual music highlight the rhythmic dislocations that cause
some of the chords to blur together.

As shown in Example 4.a, the waltz begins with a V7–I
anacrusis. But the V7 never emerges as a separate verti-
cality. As Example 4.b illustrates, the V7 blends with the
root of the following tonic triad in the form of an eleventh
chord.10 Here, as in the passage from “Warum?” discussed
above,Schumanndepresses thepedal as the twoharmonies
overlap, resulting in a rich, hazy blend of the two har-
monies.

After “the haze of the bichordal introduction” (Hat-
ten 2014, [22]), the harmonies emerge in sharply delin-
eated contours (there are no suspensions or anticipations),

10 The notes of the G dominant seventh chord must not be dis-
missed simply as embellishments of the tonic chord. The G dom-
inant chord connects, via a chromaticized 5–6 exchange, the B-
minor triad at the end of the preceding piece to the C-major tonic
triad that emerges as a verticality in m. 3 of the waltz.

only to start overlappingonceagainduring thedescending-
fifths sequence that ends the first phrase.11 Example 4.a
clearly depicts the sequential repetition of mm. 6–8 down
a step in mm. 8–10. But as shown in Example 4.b, the se-
quential repetition in mm. 8–10 becomes distorted as the
melody starts lagging behind the accompaniment, causing
the notes of one chord to spread through part of the du-
ration of the next. The melodic parallelism renders these
overlaps more blurry than a typical set of suspensions: the
A in m. 8 and the D in m. 9 appear where one would ex-
pect to hear, by comparison to m. 7, passing tones rather
than chord tones, and the C in m. 10 appears where one
would expect to find, by comparison to m. 8, a chord tone

11 This sequence is organized as a Fonte schema. As Gjerdingen
(2007, 61–72) explains, the Fonte is a common eighteenth-century
schema first discussed by Joseph Riepel (1755). This schema is a
four-chord, descending-fifths sequence that alternates dominant
seventh chords and triads.The schema is divided in two halves.The
first half consists of a dominant-to-tonic progression in theminor
modewith themelodydescending from 4̂ to 3̂, andoften elaborated
as 6̂–5̂–4̂–3̂.The second half does the same a step lower and in the
major mode.
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(b) Actual music.

Example 4. (Continued).

Davidsbündlertänze. Performer: Maurizio Pollini, piano.

Audio Example 4. (click to play audio).

rather than a suspension.12 The rest that separates the C
from the B in m. 10 underscores the ambiguous nature of
the C. The melodic parallelism in mm. 6–10 thus prevents
the harmonies inmm. 9–10 from emerging convincingly.13

12 Lerdahl and Jackendoff (1983) note that listeners are inclined to
hearparallel passages inparallelways.Oneof their preference rules
states, “Prefer a prolongational reduction in which parallel pas-
sages receive parallel analyses” (Lerdahl and Jackendoff 1983, 226).
The claimof the above analysis is that, given the parallelism inmm.
6–10, listeners may be inclined to hear the A and D in mm. 8 and 9
as if they were passing tones, and the C inm. 10 as if it was a chord
tone.The conflict prevents the harmonies from emerging as clearly
as they would if no such conflict existed.
13 One can appreciate the slight obfuscation of this descending-
fifths progression (Fonte) by comparing it to the clearer
descending-fifths sequence (Fonte) that appears in mm. 22–26,
when the opening phrase is repeated.

Overall, as the annotations at the bottom of Example 4.b il-
lustrate, the opening theme follows a trajectory from blur-
riness to clarity to lesser clarity.

The harmonies of the waltz blur together once again
at the boundary between the digression and the recapitu-
lation. As the brackets above the staff in Example 4.a illus-
trate, the digression ends with a descending sequence of
dominant-to-tonic progressions. But as shown in Exam-
ple 4.b, the V at the end of this sequence (m. 17) does not
emerge as a separate verticality.The V arrives in m. 17 with
a dissonant C in an inner voice. The C is set up as a 4–3
suspension. But instead of resolving the C to a B, Schu-
mann repeats the I–II7–Vmotionheard inmm. 17–18 twice
more in mm. 18–19.The V in m. 18, like that in m. 17, has a
suspended C that does not resolve. When the missing B of
the V chord finally materializes in m. 19, the V blends with
the root of the following tonic triad to form the eleventh
chord of the opening anacrusis. The way in which Schu-
mann problematizes the resolution of the C to the B over
the V chords in mm. 17–19 recalls the end of the previous
phrase (m. 10), where the C appeared above the V and the
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(a) Chordal reduction without rhythmic displacements.

(b) Chordal reduction with rhythmic displacements.

(c) Actual music.

Example 5. Brahms, Intermezzo in BMinor, op. 119, no. 1, opening phrase.

resolution of the C to the Bwas problematized by the inter-
vening rest and conflicting contextual clues.

For our first example of blurry harmonies in Brahms
let us turn to the opening phrase of his B-Minor Inter-
mezzo, op. 119, no. 1. Countless authors have drawn atten-
tion to the blurriness of the descending-fifths sequence in
mm. 1–3, citing the long, sustained chains of downward
thirds as the source of the effect.14 What has been over-
looked is the role that the rhythmic displacements between
the melody and the accompaniment play in how clear the
harmonies appear at the beginning and at the end of the
phrase.

As shown in Example 5.a, mm. 1–5 feature a
descending-fifths sequence with a 7–10 outer-voice

14 Analyzes of the opening of Brahms’s B-Minor Intermezzo, op.
119, no. 1 can be found in Salzer 1962, Newbould 1977, Cadwal-
lader 1983, Diergarten 2003, Beller-McKenna 2004, Brower 2008,
and Rings 2012. Beller-McKenna (2004) and Brower (2008) refer
to the blurriness produced by the sustained chains of descending
thirds. Brower (2008, 89) writes, “The unbroken succession of dia-
tonic thirds and the sustaining of every note to the end of the bar
serves to blur triadic boundaries.”

Intermezzo in BMinor.
Performer: Murray Perahia, piano.

Audio Example 5. (click to play audio).

pattern. But, as shown in Example 5.b, the chords in this
sequence do not emerge clearly. The first pair of chords of
the sequence (m. 1) merge together completely: the root,
third, and fifth of the tonic triad spread over the following
E seventh chord, each note being held as with the pedal.
And, as the diagonal lines on the staff show, the A in the
melody, which transforms the opening triad into a seventh
chord, arrives above the E seventh chord in the left hand,
and resolves to a G, which belongs conceptually to the E
seventh chord but appears instead as part of the downward
arpeggiation of the A dominant seventh chord in m. 2.
The rhythmic displacement between the melody and the
accompaniment shown by the diagonal lines in mm. 1–2
has led to different parsings of the descending-fifths
sequence: some analyses extend the E seventh chord (IV)
through the beginning of m. 2 while others place the A
dominant seventh chord on the downbeat of this same
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measure.15 In my own reading, the overlapping roman
numerals below the staff show the harmonies in mm. 1–2
spreading one over the next and blending together as a
result of the aforementioned rhythmic displacement.

In mm. 2–3, the melody and the bass move closer into
alignment.Thesustainedchainsofdescending thirds cause
the root, third, and fifth of the first chord of the measure
to continue to spread over the notes of the second chord,
but, in the melody, the seventh of the first chord now ar-
rives and resolves on time, allowing the 7–10 pattern, along
with its underpinning sequence, to emerge more clearly.
The descending-fifths progression becomes even clearer in
m. 4, for here the C]-minor seventh chord overlaps the F]
dominant seventh chord only partially through a pair of
suspensions.

Theharmonicprogressionbecomesblurry againby the
end of the phrase. Example 5.a illustrates the descending-
fifths sequence and 6–5 outer-voice pattern that underpins
mm. 7–8. But, as shown in Example 5.b, in the actual mu-
sic the A and the G in the melody are held for too long,
spreading the first chord of each measure into the second
and distorting the basic 6–5 pattern. Overall, as the anno-
tations at the bottom of Example 5.b illustrate, the opening
phrase of the Intermezzo follows a trajectory from blurri-
ness to greater clarity to lesser clarity, the same basic tra-
jectory found in the opening phrase of Schumann’s waltz
discussed above.

All of the examples discussed so far involve V–I pro-
gressions and descendingfifth sequences (this includes the
passage from Brahms’s E[-Major Clarinet Sonata analyzed
by McClelland and the passages from Schumann’s Papil-
lons and Davidsbündlertänze discussed in the previous sec-
tion). Blurry V–I progressions and descending-fifths se-
quences are especially common on account of the easewith
which each chord canmergewith thenext.But Schumann’s
and Brahms’s practice of allowing chords to overlap and
blend together went beyond these two progressions. The
following analysis of the statement and recapitulation of
the opening theme of Brahms’s Intermezzo in AMajor, op.
118, no. 2, illustrates just how varied the overlaps can be in
this repertory.

Example 6 analyzes the opening period. Example 6.a
provides a chordal reduction of the theme without any
rhythmic displacements; 6.b adds the rhythmic displace-
ments that distort this progression; and 6.c reproduces
the actual music. The chords in the antecedent phrase all
appear as distinct verticalities. The only exception is the

15 Newbould (1977), Cadwallader (1983), and Brower (2008) extend
the E seventh chord through the downbeat of m. 2. Salzer (1962),
Diergarten (2003), and Beller-McKenna (2004) place the A seventh
chord on the downbeat of m. 2.

A-major chord in the upbeat to m. 2. As Example 6.b illus-
trates, the re-articulation of the opening tonic chord in the
upbeat to m. 2 overlaps with the preceding IV64 chord, re-
sulting inan illusoryD-major seventh chord.Following this
overlap, a set of anticipations softens the chord boundaries
(see Example 6.c), but each chord emerges as a clear verti-
cality.

The chords in the consequent phrase emerge less
clearly. As the brackets below Example 6.a illustrate, the
second half of the consequent repeats the progression
heard in the second half of the antecedent, but in the key
of E major.16 The harmonic progression in question con-
sists of two common schemas: a passo indietro (IV–V42–I6)
followedby a cadential progression (II–V in the antecedent,
II6–V7–I in the consequent). In the antecedent the chords
emerge clearly; in the consequent they do not. As Exam-
ple 6.b illustrates, in the upbeat to m. 7 the melody re-
articulates the C] of the upbeat A-major chords (now the
A-major chord functions as IV in the key of E major) above
the following B dominant seventh chord (V42 in E). In m. 7,
the D] of the V42 spreads over the following I6 to form an il-
lusory III7, and then the E of the of the I6 blends with the
following II6 to form a II65. These overlaps distort the passo
indietro thatwas so clearly heard at the corresponding point
in the antecedent phrase, while also allowing the music to
reach thePAC inm.8 in a timelymanner (rather than a beat
late, as is the case in Example 6.a) by compressing four har-
monies into three verticalities.

To be sure, the melody in the second part of the con-
sequent phrase could be understood as consisting of a set
of retardations that resolve in the last sixteenth-note of ev-
ery beat.But as shown inExample 6.c, themelodic andhar-
monic parallelismbetween the twophrases colors thenotes
that appear on the beat as chord tones rather than as re-
tardations, and the sixteenth notes as anticipations rather
than as chord tones, thus precluding the harmonies from
emerging convincingly.

The harmonies overlap and blur together at various
other moments in the Intermezzo.17 Most notable among
these is the retransition that leads us from the F]-minor
middle section back to the recapitulation of the opening

16The consequent’s harmonic progression is interrupted on a V65 in
m.6. Following the interruption on theV65, themusic re-articulates
the A-major chord with the C] on the melody heard at the start of
the phrase.The A-major chord progresses once more to a B domi-
nant seventh (now in 4/2 position), and the B dominant finally re-
solves to an E-major triad in first inversion, as part of a passo indi-
etro.The apparentmotion from the V65 to the IV inm. 6must not be
understood as a retrogression, as the V65 does not progress to the
IV. The interruption of the progression on the V65 in m. 6 is an ex-
ample of what Samarotto (2005), after Schenker, calls a “free form
of interruption.”
17 See, for example,mm. 20, 24, and 46.
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(a) Chordal reduction without rhythmic displacements.

(b) Chordal reduction with rhythmic displacements.

(c) Actual music.

Example 6. Brahms, Intermezzo in AMajor, op. 118, no. 2, opening period.

theme. Example 7.a shows the basic harmonic progression
that underpins this passage.The progression consists of an
outer-voice descent in parallel sixths from a IV6 through a
I64 (passing) to a II65 (chromaticized) that leads to a V7 and
then to a I. A set of 7–6 suspensions embellish the parallel
sixths.This progression, with its characteristic outer-voice
motion in sixths, is a commonBaroque cadential schema.18

18 Aldwell and Schachter (2011, 353) show an instance of this pro-
gression in J. S. Bach’s chorale “Jesu, Meine Freude,” noting that “a
passing 6

4 between IV6 and II65 (less often a II6) is very frequent;
the outer voice motion is usually in 6ths.” Bach’s chorales offer
dozens of examples of this cadential progression. Measures 9–10
of Bach’s chorale no. 80, “O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden,” feature
the same exact progression shown in Example 7.a: same key, same
harmonies, same voicing in the outer parts. The use of this har-
monic schema in Baroque chorales resonates with Brahms’s use of
a chorale topic in the middle section of this Intermezzo.

Intermezzo in AMajor. Performer: Emanuel Ax, piano.

Audio Example 6. (click to play audio).

Theuse of this schema in a work of the late nineteenth cen-
tury is noteworthy, but more remarkable still is the way in
which it is stylized. As Example 7.b illustrates, the chro-
maticized II65, the V, and the I do not emerge as discrete
verticalities. The II65 arrives over the root of the following
V, and, in turn, the V spreads over the recapitulatory I. As
these harmonies overlap, their notes blend together into a
set of extended tertian sonorities, making the underlying
progression sound blurry.

The preceding examples illustrate how rhythmic dis-
placements can cause chords to overlap and blend to-
gether, making the underlying progression sound blurry.
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Cubero � Blurred Harmonies in Robert Schumann and Johannes Brahms

(a)Model progression.

(b) Chordal reduction of actual music with rhythmic displacements.

(c) Actual music.

Example 7. Brahms, Intermezzo in AMajor, op. 118, no. 2, retransition (mm. 74–77).

As shown, these rhythmic displacements distort com-
mon progressions (most typically V–I progressions and
descending-fifths sequences), and they generally occur at
the beginning and end of phrases, including the recapitu-
lation point (see Examples 1, 4, and 7). By affecting phrase
boundaries, the overlapsmake what are typically moments
of formal and harmonic clarity appear out of focus.19

19 Alexander Stefaniak (2016, 91–110) has argued that Schumann
blurs the structure of his works by employing a “nontransparent
style of virtuosity” that subverts the melody and obfuscates phrase
boundaries. Peter H. Smith (1994) has shown how Brahms overlaps
the end of the development with the start of the recapitulation in
several sonata-formmovements, thus “blurring the recapitulatory
articulation.” Smith (2005) expands the concept of formal overlap
to include other sections. The findings of this article complement
the idea that Schumann and Brahms blurred phrase boundaries
and the recapitulatory articulation.

Intermezzo in AMajor. Performer: Emanuel Ax, piano.

Audio Example 7. (click to play audio).

The examples above help substantiate the connection
drawn by Brendel between Schumann’s music and the
blurry backgrounds of Romantic landscapes, and they give
evidence to Hoplit’s claim that Brahms’s music exhibits a
Schumannian tendency toward the boundless and misty.
The following section expands on the connection between
this music and Romantic landscape paintings by arguing
that blurry harmonies help convey a sense of distance in
this repertory.
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3. Blurriness and Distance
The following passage from Adam Müller’s essay on

Romantic landscape paintings beautifully describes the
correlation between blurriness and distance typical of this
medium:

That which immediately surrounds a person—his cottage, the
trees in his garden—all this appears in stark contrast concrete, de-
fined and clear beside the formless, flowing ether; now his eye lifts
up, so that it can command a greater distance, and the contours
of earthly things become softer, the colors gentler: air and earth
seem to run together; and they trade places with lovely intimacy:
in the clouds the earth appears to step into the face of heaven, and
in the seas and rivers heaven into the face of the earth—and in the
farthest vastness the borders trail away, the colors fade into each
other,what belongs toheaven, to earth, canno longerbe told.Thus,
regarded from the stark cliffs of the present, appears a person’s
distant, earliest childhood: heaven and earth in near relationship,
but thememory of that daymonochrome as ifweatherworn; so too
must the future decline of old age appear to him, for distance de-
picts equally the beginning and the end: not a collision of the ele-
ments, but a gentle marriage. (Müller 1808, 72)20

After noting that the more distant something is, the blur-
rier it will appear,Müller temporalizes the landscape, com-
paring the trailing away of borders in the distance to the ef-
fects of erosion.21 For Müller, then, seeing an object fading
into the background of a landscape painting is like seeing it
fade into the past, seeing it become a ruin.Blurriness is the
defining quality of that which lies spatially and temporally
removed.

The music of Schumann and Brahms exhibits a sim-
ilar connection between blurriness and distance as that
found in paintings. Hoeckner (2002, 82–86) has briefly ex-
plored this connection in the penultimate of Schumann’s
Davidsbündlertänze. In this piece, Schumann brings back
the melody from the second dance of the set and marks it
“As if from a distance.” Referring to Brendel’s aforemen-
tioned comparison between music and landscape paint-
ings, Hoeckner (2002) argues that Schumann creates the
effect of distance by letting the harmonies blur together
through a continuously depressed pedal.

This section examines the connection between blurri-
ness and distance in three examples where the harmonies
blur together as a result of rhythmic dislocations. The ex-
amples are organized in order from that in which the har-
monic blurring is more localized to that in which it is more
widespread. In each case, the chords overlap andmerge to-
gether as the melody slows down and dies out toward the
end of a section. This creates a type of ending where the

20 AsAliceKuzniar (1989, 75) notes,whenMüller described the blur-
riness of the landscape, he implicitly referring to Caspar David
Friedrich’s paintings.
21 Itwas common forRomantic artists to temporalize space.On the
Romantic fusion of space and time, see Kuzniar (1989) and Hoeck-
ner (2002, 80).

music seems to fade away in blurry contours, like an object
fading in the background of a landscape painting, or a ruin
fading away across time.

The first example comes from Schumann’s C-Major
Fantasy, op. 17. As is well known, Schumann composed this
work to help finance a monument for Beethoven, initially
entitling the first movement “Ruins.” This title resonates
with the reference to the last song from Beethoven’s An die
ferne Geliebte (“To the Distant Beloved”), which appears at
the endof themovement like a ruin amidst a vanishing can-
vas—everything points to it and dissolves with it.22

Example 8 shows the quoted melodies in their origi-
nal form (a) and as the Romantic ruins they become (b).23

In Schumann’s Fantasy the quoted melodies appear at first
with each chord clearly delineated, much as they do in
Beethoven’s song.24 But, as the melody slows down in
m. 295, the harmonies begin to spread over one another.
In m. 297, the high E spreads a note of the six-four chord
into the time span of the V7 chord that follows.TheEmoves
down to a D at the end of measure 297 but the paral-
lelism between the various echoes of the quote makes this
D sound anticipatory. When the E finally resolves to the
D of m. 298, the V7 blends with the root of the following
tonic triad to form an illusory eleventh chord. And before
the D in themelody can resolve to a C, the quote breaks off,
leaving the V7 and the I blending in the background. Schu-
manndepresses thepedal as the chordsoverlapandblur to-
gether,enhancing thehaziness of thepassage.By the endof
themovement, Beethoven’s song becomes the ruin that the
movement’s subtitle alludes to.25 The clear harmonic out-
lines of the quoted melody appear now faded, as if weath-
erworn.

Brahms’s song “Abendständchen,” op. 42, no. 1, gives
further evidence of the connection between blurry har-
monies and distance in this repertory. In this strophic

22 As John Daverio (1987, 157) shows, the various themes of this
movement prefigure the quotation from Beethoven. The move-
ment, then, dissolves Schumann’s music into Beethoven’s, the
present into the past, foreground into background.
23 Several scholars have noted the connection between the passages
marked x in Example 8, but the connection between the passages
marked yhasgoneunnoticed.Thearpeggiationof theVchordup to
scale-degree 2 makes the connection between Beethoven’s original
and Schumann’s quotation particularly clear.
24 Beethoven’s song begins with a Prinner, a stock Galant pro-
gression that fell sharply into disuse in the Romantic period. As
Gjerdingen (2007, 45–60) explains, the prototypical form of this
schema features a 6̂–5̂–4̂–3̂ melodic descent above a 4̂–3̂–2̂–1̂ bass
descent, resulting in four distinct harmonies: IV, I6, V43 (or VII6)
and I. Schumann uses the same basic set of sonorities to harmo-
nize Beethoven’smelody butwith some alterations: the IV becomes
a ]IV7 (spelled enharmonically), the I6 becomes a I64 (cadential), and
the V43 becomes a V7.
25 Here and elsewhere, I use the word “ruin” in its positive, Roman-
tic sense rather than in a pejorative, colloquial way.
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(a)Quotedmelodies from Beethoven.

(b) Schumann’s quotation of Beethoven (the intervening material is omitted).

Example 8. Quotation of Beethoven’s “An die ferne Geliebte,” op. 98, no. 6, in Schumann’s Fantasy, op. 17, mvt. 1.

An die ferne Geliebte. Performer: Dietrich
Fischer-Dieskau, voice. Jörg Demus, piano.

Audio Example 8a. (click to play audio).

Fantasy. Performer: Wilhelm Kempff, piano.

Audio Example 8b. (click to play audio).

setting of Clemens Brentano’s poem, the flute’s evening
serenade appears to come from a time of quasi-canonic
antiphony and open-fifth cadences. Like the sounds of
the flute dying in the distant horizon, the style of late-
Renaissance polyphony heard so vividly at the beginning
of each strophe ends up fading in indistinct harmonic con-
tours.

Example 9 provides a chordal reduction and the ac-
tual music (reduced score) of the phrase that ends the
first strophe and, later, the song as whole. As shown, the
voices begin the phrase by clearly articulating each chord,
first antiphonally and then homophonically. Tenors and
basses evade the cadence in m. 15 by repeating the caden-
tial melody (marked with brackets in the example).The up-
per voices join in antiphonally and in imitation a measure
later. As it echoes in the upper voices, the melody slows
downandstarts laggingbehind theotherparts,distortinga
V–I7\–IV–I progression, an old cadential schema described
by Lori Burns (1995, 88) as a “a mixolydian plagal progres-
sion.”26

26 As Burns’s (1995) label suggests, the origins of this progression
can be traced back to modal music. Burns (1995) notates this pro-
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(a) Chordal reduction with rhythmic displacements.

(b) Reduced score of actual music
Text: “Golden, come down the sounds/Silent, silent, let us listen!”.

Example 9. Brahms, “Abendständchen,” op. 42, no. 1, mm. 8–20.

Abendständchen. Performer: Monteverdi Choir
conducted by John Eliot Gardiner.

Audio Example 9. (click to play audio).

The diagonal lines in the example highlight the rhyth-
mic dislocation of the mixolydian plagal progression. As
shown, in m. 18 the melody spreads the V7 over the root of
the I7\ chord in the bass. As expected, the melody resolves
the seventh of the V chord to the third of the tonic triad
on the downbeat of m. 19, but the resolution of the C to
the B (shown by the arrow in Example 9.b) appears above
a IV chord. The tonic and the subdominant chords in m.
19 merge together to form a IV7 sonority, but the B is not
treated as the seventh of an actual IV7 chord, for it leaps
down to aG instead of resolving by step to anA.The sonori-
ties in mm. 18–19 may be better understood as a chain of
overlapping harmonies: V7 over I7\ inm. 18, and I

7
\ over IV in

m. 19.As the chords overlap, the passageheardback inmm.
14–15 fades in blurred contours. By the end of the phase,
the antiphony and the old mixolydian plagal progression
dissolve in the distance, like the sounds of the flute in the
evening serenade.

A similar treatment of the stile antico can be found in
Schumann’s strophic song “Auf einer Burg,” op. 39, no. 7.

gression as V–V7/IV–IV–I. I have notated the V7/IV as I7\ in order to
keep the chord labels consistent throughout the article. This clos-
ing formula is closely related to the schema that Robert Gjerdingen
(2007, 181–82) calls the Quiescenza.

The first stanza refers to a distant past. The song begins
by describing an old knight asleep at his watch, but it is
not until the last phrase of the first section that we find
out just how old the knight is: he has been asleep for hun-
dreds of years, his hair and beard have grown into one, his
heart has turned to stone. It is here that the Renaissance-
style polyphony heard so clearly at the beginning of the
section starts to fade in blurry contours, the chords merg-
ing together like the hair and beard of the centuries-old
knight.

Example 10 details the process of erosion that softens
the harmonic outlines of this phrase.27 As shown in Exam-
ple 10.a, the phrase begins with an old form of the Monte
schema that Gjerdingen (2007, 98) refers to as aMonte Prin-
cipale,28 and ends with a cadenza doppia, a cadential schema

27 Even thoughonemayquestion thevalueof labeling the sonorities
of the sequence in m. 9ff with roman numerals, I have done so in
order to show how these sonorities overlap in the music.
28 As Gjerdingen (2007, 98) notes, aMonte Principale is an old type
of Monte that proceeds diatonically with all the chords in 5

3 posi-
tion, rather than alternating first-inversion and root-position tri-
ads. The main difference between a typical Monte and a 5–6 se-
quence is one of grouping: while in a 5–6 sequence the chords are
grouped in 5–6 pairs, in a Monte they are grouped in 6–5 pairs.
Just as in a 5–6 sequence the second chord of each 5–6 pair can ap-
pear in root position, so, too, in aMonte the first chord of each 6–5
pair can appear in root position, creating a Monte Principale. The
Monte Principale is distinct enough from a 5–6 sequence with all
its chords in root position that Aldwell and Schachter (2011, 319) la-
bel this sequence as one that ascends “by step with voice-leading
5/3 chords” rather than as a variant of the 5–6 sequence.
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(a) Chordal reduction without rhythmic displacements.

(b)More elaborate chordal reduction with rhythmic displacements.

(c) Actual music.
Text: “Beard and hair have grown into one/chest and ruff have turned to stone/he [the knight] sits for many hundreds of

years/up in his silent den”.

Example 10. Schumann, “Auf einer Burg,” op. 39, no. 7, mm. 9–18.

that was “old even in the eighteenth century” (169).29 The
progression may be old, but at this stage, with its clearly

29 Salzer and Schachter (1969, 187–189) offer a similar reduction of
this passage. While they read an ascending 5–6 sequence begin-
ning in m. 10, I read a Monte Principale starting a measure earlier.
TheMonte Principale fits better the internal organization of the po-
etry than the 5–6 sequence. Inmm.9–14 themelodic line is divided
into three two-measure units, the first starting with the G in m. 9
and ending with the A in m. 10 (“Eingewachsen Bart und Haare”),
the second starting with the A in m. 11 and ending with the B in
m. 12 (“Und versteinert Brust und Krause”), and the last starting
with the B in m. 13 and ending with the C in m. 14 (“Sitzt er viele
hundert Jahre”). The G-to-A, A-to-B, and B-to-C melodic units in
mm. 9–14 help articulate the CM-to-FM, Dm-to-GM, and Em-to-
Am chord-pairs of theMonte Principale shown in Example 9, while
contradicting theFM-to-DmandGM-to-Emchord-pairs of the 5–6
sequence shown by Salzer and Schachter.Hearing this passage as a
Monte Principale rather than as a 5–6 sequence is an important part
of hearing this phrase as evocative of the past.

Auf einer Burg. Performer: Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau,
voice. Alfred Brendel, piano.

Audio Example 10. (click to play audio).

defined harmonic boundaries, it hides any signs of old age,
like a carefully preserved antique.

Example 10.b shows a rhythmic reduction of the
phrase in the blurry, weathered state found in the song. As
indicated by the diagonal lines, the chords overlap one an-
other largely as a result of a rhythmic displacement where
the bass is offset from the melody by half a measure. In
the Monte Principale, the metric displacement of the outer
parts and the sustainedC in the inner voicesobscure ever so
slightly the identity of the chords. As the phrase continues,
theharmonic structurebecomesblurrier. In the secondhalf
of m. 14, the displacement between the outer parts causes
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the A-minor chord at the end of theMonte and the D-minor
chord projected by the bass to merge together into an ex-
tended tertian sonority.30 Twomeasures later, the II chord
in the bassmergeswith the V that begins the cadenza doppia
to form a VII◦42.

The melody slows down in m. 16, distorting the ca-
denza doppia still further.31 As its name suggests, the ca-
denza doppia can be understood as a pair of V–I progres-
sions,with thefirst of the two tonic chords typically appear-
ing over a dominant pedal as a six-four sonority (see Ex-
ample 10.a). But, as shown in Example 10.b, none of these
chords emerge with their usual clarity. The G] of the V
chord spreads in themelody over the C of the tonic six-four
chordand resolves toA just as theCof the six-four chord re-
turns to the B of the V chord.The A in the melody resolves
down to a G] as a 4–3 suspension would, but instead of ap-
pearing as part of a distinct V chord, the G] spreads over
the root-position tonic triad, blending dominant and tonic
harmonies intoan illusory seventh chord.Whereas thebass
cadences in m. 17, the final tonic chord never materializes
in the melody, fading in the distance and turning this sec-
tion into a fragment. Like the stone statue of the centuries-
old knight, the stile antico along with its archaic harmonic
schemasappear tous as ruins fromthepast,old andweath-
ered.

Past melodies, antique styles, and old schemas all
evoke the past, but it is the blurriness of the harmonies
that imbues the preceding examples with a sense of past-
ness—with the quality of something being experienced
from afar rather than in its immediacy. If, as AdamMüller
observed, the trailing away of boundaries in distant ob-
jects is comparable to the softening of an object’s bound-
aries caused by erosion, then the old melodies, styles, and
harmonic schemas in the examples discussed abovemay be
compared to ruins.

4. Brahms’s Sonata for Clarinet and
Piano in F Minor, op. 120, no. 1, mvt. 2
In the slowmovement of Brahms’s F-Minor Sonata for

Clarinet and Piano, it is no longer the stile antico of Renais-
sance polyphony but the basic harmonic language of the
Galant style that appears in blurry contours, like a faded
memory of a bygone time. To be sure, we have encoun-
tered examples of blurry Galant schemas in other pieces,

30 Similarly,DavidLewin (2006, 175) sees “twostructural harmonies
compressed into the climactic chord of m. 14.”
31 The slowdown of the melody is evident when one notes the fact
that lines 1–3 of the second quatrain each occupy two measures of
music, while line 4 occupies four measures. In m. 16 the pacing of
the text’s declamation slows down from four syllables per measure
to two syllables permeasure. Inm. 17, the declamation slows down
further, to one syllable per measure.

but the opposition in this movement between the Galant
schemasof theouterperiods and thewhole-tone sequences
of the middle period heightens the correlation of Galant
progressions with the past.32 Brahms’s stylization of the
harmonies in this movement supports this correlation, for
while the Galant schemas that underpin the outer periods
fade in blurry contours, the more modern progressions of
the middle period emerge crisp and distinct.

Example 11 shows the decay of the mid-late
eighteenth-century harmonic structure that underpins
the movement’s opening period (A section). Example 11.a
reconstructs the basic harmonic progression of each
phrase based on the stock progressions they employ, 11.b
highlights the process of erosion affecting this structure,
and 11.c reproduces the actual music.

As the brackets above Example 11.a indicate, the
antecedent phrase begins by echoing the final state-
ment of the motto heard throughout the first move-
ment: the repeated four-note basic idea of the motto
(C–F–E[–D[, C–E[–D[–C) decays to a repeated two-note
idea ([C–F]–E[–D[, [C–E[]–D[–C).33 The resulting 5̂-to-4̂
and 4̂-to-3̂melodicdescent is characteristic of twocommon
Galant schemas, the Sol-Fa-Mi and the Fonte. The Sol-Fa-
Mi typically features a I–II7–V7–I progression and it served
as a common opening gambit for slow movements during
the second half of the eighteenth century; the Fonte fea-
tures a sequential VI7–II–V7–I circle-of-fifths progression
and was among the most widely used of Galant schemas
(harmonically speaking, the main difference between the
two schemas is the first chord: I for the Sol-Fa-Mi, VI7

for the Fonte). While the appearance of this melodic de-
scent at the beginning of a slow movement is clearly in di-
alogue with the Galant use of the Sol-Fa-Mi, the melodic

32 The idea of markedness based on oppositions has been adapted
from linguistics tomusic primarily by Robert Hatten (1994, 34–42).
The opposition between traditional and more modern harmonic
progressions in this piece is a privative type of opposition. As Hat-
ten explains, in a privative opposition, “the unmarked term can be
used either when A is not relevant or when A is expressively ex-
cluded.” For instance, as Hatten notes, the unmarked term “cow”
can be used either when the sex of the animal is not relevant or,
when it is used in opposition with the marked term “bull”, to refer
specifically to the female animal. Similarly, traditional harmonic
schemas can be used either when the distinction between old/new
is not relevant or, when set in opposition with muchmoremodern
progressions, to refer to an old musical tradition.
33 All pitch references are to concert pitch. Klorman (2014, 144)
draws a similar melodic connection between the end of the first
movement and the beginning of the second. But the connection
that he draws is a bit different from the one I hear, for he links the
E[, D[, and C at the beginning of the second movement to the E[,
D[, andC that appear consecutively at the end of the last statement
of the motto in the first movement. The connection I draw takes
into account the subdivision of both melodies into two parts and
it is essential for hearing the harmonic parallelism I shall discuss
between the two statements of the motto.
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(a) Chordal reduction without rhythmic displacements.

(b) Chordal reduction with rhythmic displacements.

(c) Actual music.

Example 11. Brahms, Sonata for Clarinet and Piano in FMinor, op. 120, no. 1, mvt. 2, opening period.

parallelism between the end of the first movement and the
beginning of the second movement invites us to hear the
melodic descent harmonizedmore like a Fonte: the Fminor
and B[-minor seventh chords inmm. 1–2 echo the F domi-
nant seventh chord andB[minor triadwith the added sixth
that harmonize the first part of the motto at the end of the
first movement.34

Following the opening Sol-Fa-Mi/Fonte, an inner voice
articulates the characteristic 1̂-to-7̂ and 2̂-to-1̂ (in E[ ma-

34 A typical Fontebeginswith adominant seventh chord rather than
with a minor seventh chord. Accordingly, if mm. 1–4 were a typ-
ical Fonte, the progression would start with an F dominant sev-
enth chord tonicizing the following B[ chord. Although the pro-
gression begins with an Fminor seventh chord rather thanwith an
F dominant seventh, the missing A\ does appear in the melody in
m.2,where it locally tonicizes theB[ (see the clarinet part inExam-
ple 11.c). The progression in mm. 1–4 could be simply described as
a descending-fifths sequence. I still choose to label the progression
as a Fonte given the global descent in the melody, which is charac-
teristic of the Fonte, and the aforementioned surface tonicization
of the B[ chord in m. 2.

jor) melody of the Aprile schema, a variant of the Meyer
schema.35Whereas in a typical Aprile an opening tonic-to-
dominant progression (harmonizing the 1̂-to-7̂ melody) is
answered by a dominant-to-tonic progression (harmoniz-
ing the 2̂-to-1̂ melody), in Example 11.a the first chord of
each pair is elided, turning the first note of each of the de-
scending two-note pairs into a suspension.

In mm. 7–8, two more Apriles are joined together to
form a Fonte. If the Fonte in mm. 1–4 is not the most com-
mon form of this schema, that in mm. 7–8 is a prototyp-
ical exemplar: the first half of the schema tonicizes a mi-
nor chord (F minor), and the second half tonicizes a major
chord a step lower (E[major),with theApriles embellishing
a set of local 7̂–1̂ ascents in the melody (a common alterna-
tive to the descending steps found in mm. 1–4). After the
Fonte, the cadential progression is evaded and completed,
bringing the antecedent phrase to a close.

35 For a discussion of the Aprile schema and its relationship to the
Meyer, see Gjerdingen (2007, 111–128). For a history of the Meyer
schema, see Gjerdingen (1988, 99–269).
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(a)

(b)

(c)

Example 11. (Continued).

The consequent starts with the same basic Sol-Fa-
Mi/Fonte schema found in the antecedent phrase (con-
tinue to refer to Example 11.a). This time the Sol-Fa-
Mi/Fonte schema is answeredbya6–6–10–10double voice-
exchange, a schema widely used in the second half of the
eighteenth century.36 The 6–6–10–10 schema is embel-

36 Although voice-exchanges can occur at deep levels of the struc-
ture, the 6–6–10–10 exchange, like other Galant schemas, typically
occurs near the surface of the music. While the 6–6–10–10 has
been recognized as a common voice-leading paradigm, its preva-
lence in the mid-late eighteenth-century has gone largely unno-
ticed. A footnote is not the place to try offer a history of a schema,
so it will suffice to say that the 6–6–10–10 schema occurs with
great frequency in the music of Mozart and Haydn. For a few ex-
amples of the 6–6–10–10 schema, I invite the reader to consult
the following passages: Mozart’s Piano Sonata in D Major, K. 311,
mvt. 2, m. 3; Mozart’s Piano Sonata in C Major, K. 330, mvt. 3,
mm. 5–6, Haydn’s Piano Sonata in D Major, Hob. XVI/37, mvt. 1,
m. 3; Haydn’s Symphony G Major, no. 100, mvt. 1, mm. 36–37. In
these passages, as in that fromBrahms’s Clarinet Sonata discussed
above, the 6–6–10–10 schema arises from a 6̂–5̂–4̂–3̂ bass descent
coupled with a 4̂–3̂–6̂–5̂ motion in the melody that results in a se-

Sonata for Clarinet and Piano in FMinor.
Performer: JonManasse, clarinet. Jon Nakamatsu, piano.

Audio Example 11. (click to play audio).

lished with suspensions, which recall those of the Apriles
found in the corresponding place in the antecedent phrase.
After the 6–6–10–10 schema, the phrase comes to an end
with the same basic cadential progression found in the an-
tecedent phrase.

In Brahms’s Sonata, the Galant schemas identified
above appear blurry, their harmonic outlines lost, as if by
a process of erosion. Example 11.b reveals the rhythmic
displacements that cause the chords to spread over one

quence of four distinct sonorities: 63, 64,
5
3, and 6

3 (the first and third
chords aremetrically strongwhile the secondand the fourth chords
are metrically weak). The 6–6–10–10 may be thought of as a vari-
ant of the Prinner, with the 6̂–5̂–4̂–3̂ melody of the Prinner in the
bass, and the 4̂–3̂–2̂–1̂ bass of the Prinner varied to 4̂–3̂–6̂–5̂ in the
melody. Like the Prinner, the 6–6–10–10 served as a riposte to an
opening schema.
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Cubero � Blurred Harmonies in Robert Schumann and Johannes Brahms
another and merge together. As the diagonal lines illus-
trate, inmm. 1–4 the bassmoves onemeasure ahead of the
melody (the F in the bass is essentially displaced back to the
end of the first movement).37 The dislocation between the
melody and the bass causes the chords of the opening Sol-
Fa-Mi/Fonte tomerge into a series of tertian sonorities: the
VI7 spreads over the II7 in m. 1, the II7 over the V7 in m. 2,
the V7 is chromaticized over the I inm. 3, and the I spreads
over a newly added VI chord.38

Following the blurry Sol-Fa-Mi/Fonte, the Aprile in
mm. 5–6 appears in clearer contours, allowing the chords
that were blurry in mm. 1–4 to emerge more distinctly. In
m. 5, as in m. 1, an E[ spreads over a B[ in the bass, but
this time the E[ resolves as a suspension over the B[, allow-
ing the B[ seventh chord (now a dominant seventh rather
than a minor seventh chord) to emerge more clearly. Sim-
ilarly, in m. 6, the B[ chord overlaps the E[ chord, but now
the E[ harmony emerges more clearly (albeit in second in-
version), following the resolution of the F down to an E[.
In keeping with this parallelism, in m. 7 as in m. 3, an E\
appears over an A[ in the bass, tonicizing the following F-
minor triad.The F-minor triad, however, is lost amidst the
following Fonte-with-Apriles.

In mm. 7–8, as in mm. 1–4, the bass and the melody
are out of sync, causing the chords of the Fonte to fade
over one another. As the chords in mm. 7–8 fade together,
the clear Aprile schema of mm. 5–6 blurs away. Following
the blurry Fonte-with-Apriles, the F-minor triad and the B[
seventh chord that were blurry in m. 7 emerge distinctly
above the A[ and the B[ in the bass in m. 9, marking the
beginning of a clear cadential progression.

The harmonies in the consequent phrase follow a sim-
ilar trajectory from blurriness to clarity as those in the an-
tecedent (continue to refer to Example 11.b). The conse-
quent beginswith the sameblurry Sol-Fa-Mi/Fonte schema
found in the antecedent phrase.39The 6–6–10–10 progres-

37 The displacement of the F in the bass to the end of the previous
movement is audible if the second movement is played attacca. As
Klorman (2014, 144) notes, themotivic parallelism between the end
of the first movement and the beginning of the second invites an
attacca performance.
38 Given these overlaps, the E\ in m. 3 has a double meaning: it
functions as an E\ (]̂5) insofar as it resolves indirectly to the F in
the bass in m. 4, but it, itself, slides down to an E[, functioning
in this sense more like an F[ ([̂6) and thereby turning the progres-
sion into what Riepel referred to as a “hermaphrodite” Fonte. As
Gjerdingen (2007) explains, Riepel viewed the minor-mode part of
the schema as feminine, and the major-mode part as masculine.
Riepel observed that many composers included [̂6 in the second
half of the schema, infusing the major mode part of the schema
(masculine) with elements of the minor-mode (feminine). Hence
his term “Hermaphrodite Fonte.”
39 In the consequent, the E\ of m. 3 is respelled as an F[, mak-
ing the connection between the opening progression and the
“hermaphrodite” variant of the Fonte that much stronger.

sion that follows also appears blurry. In m. 17, the E[ in
the melody spreads above the F in the bass as part of what
seems like a typical 7–6 suspension, but the E[ resolves
an eighth note too late, causing the D[ in the melody to
arrive in the time span of the E[ in the bass, as part of
the next 7–6 suspension. Similarly, in m. 18, the G in the
melody resolves an eighth note too late, causing the F to
materialize over the time span of the C in the bass, as part
of a 4–3 suspension. As a result, the first chord of each
pair overlaps the second. While in the opening progres-
sion only one of the four chords emerged distinctly, in the
6–6–10–10 schema two of the four chords appear in clear
outlines, creating a trajectory from blurriness to greater
clarity that culminates inm. 19with the clear articulationof
the B[ dominant seventh chord. Following the clear arrival
of the B[ dominant seventh chord, the harmonies emerge
more distinctly than before with no overlaps between them
save for the F of the B[ dominant seventh chord, which
comes in over the E[ dominant seventh chord in m. 19 and
21 as part of a slightly distorted nota-cambiata figure, and
for the B[ of the E[ dominant seventh chord, which re-
solves as a 9–8 suspension over the concluding tonic har-
mony.40

In the actual music the chord overlaps shown stati-
cally in Example 11.b occur gradually, for the bass notes
come in late, halfway through the timespan they occupy.
As shown in Example 11.c, in mm. 1–4 each bass note ap-
pears as the culmination of a downward gesture where the
pianist holds each note as if with an open pedal. Each of
the downward gestures begins with the chord in the upper
voices andendsmid-measurewith thebass articulating the
next harmony. From this perspective, the syncopated bass
notes move ahead of the melody, but they are not anticipa-
tory as Edward Klorman (2014, 129) has argued.41 Instead
of pointing forward to a point of clarity as anticipations
do, the syncopated bass notes point back to where they

40 A nota-cambiata is an old contrapuntal figure startingwith a step-
wise descent from a consonant note to a dissonant one, continu-
ing with a downward leap of a third to a consonant note, and end-
ing with a stepwise ascent. When it occurs in an upper voice, the
nota-cambiata typically forms the following intervals above a held
note: 8va–7th–5th–6th. In mm. 19 and 21 of Brahms’s Sonata, the
B[–A[–F–G motion in the melody would have been a prototypical
nota-cambiata figure had the bass remained on the B[ for the entire
measure.The leap to the E[ distorts the cambiata figure by turning
the third note of the figure (F) into a dissonance (an appoggiatura).
41 Klorman (2014) contrasts his reading with one proposed by
Samarotto (2003), which interprets the bass notes as chord tones
and the upper voices as suspensions. My reading is partially in
agreementwith thoseproposedbyKlormanandSamarotto: I share
Klorman’s view that the notes of the melody function as chords
tones rather than suspensions, and Samarotto’s idea that the notes
in the bass function as chord tones rather than as anticipations.
Unlike them, I do not insist on drawing a clear boundary between
the chords.
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(a)Opening period.

(b)Middle period.

Example 12. Comparison of the presentation portion of the phrases in the opening andmiddle periods (sections A and B respectively) of
Brahms’s op. 120, no. 1, mvt. 2.

Comparison. Performer: JonManasse, clarinet.
Jon Nakamatsu, piano.

Audio Example 12. (click to play audio).

came.42 Frank Samarotto (2003) has offered a similar read-
ing of the bass line, but whereas he understands the upper
voices in mm. 1–4 as suspensions, I hear them as arriving
on time, as Klorman does, given that in both a Sol-Fa-Mi
schema and a Fonte schema each of the descending steps
typically proceeds from an odd to an even measure, just as
is the case here. The bass continues to appear late up until
m. 9 where the A[ and B[ come in on the beat. The paral-
lelism between the bass line in mm. 7 and 9 confirms that
the bass notes in mm. 1–8 appear halfway through their
timespans.

Similarly, in the consequent phrase the bass notes
come in midway through the timespan they occupy up un-
til the beginning of the cadential progression, where the
bass is once again shifted back to appear on the beat. In-
stead of pointing forward to a point of clarity as anticipa-
tions do, the syncopated bass notes point back, befogging

42 Apart from the downward gestures in each measure, two addi-
tional factors support hearing the syncopatedbass notes as delayed
chord tones rather than an as anticipations: the harmonic paral-
lelism betweenmm. 1–3 andmm. 5–7, and the bass parallelism be-
tweenmm. 7 and 8.These two passageswill be discussed presently.

what once seemed clear. The result is one where the har-
monic boundaries blur as the music unfolds. Hearing the
opening theme in thisway is tohear the eighteenth-century
structure that underpins themusic in the process of the be-
coming a weathered ruin.

If the opening period portrays several Galant schemas
fading, like remnants of a bygone past, the contrasting
middle period (mm. 23–41) reveals the music from the
opening in a new light, transforming the blurry Sol-Fa-
Mi/Fonte of the opening period into awhole-tone sequence
that by comparison sounds novel and “luminescent.”43The
transformation of the music from the opening section is
apparent when one compares the presentation portions of
the two loose-knit sentences that make up the first period
(mm. 1–4 and 13–16) with the presentation portion of the
two tight-knit sentences that form themiddle period (mm.
23–26 and 31–34). As the brackets in Example 12 illustrate,
bothperiodsbeginby repeating the samebasicdescending,
two-note melodic figure: E[ to D[ and D[ to C in the open-
ingperiod,F toE[andE[ toD[ in themiddleperiod. Inboth
cases themelody is treated sequentially,butwhereas the se-
quence in the opening section proceeds diatonically from
model to copy (VI7–II continues down to V7–I), that in the

43 Even though Samarotto (2003) does not deal with issues of har-
monic clarity/blurriness, his description of the middle section as
“luminescent” seems to aptly capture the musical quality of the
middle section as compared to the hazy quality of the opening.
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(a)Model descending-fifths sequence.

(b)Descending-fifths sequence with embedded Fontes.

(c) Chordal reduction of the actual music with rhythmic displacements.

Example 13. Brahms, Sonata for Clarinet and Piano, op. 120, no. 1, mvt. 2, mm. 41–52.

Sonata for Clarinet and Piano.
Performer: JonManasse, clarinet. Jon Nakamatsu, piano.

Audio Example 13. (click to play audio).

middle section proceeds chromatically inwhole tones from
model to copy (D[M–A[M continues down to C[M–G[M
and then partially to B[[M/AM). While the traditional se-
quence of the opening period appears with the blurriness
of something seen froma great distance, the comparatively
moremodern-soundingsequential progression in themid-
dle section emerges with the clarity of that seen up close.
Themapping of the clearly delineated sequence of themid-
dle period onto the blurry descending-fifths sequence of
the opening period is comparable to the mapping of the
clearly delineated pines and cross onto the spire of the

blurry, Gothic cathedral in Friedrich’s painting discussed
above.

Whereas the opening and middle sections juxtapose
two different perspectives of the same basic thematic
idea, the retransition (mm. 41ff) superposes these two
perspectives by depicting themore novel harmonic aspects
of the music distinctly and the more traditional ones
blurrily. What is clearly heard in the retransition is the
descending cycle of major thirds: the beginning of the pri-
mary theme is repeated every four measures a major third
lower, outlining in the melody a whole-tone scale across
mm 41–51. What is less clearly heard is the traditional
descending circle-of-fifths sequence with its embedded
Fontes that underpins this cycle.

Example 13.a shows the circle-of-fifths sequence that
connects the tonic chord of themiddle section (D[/C]) back
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to the tonic chord of the opening section (A[). From this
archetypal progression, Example 13.b reconstructs a rhyth-
mically normalized version of the actual music. The pro-
gression is subdivided into three statements of the open-
ingmotto amajor third apart (which give rise to themajor-
thirds cycle), each statement outlining a Sol-Fa-Mi/Fonte
progression.Thefirst two statements correspond to the re-
transition, the last to the recapitulation.

Finally, Example 13.c shows how the rhythmic dis-
placement between the bass and the melody blur the
descending-fifths sequence that binds together the three
statements of the theme. In mm. 41–44, as in mm. 1–4,
a VI7 chord dissolves above a II7, a II7 above a V7, and the
V7 above the I (the addition of the lowered ninth to the
V7 making the Fonte a hermaphrodite type). In keeping
with the one-measure displacement between the melody
and the bass, one would expect the tonic chord to materi-
alize in the upper voices in m. 44, completing a statement
of the opening motto in the key of E major. Instead, the
melody dissolves over a long dominant chord without ever
arriving on the expected E-major tonic harmony, thereby
turning the already weathered Fonte into a fragment. An-
other fragmentedFonte followsa third lower inmm.45–48,
now with the C-major triad missing in the upper voices.
The distorted descending-fifths progression then contin-
ues in m. 49 through the recapitulation of the opening pe-
riod,with the A[-tonic chord that concludes that last Fonte
lost over an F in the bass. The trajectory from the middle
section,which sounds clear and new, through the retransi-
tion,which combines the clarity of the newwith the blurri-
ness of the old, culminateswith recapitulation of the blurry
and old opening section.

The analysis of this movement as a blurry, distant de-
piction of a mid-late eighteenth-century harmonic struc-
ture resonates with Brahms’s view of himself as the last
member of a dyingmusical tradition andwith the idea that
his late works, in particular, are tinged with elements of
reminiscence or nostalgia.44While other composers looked
toward the dawn of a new age, in this Sonata Brahms por-
trayedhimselfwithhisback turned,as aRückenfigur,gazing

44 According to Specht (1928, 382), Brahms often spoke about the
“end of music” late in his life. For more recent discussions of
Brahms’s belatedness, see Morgan (1999) and Notley (2007). In his
article “Brahms and Reminiscence: A Special Use of Classic Con-
ventions,” Mahrt (1992) argues that Brahms’s works engage with
and qualify the past by distorting classical conventions, and that
such distortions are in part what give his music its reminiscent
quality. Similarly,Beller-McKenna (2004) argues that Brahms’s late
works convey “their melancholy . . . and general tone of reminis-
cence” by de-familiarizing familiar or conventional ideas. Beller-
McKenna cites the distortion of the descending-fifths sequence in
Brahms B-Minor Intermezzo, op. 119, no. 1, as an example of this
procedure.

at the last remnants of the common-practice style fading
away in his own works.45 And yet, by drawing a clear con-
nection between the blurriness of the outer sections and
the clarity of the more modern sounding middle section,
Brahms invites us to see the old in the new and the new in
the old.

Conclusion
This article has proposed that some chords in Schu-

mann’s and Brahms’s music overlap and blur together, dis-
tortingwell-knownharmonic progressions.As shown,how
clear or blurry the progression depends largely on the de-
gree to which its chords overlap: the harmonies may not
overlap at all, they may do so only partially through antic-
ipations or suspensions/retardations, or they may overlap
completely. (In some cases, the degree to which one chord
spreads over the other can be ambiguous, as contextual
clues canproblematize thedistinctionbetween chord tones
and non-chord tones.) When the harmonies spread com-
pletely over one another and merge together in the form
of illusory tertian sonorities, the underlying progression
sounds blurry.

As summarized in Table 1, in the eight pieces ana-
lyzed above, rhythmic displacements distort common har-
monic schemas (descending-fifths sequences being the
most common among these). These overlaps generally af-
fect the beginning and ending of phrases, and especially re-
capitulations, making what are traditionally points of har-
monic clarity sound out of focus.The overlaps generally in-
volve thepiano,and theyoften call for theuseof thepedal or
simulate the soundof the openpedal.This is significant, for
it connects with the view that the blurriness of Schumann’s
andBrahms’smusic is associatedwith the composers’ play-
ing style and their use of the pedal.

By examining the ways in which Schumann and
Brahms distort old stock progressions, the examples also
drawa connection between the blurry depiction of the tem-
porally distant in thismusic and the blurry depiction of the
spatially distant inRomantic landscape paintings. In draw-
ing a connection between the blurriness of this music and
that of landscape paintings, the goal, however, was not to
suggest that the former is imitating the latter, but rather
that these two artforms are complementary expressions of
the sameaesthetic—onewhichwas seenasquintessentially
Romantic.

In arguing that Schumann andBrahms gave theirmu-
sic its blurry quality by allowing the harmonies to overlap

45 A Rückenfigur is a person seen from behind typically contemplat-
ing the horizon. The Rückenfigur is commonly associated with the
paintings of Caspar David Friedrich.
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Table 1. Summary of examples

Work Blurred Progressions Placement of Blurred
Harmonies

Use of Pedal Associationswith
Distance

Schumann, “Warum?”
op. 12, no. 3.

Descending-fifths Recapitulation Pedal is depressed
as chords overlap

Schumann,
Davidsbündlertänze,
no. 18

V7–I,
Descending-fifths
(Fonte),

Beginning and end of
the first phrase,
recapitulation

Pedal is depressed
as chords overlap

Follows a piece marked
“Come da lontano”

Brahms, B-Minor
Intermezzo, op. 119,
no. 1

Descending-fifths Beginning and end of
the first phrase

Sustained notes
simulate the sound
of an open pedal

The phrase is discussed
by Beller-McKenna as an
example of reminiscence

Brahms, A-Major
Intermezzo, op. 118,
no. 2

Passo indietro,
IV6–I64–II]–V7–I

Near the end of the
opening period,
recapitulation

Schumann, Fantasy,
op. 17, mvt. 1

V7–I progression End of the piece Pedal is depressed
as chords overlap

Quote “To the Distantly
Beloved,” and subtitle
“Ruins”

Brahms,
“Abendständchen,”
op. 42, no. 1

Mixolydian plagal
progression (a variant
of the Quiescenza)

End of each stanza Stile antico, poetry, and
use of old harmonic
schema

Schumann, “Auf einer
Burg,” op. 39, no. 7

Monte principale,
cadenza doppia

Each of each stanza Stile antico, poetry, and
use of old harmonic
schema

Brahms, Sonata for
Clarinet and Piano in
FMinor, op. 120, no.
1, mvt. 2

Sol-Fa-Mi/Fonte,
Fonte with Apriles,
6–6–10–10

Blurred harmonies
are widespread, but
their use is
particularly evident at
the beginning of the
two phrases of the
opening period, and
at the recapitulation

Sustained notes
simulate the sound
of an open pedal

Opposition between
blurry Galant schemas
and clear whole-tone
sequences

andmerge together, this article has bridged a gap between
an important aspect of the Romantic aesthetic and our the-
oretical understanding of Schumann’s and Brahms’s har-
monic language. If, as Jean Paul wrote, the “Romantic is
the beautiful without boundaries,” to recognize the way in
which the chords in the above examples blur together is to
hear the harmonic language of these pieces as being Ro-
mantic. If the largely diatonic stock progressions played
in intimate chamber settings is in part what imparts the
examples discussed above their beauty, the way in which
their chordsmerge gracefully into one another imbues this
beautywith a sense of boundlessness, creatingmoments of
boundless beauty.
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