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INTRODUCTION

The piano is an emblem of musical Romanticism. By the 1830s, no bourgeois household would have been 

complete without at least an upright piano in the sitting room, preferably with ornate candle-holders and 

freshly polished mahogany inlay. With its updated design and new range of colour, the 19th-century pianoforte 

inspired performers and composers alike to pioneer new musical frontiers.

AQA’s A level specification celebrates three composers who made the most of the new instrument’s expressive 

potential, and who were also masters of the short form, another important feature of Romantic thinking. This 

resource examines the context for the pianism of Chopin, Brahms and Grieg, from the development of the 

instrument and its position in the Romantic repertoire, through to each composer’s individual performance 

style and composing approach at the keyboard. Key features for each of the set works are highlighted, with 

links to recordings for comparative listening.

ROMANTIC DESIGNS

By the time Beethoven died in 1827, he had pushed the limits of what could be played on a succession of 

pianos, ending with sturdy instruments by Graff and Broadwood, including this one:

The harp-like delicacy and vulnerability of the earlier fortepianos had been usurped by the pianoforte, or 

‘Hammerklavier’ as Beethoven insisted on calling it. Compared to its predecessors, playing the new Romantic 

design was like driving a Rolls Royce after rattling about in a family saloon. There were several important 

developments to the 19th-century design:

 � It had a larger span, just over seven octaves.

 � It was reshaped to allow for longer, more resonant strings.

 � This necessitated a sturdy iron frame to cope with the tension of the strings, which were triple-strung in the 

upper two thirds of the instrument.

 � The hammers were covered with felt, not leather, allowing for a more expressive touch.

 � The action of the sustaining and soft pedals was refined.
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All of this led to far more dynamic contrast than before, with a subtle gradation of timbre in all registers and the 

ability to let a note resonate for much longer. It was like the birth of Technicolour after black and white.

The piano virtuoso

As we know from the astonishing improvisations of Bach, Clementi, Mozart and Beethoven, the keyboard had 

always been seen as platform for virtuoso display, rivalling the violin and voice for centre of attention. The 

Romantics, however, took that virtuosity to a new level.

For Franz Liszt, the towering figure of 19th-century piano, éxécution transcendante (or ‘transcendental 

technique’) was almost a spiritual pursuit. By surpassing the perceived limitations of both the instrument and 

of the dexterity required to play it, the virtuoso could reach a higher plane. The idea – a very Romantic one at 

that – was not to be constrained by mere physical concerns in the quest for new levels of sound and inspiration.

This philosophy was partly what drove the young Liszt in his ‘glitter years’ (1811-47) to ever more dazzling 

performances as he toured around Europe’s halls and salons. That, and a larger-than-life personality that loved 

the adulation such ‘transcendence’ would attract, of course.

When composing for piano himself, Liszt would sometimes strive to recreate the sound of a symphony 

orchestra on the instrument. So, an arpeggiated filigree in the right hand was partly about testing dexterity, but 

also about evoking a tremolando string section, or a burbling of flutes. Many of Liszt’s most outwardly ‘flashy’ 

works are transcriptions of orchestral pieces or operas. Like them or loathe them, they set a new benchmark 

for pianistic colour and technical demands.

Liszt also pioneered the concept of a recital as a means of presenting a variety of repertoire, normally including 

his own, in an artistically satisfying programme that showed off the diverse interpretative powers of the soloist.

THE MAKING OF CHOPIN THE PIANIST

This is the context Chopin stepped into when he arrived in Paris in 1831. He was no newcomer to the glitz 

and lofty expectations of salon recitals, having given them to Warsaw nobility as a teenager. His talent for 

composing was just as precocious. His G minor Polonaise, dedicated to Countess Victoire Skarbek, was 

written when he was just eight years old.

Over the course of his short life (he died just before his 40th birthday), Chopin was to define a new pianism that 

set him apart from Lizstmania. His playing and writing style was deeply individual and shaped by his Polish 

upbringing and thoughtful temperament.

Chopin’s first piano lessons were with a humble teacher called Wojciech Zywny, whose first instrument was the 

violin. That might not sound like an auspicious start, but in fact Zywny allowed the young Chopin the latitude to 

be creative and to focus on the musicality of his playing and the quality of his sound rather than obsess about 

correctness of technique. This was also an important encouragement to the young composer: not to be bound 

to any particular school of thinking, and to develop the individualism that would later characterise his style.

‘Terrified pianos flee into every corner… gutted instruments strew the stage, and the audience sits 
mute with fear and amazement.’ A newspaper account of keyboard carnage at a typical Liszt recital

Chopin dedicated 
himself to being a 
career pianist from a 
young age, sleeping 
as a child with wine-
corks between his 
fingers to widen his 
stretch.
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When Chopin went to the Warsaw Conservatoire, he continued his study of past masters and nurtured his 

lifelong dedication to JS Bach’s keyboard works. The clarity of line in Bach’s counterpoint can be sensed in 

Chopin’s own writing, where transparency is often a key feature. Thanks to Mendelssohn’s revival of interest in 

Bach, it was almost de rigeur for 19th-century composers to study and revere him.

A short spell in Vienna helped to attract the attention of influential salon audiences to Chopin’s particular 

talents. Right from the start, he incorporated ideas from his homeland into his compositions, as a fellow Pole 

in the audience noted:

‘The land that gave him birth gave him also her melody. More than once his tones seem to be the happy echo of 

our native harmony. Chopin knows what sounds are heard in our fields and woods, he has listened to the song 

of the Polish villager, he has made it his own, and has united the tunes of his native soil in skilful composition 

and elegant execution.’

When Chopin first arrived in Paris, he was strapped for cash and struggled to find a foothold in the busy musical 

scene. When he asked Friedrich Kalkbrenner, one of the leading virtuosos of the days, for a consultation, 

Kalkbrenner insisted that he would need three years to school the Pole in correct technique. Chopin was taken 

aback and politely declined, but that didn’t stop Kalkbrenner from admiring and supporting him in later years.

Despite initial hardships, Chopin soon found friends in Liszt and Berlioz, although he remained aloof to their 

excessively self-centred and at times eccentric behaviour. There is one account, though, of him and Liszt 

sleeping rough in the cold Parisian countryside as they searched for Berlioz who had taken to the hills in his 

obsessive chasing of Harriet Smithson, an Irish actress.

As with other eminent pianists of the day, Chopin soon became sought after as a private tutor. He referred 

to teaching as his ‘mill’ and, although dedicated, he was not motivated to establish a new school or method.

The ‘poet of the piano’

Throughout his life, Chopin preferred to perform in salons rather than large concert halls. His music making 

was about intimacy and about nurturing a personal connection with the listener, often through astonishingly 

delicate sounds that would have been lost in a larger space. For listeners at the time, there was something 

delightfully unforced and unshowy about Chopin’s playing, a refinement and nobility that, together with his 

prodigious skills as an improviser, led to the lasting notion of him as the ‘poet of the piano’. There are several 

key characteristics to Chopin’s poetry:

 � A singing, cantilena melody

 � Subtle use of the pedal

 � A balance of freedom and Classical restraint

 � Improvisatory qualities and tempo rubato

 � Polish elements of folk dance and song (eg polonaises and mazurkas)

 � Clear structure and mastery of the short form

THE SINGING STYLE

Much has been written on how Chopin was influenced by Bellini’s style of lyric and coloratura operatic arias, 

and how he absorbed the bel canto voice into his melodic writing. However, many of his Italianate melodies 

pre-date direct encounters with Bellini’s music. It’s more likely that the young Chopin absorbed the general 

sound of Italian opera from the many productions that were staged in Warsaw during his youth, rather than 

drawing on Bellini specifically.

Regardless of the exact source, many of his melodies beg to be sung and to be treated with the same freedom 

and rubato an Italian opera singer would employ for an aria. They have the same breadth and ornamental 

qualities (fioriture) as an Italian aria. British pianist Stephen Hough puts it this way:

Refering to Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier, Brahms said: ‘With these I brush my teeth every morning.’

Chopin charged 
the equivalent of 
£120 per lesson, 
teaching up to six 
students a day. He 
soon became one 
of the most affluent 
émigrés in Paris!
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‘It is never enough to “rattle out” the notes, even in his most virtuosic works; every note must come from the 

throat and lungs as much as the fingers and arms…’

USE OF PEDAL

A key aspect to foregrounding these lyrical melodies was to ensure a lack of harmonic clutter or blurring of 

texture (unless desired) underneath. Chopin was fastidious in marking in the exact change of the sustain 

pedal (as well as suggesting his own fingerings for much of his material). His use of the soft pedal was also 

extremely judicious. The pedal becomes an integral tool in the voicing of a chord or in tone production, more 

subtly than ever before.

HALF CLASSICIST?

Mendelssohn astutely picked up on Chopin’s more refined, poetic qualities when attending an early concert 

in Paris, commenting that he was ‘half virtuoso, half Classicist’. This balance between Classical sentiment and 

elements – phrasing, concise form, transparent texture – with Romantic freedom is particularly relevant to his 

Nocturnes, which rely both on restraint and free expression.

That said, it’s important not to stereotype Chopin’s playing, casting it all in the same hushed tones. In his 

Ballades, he asks the player to play il più forte possible and con più fuoco possible. Often his markings reach 

fff. This is not someone who held back when the moment required.

Although conservative in his use of harmony, there are exquisite uses of discord as well. A young, enthusiastic 

Schumann called one of his early Nocturnes (in G minor, Op. 15) the ‘most frightful declaration of war against 

a whole epoch’, because of its volatility and exploratory harmonies.

THE IMPORTANCE OF IMPROVISATION AND STEALING TIME

From Baroque fantasias on, composers have often wanted to give the listener the appearance of spontaneity, 

that the performer is making the material up in the moment. Sometimes, of course, that would actually have 

been the case, as the performer took the written material as a prompt for their own explorations.

Chopin was apparently most comfortable when improvising by himself, lost in thought. A lot of the time his 

compositions capture that improvisatory style, and require the performer to continue the illusion of spontaneity. 

The opening to the Second Ballade, with its drifting repeated Cs, for example, certainly feels like the start of an 

improvisation, with its simple harmonies and the impression of remembering a lullaby from days far gone. With 

its bare shape and simplicity, it feels like a platform for a more creative response later.

A conjunct to this is the need for freedom with the timing of certain phrases, as if devising the idea in the 

moment. There are conflicting accounts of how much rubato, or ‘stealing of time’, Chopin actually engaged in 

as a performer. Berlioz writes in his Memoirs:

‘Chopin chafed under the restraints of time, and to my mind pushed rhythmic freedom much too far... Chopin 

simply could not play in strict time.’

This has to be weighed against Chopin’s own instructions to his students to keep the left hand metronomic at 

all times, ‘like an orchestra conductor’, so that the right hand could be free above. It’s a question of taste and 

of accepted practice for any given generation of pianists.

Encourage students to sing the principal themes from Chopin’s Nocturne in E minor or Ballade in F. 
What insight does that give into how the melody should be ‘breathed’ at the keyboard?

Demonstrate the importance of pedalling in the Nocturne in E minor by either under- or over-pedalling 
the opening. Discuss the gradation of tone in the soft pedal and how it’s not just an on-off mute. Would 
a half-depressed soft pedal be suitable for the sotto voce opening of the Second Ballade, for example?
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MASTER OF THE SHORT FORM

Chopin avoided the long form, and only composed one sonata and two concertos. His focus, understandably, 

was more on generating repertoire that he could use for his own recitals and self-promotion. The Études give 

us a good sense of his own abilities and perception of technical demand. The dance pieces – Mazurkas, 

Scherzos, Waltzes and Polonaises – reflect his native music most directly, and are the most approachable 

for the amateur player. He clearly had Liszt’s advice in mind for these character pieces, particularly when 

presenting them to high society:

‘When at court, keep it short: what you actually say matters little, provided the rhythm gets into their toes and 

make them think of yesterday’s or tomorrow’s waltz.’

In these shorter works, as well as his Impromptus and, to a certain extent, his Nocturnes, Chopin is picking 

up the legacy of Schubert and his Moments musicaux. Where Schubert draws on the tropes of a rustic or 

ballroom dance, Chopin leans toward the bigger stage of ballet, with its more dramatic narratives and greater 

expressive scope.

NOCTURNES AND BALLADES

Although Chopin borrowed the title and concept from Irish composer John Field’s set of 18 Nocturnes, his own 

Nocturnes took the form into new territory.

Compare, for example, John Field’s Nocturne No. 10 in E minor to Chopin’s in the same key.

The undulating, unobtrusive left hand and homophonic texture are common to both. Field’s, however, seems 

to stay within a nocturnal, dream-like state, whereas Chopin escapes that world in the return of the A section. 

Chopin’s line is much freer and more ornate here as the mood intensifies, following the customary practice of 

embellishing the melody on its repeat. It is a more adventurous composition emotionally, and takes its lead 

from a painterly contrast of light and shade rather than being limited to a night-time world.

The set work, Chopin’s Nocturne in E minor, Op 72 No. 1, may well have been the first Nocturne that he wrote. 

There’s speculation that he considered it inferior to his others, just an essay in the form, and therefore it was 

left to be published posthumously. It departs from the ABA stucture by adding the ideas of the B section in the 

closing paragraph. Its rhythmic fluidity suggests a later date of composition than the 1830s, perhaps, and the 

overall lyrical quality testifies to how Chopin went on to inspire Fauré, Rachmaninov, Scriabin and Tchaikovsky.

Ballade No. 2 in F, Op. 38

The word ‘Ballade’ has several connotations, borrowed from other art forms:

 � A poem in three rhyming stanzas, often on the subject of love and loss.

 � An epic tale of a fantastical nature, sometimes enacted on stage by the storyteller.

 � A balletic dance, from the Italian ballata.

Chopin was possibly most led by the storytellling aspect, as his four Ballades respond to poems by Adam 

Mickiewicz. The exact correspondence between words and music, however, is unclear and much debated. 

Given the freedom of each piece, it’s perhaps more helpful to see them as abstract rather than programmatic 

Compare the opening of Ballade No. 2 played by Arthur Rubinstein to another recording by Krystian 
Zimerman.

 � What effect does Rubinstein’s rubato have on the listener?

 � Does Zimerman’s relatively regular tempo emphasise the berceuse quality?

 � Is it striking that rubato is being discussed here, rather than in connection with a more florid 
passage?

Chopin’s publisher, 
Fontana, wrote that 
Chopin was ‘the 
supreme master of 
the nocturne’.

https://open.spotify.com/track/34YE1hJAxBdbQvEWV6XSAV?si=4fdS5gLyQeW45d8Wi11_Cg
https://open.spotify.com/track/1LDayluBD9PzsEaQYf9vjr?si=969ZS1bOSICFRuvrLUgJRA
https://open.spotify.com/track/4Bvtv9tc5NdPKpyp9JlM7v?si=6IWwOBSQSZqJvioqqvYRdw
https://open.spotify.com/track/0awnqFachuE0cBpUp2zyQn?si=JJNGq5KURzaOu8-8YYCrgA
https://open.spotify.com/track/0awnqFachuE0cBpUp2zyQn?si=JJNGq5KURzaOu8-8YYCrgA
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pieces. They are four independent works, structurally and conceptually, linked by heroic mood more than 

anything else.

That said, all four are in compound duple time (either 6/4 or 6/8), so there is a clear lilting motion and sense of 

forward motion to all of them, while avoiding the constraints of a typical waltz or berceuse. The variety in the 

writing and their deep intensity both contribute to these Ballades being recognised as Chopin’s most mature 

writing in the short form, with the fourth being the culmination of the set in terms of its complexity and subtlety.

The Second Ballade in F is the most straightforward in its storytelling, and has a structure of ABAC, where the 

second A section expands considerably on the first. Features to note include:

 � How contrasting the Presto section is. On first listen, it feels like something from a completely different piece, 

as if someone has flown into a rage after a midday snooze.

 � This is compounded by the unusual choice of key: A minor, linked to the tonic mainly by the repeated A in 

the bar before it launches.

 � The climb-down back into the A section is beautifully managed: it is harmonically static after the high 

harmonic pace previously, with a descent from the top to the bottom of the treble range.

 � The second A section introduces more complex part-writing, with more dialogue.

 � The new material here (from the stretto onwards) is led by the chromatic expansion of the left-hand figure 

from before, together with reiteration of the motivic dotted rhythm.

 � In the faster sections, notice how important the left hand is in propelling the music and in offering a 

countermelodic line to the right, often in contrary motion.

ENTER JOHANNES BRAHMS

For many, the first sound associated with Johannes Brahms will be his symphonies, or perhaps his larger 

choral works. The German Requiem was the piece that allowed him in his late 30s to focus exclusively on 

being a composer, living off his publications. Yet the piano was his main outlet for self-expression throughout 

his life, and his piano works perhaps offer us the clearest insights into his inner world.

Brahms’s general composing style is best characterised by his moderation. One of the most common markings 

in his work is ma non troppo (‘but not too much’). His reverence for Bach and past masters also is reflected in 

the integrity of his structural thought and clarity of line. Writing a generation after Chopin, his music shares the 

same harmonic conservatism, as well as an overall lyrical flow. Brahms was never an advocate of chromaticism 

for its own sake, and his temperament was diametrically opposed to Wagner’s. For Brahms, less was often more.

That did not, however, translate to an easy acceptance from the Viennese critics and public. As Brahms 

gravitated back into Vienna in the late 1860s, his works were thought to be just as testing as Wagner’s in some 

circles. The Wiener Zeitung wrote scathingly about his Sextet No. 2 in G in 1867, for example:

‘This prophet, proclaimed by Robert Schumann in his darkening hours… makes us quite disconsolate with his 

impalpable, vertiginous tone-vexations that have neither body nor soul and can only be products of the most 

desperate effort.’

One thing that could be never said of Brahms, however progressive or not he was, was that he was messy. 

There is never a scrap of material that isn’t put to good use. He wrote of ‘never cooling down on a work until it 

is perfect, unassailable’. All his motivic ideas align ingeniously, often vertically as well as horizontally, in a way 

that pleased the order-seeking rationale of Arnold Schoenberg, who famously wrote, almost a century later, 

that Brahms was the true ‘progressive’ of the Romantics.

Play your students the opening movement of Brahms’s Sextet No. 2 in G, then divide them into two 
groups:

 � One side should take the side of the Viennese critics, discussing how disturbingly progressive it is.

 � The other side should be the voice of Robert Schumann, championing and defending Brahms.

https://open.spotify.com/track/2HcXsrqgKyTyCBg5clwyyx?si=WzlHmJNFQzG1XyZy7OVeig
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In his rhythmic writing, Brahms combines the appearance of freedom with underlying rigour, extending and 

contracting metrical phrases strategically and delighting in cross-rhythms (the hemiola being his favourite). In 

everything he wrote, passion is tempered by a deep respect for design.

The Intermezzos and piano miniatures written in 1893 bear witness to this balance. There is a bittersweet 

quality to them and, in the slower pieces, a desire to suspend time and linger on each chord as it unfurls. 

Brahms wrote to Clara Schumann about the Intermezzo in B flat minor, Op. 117:

‘Every bar and every note must be played as if ritardando were indicated, and one wished to draw the 

melancholy out of each one of them, and voluptuous joy and comfort out of the discords.’

The ‘discords’ in question are pretty tame – a chain of 13ths and 11ths – and yet they represented a daring 

step for Brahms. Despite being in his 60s, the composer was still reaching for new sounds. These chords were 

more about colour than function.

BRAHMS AT THE PIANO

According to biographer Michael Musgrave, Brahms’s own technique on the piano, while not consistently at 

concerto standard, reflects what a versatile musician he was, able to improvise in the style of a Bach fugue or 

transpose anything at sight into obscure keys. His students remark on:

 � The ‘adamantine rhythm’ with which he played, with crisp attack.

 � Conversely, the quality of his soft tone, ‘as transparent as a dewdrop’.

 � How ‘elastic and expansive’ his rubato was, both in his own work and others.

It’s clear he was a very able pianist, but that his favourite mode as a performer was to accompany or to 

play within a chamber group. Clara Schumann, for whom he wrote so much of his work, gives an interesting 

comment on his relationship to the piano:

‘I never gained the impression Brahms looked upon the piano as a beloved friend – he seemed more to do 

battle with it.’

Brahms dedicated the six Klavierstücke Op. 118 to Clara, marking a return to the warmth of their relationship 

that had perhaps waned in the previous decade. The pieces cohere in mood and tone, all quite measured 

in their way, with nocturnal qualities to the Intermezzos that recall the reveries of Chopin. Brahms was 60 at 

the time he wrote the pieces, four years from his death, and there is an introspective quality to the music, the 

sense of an older man looking back with deep sentiment on a life well lived. The more energetic Ballade in the 

middle of the set is the exception here.

Brahms admitted to his publisher Simrock that he did not have the energy for any larger-scale works at that 

stage. Following on from the success of his Op. 117 Intermezzos, these short works have enjoyed an enduring 

popularity, not least for their relative playability by the non-professional.

Brahms was always strategic with his key centres, and the six works of Op. 118 descend systematically from A 

to E flat. Beneath the apparent simplicity of the motifs lies a density of cross-references and rhythmic interest, 

the trademark hemiola often in the foreground. They show Brahms’s compositional ingenuity at its best – where 

complexity is perceptible without being intrusive.

INTERMEZZO IN A, OP. 118 NO. 2

This piece borrows on the lyrical style of Schumann, and is concise yet full of emotional content, almost like a 

Liebeslied. It is in ternary form, but with three variations of the main theme. This constant evolution of the theme 

is a great example of Brahms’s technique of ‘developing variation’, where everything is in constant flux. This 

again for Schoenberg was an example of his progressiveness as a musical thinker, and possibly influenced 

Schoenberg’s own miniatures, written 20 years later.

 � Note the surprise introduction of flat keys (C and F major, bars 16 and 20) in the opening section. These are 

unexpected after the tonic-dominant harmony previously, and give sudden flares of warmth.

 � The subtle flow against the bar-line here adds to the interest.

‘Without 
craftsmanship, 
inspiration is a mere 
reed shaken in the 
wind.’ Johannes 
Brahms

Clara Schumann 
refered to this 
Intermezzo as a 
‘grey pearl’.

Brahms called the 
Op. 117 Intermezzos 
the ‘cradle-songs 
of my sorrow’, 
perhaps linking 
each to episodes of 
unrequited love.
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 � The melodic ideas are linked three-note rocking motifs.

 � A general melodic principle throughout is to start with a small intervallic ambit and stretch to more expressive 

ones, eg the opening, bars 21-23 and their equivalent before the key-change.

 � The middle section has a subtle canonic dialogue between right and left hands.

 � Notice the contrast between rhapsodic flow and hymnal homophony (più lento).

 � The repeat of the A section subtly widens the intervals in the melody further, making it more expansive.

BALLADE IN G MINOR, OP. 118 NO. 3

This is the most exuberant piece in the set, a surprise burst of energy. Its short length and simple ternary form 

seem unrelated to predecessors in the genre by Chopin. Rather, the emphasis is on a swashbuckling, heroic 

aspect of the ballade. This is a dramatic short story, told with panache from centre-stage.

Notice how everything is contrasted between A and B sections:

 � Block chords compared to flowing 6ths and 3rds.

 � Melody built on up-beats compared to one that flows on the beat.

 � Flat key to bright, sharp key (G minor to B major).

 � Sharp staccato attack compared to pedaled legato with una corda.

The key motif that links the sections and provides unity is the dotted crotchet and quaver, quoted for emphasis 

in the final bars as if to make the point.

GRIEG AT THE PIANO

Grieg composed more than 300 works, and almost all of them feature the piano. He even transcribed a lot of 

his orchestral pieces for piano. As a five-year-old, he was apparently hypnotised by the keyboard, and his 

mother recorded that ‘his rapture knew no bounds’ when he used all five fingers to play a 9th chord. He was 

clearly a sensitive soul!

After his early talent had been spotted and nurtured, he was encouraged by the famous Norwegian violinist 

and composer Ole Bull to go to Leipzig to continue his studies. Both Robert and Clara Schumann had been 

engaged by Mendelssohn to teach at the newly founded conservatoire there. Grieg rebelled slightly against 

the formal Teutonic aspects to the training, but still left with special notices for both his piano-playing and 

composition. It was as a pianist, though, that he first set out to make his career.

Before a concerto performance, Grieg observed a strict ritual involving eating a rare steak three and half hours 

prior to going on stage, presumably to boost stamina. Accounts of his playing tend to focus, frustratingly, on 

his diminutive stature and vibrant shock of hair that danced as he played. We know relatively little about his 

style at the instrument – apart from deducing it through his compositions.

Rikard Nordraak, another Norwegian nationalist composer, eventually steered the young Grieg away from 

German influences and to expressing his home country through his music, mainly through tone poems and 

programmatic works. Grieg talks of this intervention as a ‘true awakening’ and pursued this new vocation as 

a nationalist composer with enthusiasm throughout his life – sometimes upsetting his European colleagues in 

the process.

One expression of this newly found nationalism was to embark on a long project of Lyric Pieces for piano. In the 

end, the project stretched over 34 years, from 1867 to 1901, resulting in ten books and 66 pieces. In each vignette, 

Grieg captures a different element of his home country. They are simple, heartfelt pieces and became very 

popular in Victorian and Edwardian England, a step up from the parlour pieces of Chaminade, Schutt and Godard.

Grieg’s gifts as a miniaturist meant he avoided long-form works. He wrote two longer works for solo piano, the 

Sonata in E minor, Op. 7, and the Ballade in G minor, Op. 21, as well as his famous Concerto – and that was 

it. It was an approach that inevitably attracted disparaging remarks from high-minded critics and composers. 

George Bernard Shaw called him a ‘musical grasshopper’, and Debussy famously referred to his shorter 

pieces as ‘pink bonbons stuffed with snow’.
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Grieg carried on undeterred, however, creating beauty out of brevity. Within the 66 Lyric Pieces are moments 

of surprising invention, including the proto-impressionism of the Ringing Bells from Op. 54, or the chromatic 

freedom of Melancholy from Op. 65.

Ravel, Bartók and even Debussy all cited such works as influential on their sound. Ravel was particularly 

explicit about the debt he owed to Grieg’s brand of pianism. There is a lack of pretension common to both 

composers’ output, and a flair for storytelling through colour alone. Grieg was not overtly concerned with 

establishing a legacy, in any case. ‘I wrote for my day and for my generation,’ he said. His publisher summed 

up Op. 54 as an ‘intimate slice of life’. Here are some features to look out for:

NORWEGIAN MARCH, OP. 54 NO. 2

The folk influences are displayed in:

 � the ornaments. Try the line without and it quickly loses its local accent.

 � the surprising shifts in harmony. No effort at elegant modulation required.

 � short ideas and figures, much repeated.

 � rustic open 5ths in the left hand.

 � simple descending scales that govern the shape of much of the material.

 � the lilt of the 6/8 meter and the off-beat accents.

 � the openness of major 7th harmonies and added 6th chords.

NOCTURNE, OP. 54 NO. 4

The homage to Chopin is clear here, in the lyricism of the line and the treatment of the left hand. This piece says 

so much in such little space. Its features include:

 � the motif of a falling 4th.

 � careful expansion of intervals in the melody.

 � expressive use of appoggiaturas and passing notes.

 � the enharmonic change into a shady Ab9 (bar 25) which, bars later, is transformed into the light of D9.

 � as with the ‘Norwegian March’, the whole compass of the keyboard is used, and colour maximised within 

each register.

 � unlike a typical Chopin Nocturne, the left hand is given more of an equal role and has more to say.

CONCLUSION

As the 19th century came to an end and Romantic conventions began to be challenged by modernist 

thinking, so the Ballades, Nocturnes and character pieces of piano composers soon began to appear fey 

and outdated. Some 20th-century figures, such as Fauré, Scriabin and Szymanowski, continued the legacy of 

such miniatures, but that reflects more on their Romantic predispositions. Composers from the 1900s on were 

looking for different vessels for their inspiration at the piano. The issue was less with the programmatic content 

and more with the fixed connotations and stereotypical forms involved. It would have been like Chopin writing 

a bourrée.

So it was that Prokofiev preferred Fugitive Visions and Sarcasms, Debussy the more open-ended Prélude 

and its improvisatory implications, or the visual significance of Images. When an older form is used, such as 

a nocturne or waltz, it was as a basis for reinvention, or for irony, or at least for contemporary comment rather 

than pure homage. Ravel and Rachmaninov are perhaps the most obvious exceptions here.

Although 20th-century piano pioneers would take the instrument in startling new directions, the innovations in 

tone and colour of Chopin and Grieg, and the sonority and structural integrity of Brahms, can still be heard. 

And they remain the touchstone for any piano miniature being written today.

https://open.spotify.com/track/3nuOdORdC8v4tgSmF3zgJj?si=PjdhepNTRpK1wkhm8Gxj0w
https://open.spotify.com/track/28FWn3w0d8QeRqrW91eGTH?si=VLKVtYBXRne5296noVFmOA

