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Revision Notes - Romantic Piano Music – Character Pieces 

NB This is a brief guide to the Romantic piano works for A-Level. It provides some context 

and broad indicators of style for each composer and is not intended to replace the de-

tailed notes on your annotated scores.   

 

Character piece: A piece of music, usually for piano solo, expressing a single mood (e.g. 

martial, dream-like, pastoral) or a programmatic idea defined by its title. 

Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 1980. 

 

 

Context 

Due to a decline in aristocratic patronage, fewer and fewer musicians served a prince (or church) so had to make a living as a 

free agent through teaching, composing and performing. Rather than composing in most genres, like those before, compos-

ers of the 19th century were at liberty to compose as they desired, often finding a niche through specialisation e.g. for Chopin 

and Liszt it was virtuoso piano works.  

The middle classes were growing in size and influence. The industrial revolution mechanised manufacturing, drawing people 

from the country to work in factories, thus giving the middle classes more leisure time. Leisure was a sign of status, therefore 

music was a means of displaying your wealth. Middle and upper class women and girls were expected to stay at home and 

pursue feminine accomplishments such as music and needlework, away from the harsh world of work assigned to men. This 

created great demand for music composition and printing. Alongside this, innovations in manufacturing increased the availa-

bility of pianos. 

Chopin and Liszt partly supported themselves by teaching the piano to wealthy women. Teachers were demanding, expecting 

several hours of practise a day, keeping young ladies occupied but also helping some to achieve astonishing fluency. 

 

Fryderyk Chopin (1810-1849) 

Composed almost exclusively for piano. His entire output comprises about 200 solo piano pieces, 6 works for piano and or-

chestra (composed for him to perform as a young virtuoso), 20 songs and 4 chamber works.  

His piano writing appealed to many, writing pieces suitable for both amateurs e.g. Nocturnes, and more advanced players e.g. 

Ballades.  

 

Etudes 

Wrote 27 in two periods, 1829-1832 and 1832-37. They are intended to develop technique, each piece addressing a different 

skill. Chopin’s were among the first to contain significant artistic content, often being played in concert, thus inaugurating the 

Concert Etude.  

 

Preludes 

Less virtuosic then the Etudes, but still address specific performance problems. They demonstrate his inventiveness with fig-

urations and mastery of chromaticism e.g. E minor No.4.  
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Waltzes, Marzurkas and Polonaises 

Often composed for his students and dedicated to them when published. They were suitable for players of limited skill. 

Waltzes – evoke the ballrooms of Vienna 

Polonaise – An aristocratic dance in 3/4 usually marked by   on the first beat. 

Mazuraka – A Polish folk dance that by Chopin’s time had become an urban ballroom dance popular among high society in 

Paris as well as in Poland. Again in ¾ but with frequent accents on the second or third beat e.g. op 7 No 1 in B flat.  

 

 

 

The melodies are often more instrumental than vocal displaying elements of Polish folk music e.g. trills, grace notes, large 

leaps, and slurs starting on the final semiquaver of the bar, imitating folk bowing.  

 

Nocturne 

Chopin’s initial conception of the Nocturne owes much to the Irish pianist-composer John field (1782-1837) who invented the 

genre, and Polish pianist-composer Maria Szymanowska (1789-1831); both composers were active in St Petersberg. All three 

composers drew inspiration from the vocal Nocturne – a piece for two or more voices with piano or harp accompaniment. 

The Nocturne was essentially a song without words.  

The style of the Nocturne draws on the Bel Canto vocal style of Bellini’s opera arias (see Dopo l’oscuro nembo) 

 

Similarities between the vocal Nocturne and the piano Nocturne include: 

Parallel thirds and sixths 

Wide leads 

Triplets, quintuplets and septuplets 

Cadenza-like passagework in the R.H. against steady semiquavers in the L.H. 

“A graceful and sweet melody, tender and mysterious, simple phrases, harmony that is not elaborate, but full, mellow 

and without triviality; these are the qualities that should be encountered in the nocturne”. Castil-Blaze on the quali-

ties of the Nocturne 

 

 

Ballades and Scherzos 

These pieces are longer and more demanding than his other single movement piano works. Chopin, along with Clara Schu-

mann was one of the first to use the term Ballade for an instrumental piece. It is applied to instrumental music (usually for 

solo piano) that has a narrative content. Chopin wrote four Ballades and they are believed to have been inspired by the works 

of Polish poet Adam Mickiewicz, though little evidence exists to support this claim.  
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Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) 

During the latter part of the 19th century, an interest in music of the past developed composers’ music. Most of the scholars 

responsible for this were German, who were mainly interested in German composers, linking the revival of past music to na-

tionalism. Audiences now had the opportunity to hear music both new and old, a feature that until this point was absent from 

the performing tradition. Some composers were rather backward looking. For example, Brahms competed with the classical 

masters on their own ground, writing symphonies and chamber works worthy of Beethoven, and piano pieces like Schubert, 

Schumann and Chopin. Others, like Wagner and Liszt moved towards genres of a programmatic nature.  

 

Brahms developed a highly individual piano style characterised by full sonority: 

Broken chords 

Frequent doubling of the melodic line in octaves, thirds and sixths 

Multiple double/triple appoggiaturas 

Frequent use of cross-rhythms 

 

Like Chopin, Brahms was one of the rare composers of the late 19th century who wrote music both accessible to the amateur 

performer but still interesting for the connoisseur. In addition to this, Brahms was a lover of song, giving rise to many song-like 

melodies in his music, very much like Chopin.  

 

Edvard Grieg (1843-1907) 

Whilst the Mighty Five were forging a distinct Russian idiom, Grieg was writing a series of songs, short piano pieces and orches-
tral suites that emulated the modal melodies and harmonies as well as native dance rhythms of his native Norway. His Peer 
Gynt and Slåtter (Peasant dances) are prime examples. His piano style, with its delicate grace notes and mordents, owes some-
thing to Chopin, but the all-pervading influence in his music in that of Norwegian folk songs and dances. This is reflected in his 
modal turns of melody and harmony: 

Lydian raised 4th 

Aeolian lowered 7th 

Alternative major/minor 3rd 

Drones in the bass/middle voices 

Combination of 3/4 and 6/8 rhythm (vertical hemiola, also known as sesquialtera) 

 

A Hardanger Fiddle 

 

Not all of Grieg’s music in nationalist. He studied at the Leipzig Conservatory and thoroughly absorbed the tradition of Men-

delssohn and Schumann represented there e.g. his piano concerto in A minor is modelled on Schumann’s A minor concerto. 

1Borodin, Balakirev, Cui, Mussorsky, Rimsky-Korsakov 

2 Peer Gynt was a play to which Grieg wrote incidental music. The Slåtter are a series of original tunes played on the Hardanger 
Fiddle, heard and transcribed by Johan Halvorsen (a Norwegian composer) and arranged by Grieg.    
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Chopin  

Nocturne in E minor 

Typical – one mood throughout, use of cantabile melody.   

Tempo, Metre and Rhythm  

Andante tempo 

Typically interpreted with tempo rubato 

Stylistic directions – espressivo b.2 

Great variety of rhythm in r.h. – improvisatory flourishes (particularly on weak beats) 

Cross rhythms frequently appear b. 4 

 

Melody 

Return of theme A b. 31-38 - extensive use of melodic decoration harking back to Bel Canto e.g. acciaccatura b. 2 grupetti 

b.33, wide ranging rapidly descending arpeggio of dim 7th b. 3 

Harmony 

Key: E minor 

Modulates to dominant in b22 to prepare for a diversion in the key centre in b. 23 (Theme B) 

Essentially diatonic harmonies with many extended chords for interest e.g. b.8 l.h. arpeggio.   

Use of the diminished 7th chord e.g. b.34 

 

Texture 

Broken chords with ‘c’ appoggiatura blurring clarity of the harmonic progression 

Use of octaves e.g. b. 10  

Dense chords e.g. b.27 on repetition of theme B 

Parallel 3rds – b 29 

 

 

Dynamics and Articulation 

Mostly legato  

Some use of accents e.g. b. 21 

Staccato b. 41 

Sonority 

Use of sustain pedal 
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Structure 

Simple ABAB form with short 3 bar Coda at end 

b. 1 introduction of L.H. broken chord accompaniment 

b.2-9 Theme A 

b.10-17 Variation of theme A with octaves in R.H. 

b.18-22 Interlude – modulatory to get to B major 

bar 23- 30 Theme B – 4 bar phrase repeated with variation 

b.31-38 Ornamented variation on Theme A – 4th beat ornamented with runs/turns decreasing in note value with each appear-

ance. R.H. alternates between long notes and rapid flourishes – typical. 

 

 

 

 

Ballade in F Major 

Typical – use of contrasting sections through differing musical elements.   

Tempo, Metre and Rhythm  

Stark contrasts of rhythm between two section  

Section A: Andantino 6/8 dotted siciliano rhythm evokes pastoral thoughts - cf Handel He Shall Feed His Flock 

‘stretto piu mosso’ to link A2 to B2 

Section B: Presto con fuoco in 6/8 with much use of cross rhythm, syncopation and an ‘agitato’ direction in B1 for added unrest 

Melody 

Section A: Largely step-wise. Mostly in the R.H.  

Section B: Wide spanning, virtuosic runs in the right hand. Not song-like at all.   

Harmony 

Largely diatonic with much use of chromaticism, suspensions and modulations 

Section A: F major 

A = 98 suspension b.26 (G-A) 

A = b. 17-21 harmonic sequence  

A1 = pivot note to change key b.118 

A1= lots of diminished 7th chords – typical 1332 -135 
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Section B: A minor 

B = lots of unprepared dissonances in L.H. b.50-51  

Texture 

Section A: Very homophonic – hymn-like  

Section B: Very polyphonic – very frenetic and tumultuous  

Dynamics and Articulation 

A = sotto voce (in an undertone), pp, crescendo and diminuendo, smorzando (dying away),   

B = ff  

Accents b. 155 L.H. 

Sonority 

Use of sustain pedal- typical of Romantic piano music 

Contrasting use of range between sections: Section A = mostly 4 voice chords, Section B = many octaves and densely voiced 

chord in R.H. 

Structure 

Section A b.1-45 Andantino: calm, pastoral siciliano rhythm 

Section B b.46-81 Presto con fuoco (Quickly with fire!)  

Section A1 b.82-140 Tempo primo (Andantino) 

Section B1 b.141-1971 Presto con fuoco  

Codetta 1972 –end Tempo Primo 

Brahms 

 Intermezzo in A Major  

Typical Brahms – full sonority, dense texture, irregular use of metre.   

Tempo, Rhythm and Metre 

Contains many tempo directions: Andante Teneramente, rit., piu lento 

b.163-23 – Metric displacement by 2 beats – accent on beat 3 not 1. Very Brahmsian. Also irregular phrase structures. More in 

b.383-442. 

b.29 cross rhythm in R.H. against L.H. 

b.443-462 hemiola metre=2+2+2, not 3+3 as expected.  

b.49 use of cross rhythms between L.H. and R.H. 2 against 3. 

Melody 

Contour of first three notes used motivically 

b. 33-42 doubling of melodic line in 6ths 

b.25-28: Rising chromatic melody in combination with crescendo = building intensity.  

b.343-35 opening melody inverted 

b.49-54 much imitation between R.H. and L.H. 
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Harmony  

b.1 A major (Tonic) 

b.49 F# minor (relative minor)  

b.57 F# major (tonic major of relative minor) 

b.76 A major (Tonic)  

Texture 

b.10 – arpeggiando to facilitate large stretch and make texture denser 

b. 57-59 - Hymn like texture – doubling in octaves=characteristic. Chords of 6 notes or more.  

Dynamics and articulation 

Many dynamics and stylistic directions e.g. dolce, espressivo, calando, crescendo, diminuendo 

Sonority 

b.57 – change of timbre – una corda pedal (left pedal on piano) 

Structure 

An over-arching ternary form (ABA) but each larger section contains smaller subsections. 

Section A 

b.1 subsection A 

b.93 subsection A1 (repeat of A) 

b.163 subsection B  

b.25 subsection C 

b.343 subsection B1 

 

Section B 

b.49 subsection D 

b.57 subsection E 

b.643 subsection D1 

 

Section A 

b.763 subsection A 

b.843 subsection B 

b.93 subsection C 

b.1023 subsection A1 

b.1063 subsection B1 
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Ballade in G minor 

Typical Ballade – use of contrasting sections through differing musical elements.   

Tempo, Rhythm and Metre 

Crotchet/dotted minim harmonic rhythm in the opening bars. Increased harmonic rhythm at b. 34-b.5 (twice as fast as previous 

two bars)  

Melody 

b.24 Melodic decoration- accented passing notes 

b.6-10 essentially an outline of descending a Gm melodic scale.  

b.113 Use of notes of melodic decoration – L.H. F natural (first note of bar) = Appogiatura  

 

Harmony 

b.24-5 outlines circle of fifths progression 

Use of secondary dominant (A major) b.42 to land on dominant.  

b. 104 Modulation to relative major of subdominant minor (Eb). Melodic material based around opening motif. 

b. 32 Transition to section B uses G (tonic pedal) beneath I7, iv and viio7 to create some harmonic instability, settling on I7b 

chord in b.36. He then uses the 3rd of the chord (b natural) as a pivot note to B major (median of tonic major). Subtly introduc-

es section B melody in the middle of the texture (uses initial minor 3rd). Section B is an opportunity to explore a new melody 

and distant keys. 

 

b.52-56 Brief return of section A melody, outlining a D# melodic minor scale. Distant to home of G minor! Very Romantic. D# 

minor = relative minor of dominant of this section (Tonic of section B = B major. Dominant = F# major. Relative minor = D# mi-

nor).   

 

Texture 

b.27 melody doubled in octaves and 6ths for textural variety. 

b.69 Arpeggiando to facilitate large stretches and fill out the texture with rich sonorities.  

Dynamics and Articulation 

Staccato bass and chords accompany a strident, accented melody 

b.41 theme B is characterised by a dotted, legato R.H. melody in 3rds and 6ths, accompanied by wide spanning L.H. quaver 

arpeggios.  

Sonority 

Frequent use of sustain pedal 

Structure 

b.0 Section A – Fiery G minor melody in the R.H. accompanied by insistent, staccato chords 

b.41 Section B – flowing melody in 6ths and thirds in the distant key of B major  

b.52-56 – brief return of section A melody for 4 bars 

b. 724 Transition to Section A. Calmly quotes melody of section A until return proper at b. 764. 

b. 108 – Coda – taken from material in b. 32.   
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Grieg 

Norwegian March 

Heavily influenced by folk music traditions e.g. simple, diatonic melodies making great use of step-wise motion and drones. 

Tempo, Rhythm and Metre 

Allegro Marcato 

Much use of ‘vertical hemiola’ (cross-rhythm)– superimposition of 6/8 in L.H. and 3/4 in R.H – very like The Skuldal Bride from 

Slåtter. Folk influence.   

b.78 Rhythmical fragment of main them featuring the prominent vertical hemiola (cross-rhythm) Melody 

b. Grace notes – ornamented melody – very much like a folk tune decoration.  

Harmony 

b. 1-5 Tonic pedal – very like a drone on a folk fiddle – folk influence 

b. 26 – use of ‘open 5ths’ as a drone – folk influence – like Hardanger fiddle. Also seen in lots of other Grieg Piano music com-

pare The Skuldal Bride. 

b. 27 alternating major and minor thirds in a D7 chord over a G and D double pedal.  

b. 29-37 Use of circle of fifths progression 

b.45-52 – descending sequence of suspensions in R.H. – Alternating 53 and 42 chords. 

b.68 Typically Romantic tertiary modulation (tertiary = by a third. C – Ab = major third) – Flattened submediant.  

Texture 

Largely melody dominated homophony i.e. chords accompanying a melody. The melody and accompaniment swap hands fre-

quently.   

b.602 Lots of doubled octaves to reinforce the melody in the L.H. 

b.69 Rich chordal sonorities in the bass accented with staccati and accents evoke a marching drum. Characterful.  

Dynamics and Articulation 

b. 3 Use of Staccato makes for a light feel to contrast the legato main melody.  

b. 3 Accents are used in the R.H. to enforce the 34 metre set against the written 68 metre.  

 

Sonority 

b. 40 High tessitura = change of sonority to previous 39 bars 

Structure 

Not much contrast here as the sections are signposted by a change in pitch: 

b.1 - Low 

b. 402 – High 

b. 60 – Low 

b. 107 – High 

b. 127 – Low 
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Notturno 

Very contrasting to the Norwegian March. Harmony very influenced by Wagner. Much linear chromaticism and a number of 

extended chords.  

Tempo, Rhythm and Metre 

Section A is in an expansive 98 metre marked Andante. Section B is in a more driven 68 marked piu mosso. This then leads back 

to the repetition of the Andante A section. 

Melody 

b.1-2 Use of descending chromatic scale from tonic to dominant of home key under a major third C-E in the L.H. This causes a 

blurring of tonality, especially when mixed with the R.H. and L.H. A in b.2. 

b.4 Use of his ‘Grieg Motif’ decorates the tonality blurring melody of b.2. 

Cantabile R.H. melody 

Harmony 

b.5-9 bassline descends chromatically like opening two bars but with tripled note values. The harmonic outline here is that of a 

very chromatic cycle of fifths. 

Deeply chromatic harmony – Grieg heard Wagner’s Ring Cycle with it deeply chromatic harmonies.  

Extended chords make for very colourful chordal sonorites e.g. half diminished 7th b. 6, b.13 includes flat 6th and 9th, both of 

which resolve downwards onto chord tones G major (dominant).   

b. 123 makes use of a borrowed chord – ii half dim 7 taken from G minor – G major is the new tonic at this point.  

b.15-17 repeated a minor third higher in b.18-20 = tertiary modulation  

Lots of extended chords- dominant 9th s and 11th s that don’t resolve as expected – very colourful 

b.27 use of secondary dominant 9th (V9/V in C major) –D9  

b.31-33 Unresolved dominant 11th chord left floating rather like Wagner’s opening Tristan chord  

Texture 

Section A characterised by R.H. cantabile melody and L.H. accompaniment featuring an ostinato. Here the ostinato is character-

ised by syncopated chords.   

Dynamics and Articulation 

Lots of dynamic directions often paired with increasing harmonic direction (see section B) 

Sonority 

b.21- Una corda  

Use of sustain pedal throughout.  

Structure 

A b.1-14 Cantabile melody accompanied by rich chords  

Link b.15-20 A moment of stillness – slower harmonic rhythm with a delicate, birdcall-like melody in R.H. 

B b.21-33 A sense of forward motion with faster rhythms and tempo. 

A b.34-54 Return to cantabile melody and richly chromatic chords, this time with b.43-48 being b.9-13 transposed up a 4th to C 

major. 

Coda b.55 to end – comprising material from the link section  


