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Ambiguous harmony in Brahms Op.119-1 (1):

Focusing on analysis of polychords and tropes

Hokuto NARUMIYA

Brahms (1833-97)'s Intermezzo in B minor of final piano pieces Vier Klavierstiicke Op.119 (1893) is
widely known for being described by Clara Schumann (1819-96) as "a gray pearl". The harmonies, as
Brahms himself wrote "teeming with dissonances", expands the framework of the accomplished functional
harmony and opens up new possibilities for harmony.

In order to clarify the "ambiguity" of harmony in Op.119-1, this paper focuses on "polychords" and
"tropes" in the analysis. Polychords are chords formed by combining a sustained bass and an upper chord.
Tropes are the translation of a chord into a chord with a different key or function, and are classified into three
types: simple tropes, enharmonic tropes, and accidental tropes.

As a result of the analysis, the following things were revealed. The polychords in Op.119-1 were mainly
formed by the 3rd degree descending motives and showed three features, individually or simultaneously:
independent 7th 9th 11th 13th chords and polychords of two chords combined and two separate individual
chords.

By the frequent use of mediant chords and the trope of diminished triad and diminished seventh and half-
diminished seventh chords, the relative keys are frequently transposed and the boundary between them are
lost. Accidental chords, chromatic scales, and parallel chords are not non-functional and are used in multiple

functionally interpretable forms based on dominant motions.
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