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Abstract 

 

Amelioration, Attrition, and Reflexivity: New Narrative Discursive 

Strategies in Robert Schumann’s Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73 

 

Sarah Mendes, M. Music 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2021 

 

Supervisor: Marianne Wheeldon 

 

In this report, I expand Byron Almén’s narratological discursive strategies 

by adding three new strategies to clarify different actantial profiles in Robert 

Schumann’s Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73. By drawing upon the works of Almén 

and Robert Hatten, I formulate the strategies of amelioration, attrition, and 

reflexive. Following methodological concerns, I explore various applications of 

discursive strategies in conjunction with these new strategies in each movement. 

In the first movement discursive strategies are employed in a tragic archetype, 

and thus outside the comedic archetype that Almén presents discursive 

strategies in. Amelioration, drawn from Hatten’s gestural work, is the discursive 

strategy I suggest for the first movement. The second movement explores 

attrition, a new strategy Almén posits in the comedic archetype but that he never 

analyzes in A Theory of Musical Narrative. Finally, I incorporate narrative phases, 

another strategy of Almén’s, with a reflexive discursive strategy to show the 

interaction between discursive strategies and other forms of analysis. These three 

strategies may be used to provide more nuanced narrative interpretations. 
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Introduction and Methodology 
 

In A Theory of Musical Narrative, Byron Almén expands upon James Liszka’s four 

narrative archetypes.1 In order to make more precise comparisons and to provide a 

more nuanced narrative, Almén explores three discursive strategies within the comedic 

archetype—emergence, epiphany, and synthesis—and proposes a fourth strategy of 

comic attrition. In doing so, one is able to paint a more elaborate narrative picture than 

the identification of archetypes would allow for. In this paper, I demonstrate three new 

discursive strategies, one of which is attrition and the others of my own design, 

focusing specifically on Robert Schumann’s Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73.  

I will use the narratological approach of Almèn in combination with the semiotic 

approach of Robert Hatten to create a narrative analysis of this work.2 Ultimately, the 

ability to form a narrative is solely reliant on the listener's awareness of specific musical 

cues such as key areas, musical topics3, and dynamics. For example, sonata form is not 

dependent upon text to convey the internal conflict between primary and secondary 

key areas of the exposition that is expected to resolve in the recapitulation when both 

themes return in the tonic key. The listener must contrast events (oppositions in the 

music) and make connections over a temporal frame so that text is not needed. A tool 

used to identify these oppositions is the concept of markedness, defined by Hatten as 

“The asymmetrical valuation of an opposition. For musical meaning, markedness of 

structural oppositions with markedness of (expressive or other) oppositions among 

 
1 Byron Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008). 
2 Ibid.; Robert S. Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven: Markedness, Correlation, and Interpretation 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994). 
3 Originally a concept set forth by Leonard Ratner in Classic Music: Expression, Form, and Style and 
expanded on by Hatten 
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cultural units.”4 The fundamental opposition of major and minor modes is one such 

example that is best interpreted by Hatten as the correlation of major as unmarked and 

minor as marked.  

Almèn discusses the application of these ideas to narrative by borrowing 

Hatten’s concept of markedness in his positioning of order and transgression against 

each other. Order is represented by unmarked elements, while marked elements in the 

music represent transgression. Almén states that “Determining markedness in the 

specific context of narrative interpretation is thus equivalent to determining what the 

narrative transgression is.”5  

Occurring conjunctly with markedness, is rank value: “The relative value of the 

distinctive features of a semantic unit in relation to other units within the signifying 

system (Liszka 1989: 68 – 70).”6 A musical gesture, whether that be marked or 

unmarked, then may be seen as more or less dominant than those around it. Together, 

rank value and markedness are manipulated to achieve a particular end. When 

markedness and rank value change within the temporal frame of the music, the conflict 

is interpreted by the listener via transvaluation. 

 

 
4 Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven, 291. 
5 Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, 53. 
6 Ibid., 230. 
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Reproduction of Hatten’s Figure 3.2 from “Musical Meaning in Beethoven.” 

Once elements have been defined as either order or transgression, a second 

process must take place, that of transvaluation, "a process by which meaning emerges 

via the reconfiguration of simultaneous and successive relationships between musical 

elements in the course of temporal succession, as perceived or conceived by the 

listener."7 In other words, the interaction between order and transgression is mapped 

out over the temporal course of the piece. The process of transvaluation even plays into 

Almén’s definition of a musical narrative: “the process through which the listener 

perceives and tracks a culturally significant transvaluation of hierarchical relationships 

within a temporal span.”8 These hierarchical relationships within the work are 

evaluated as having a positive or negative connotation dependent upon the listener, 

and how these relationships change and engage with interpreted conflict is either 

positively or negatively viewed, depending on rank value by the listener 

(transvaluated). Further, it is the interpreted interaction between two elements, not the 

elements themselves, that creates the possibility for a musical narrative, and depends on 
 

7 Ibid., 66. 
8 Ibid., 12. 
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the cultural awareness of the listener. A narrative is thus determined by the listener’s 

awareness of the hierarchy (order) and their identification of the disturbance of said 

hierarchy (transgression).  

From the possible outcomes of certain oppositions, four narrative archetypes are 

listed by Almèn, which he borrows from Northrop Frye’s 1957 book Anatomy of 

Criticism. Frye’s four narrative archetypes are romance (triumph of an ideal element), 

tragedy (downfall of ideal element), irony (no heroic elements), and comedy (ideal 

element establishes a new order). While Frye did not intend the use of his model 

outside of literature, Lizska took Frye's model and applied it to musical narrative, still 

retaining the same four categories but concentrating on the emphasis of victory or 

defeat within the concepts of transgression and order. 

Romance: The victory of an order-imposing hierarchy over its transgression (victory + 
order) 

Tragedy: The defeat of transgression by an order-imposing hierarchy (defeat + 
transgression) 

Irony: The defeat of an order-imposing hierarchy by a transgression (defeat + order) 

Comedy: The victory of a transgression over an order-imposing hierarchy (victory + 
transgression) 

Table 1. Liszka’s Four Narrative Archetypes 
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Figure 1. Reproduction of Almén’s Figure 1 from “Narrative Archetypes: A Critique, 
Theory, and Method of Narrative Analysis.”10 

 Three processes arise with narrative analysis: first, identify the elements that 

correlate with order and transgression; second, examine how the correlations and 

influences work against each other on a temporal model; and third, decide whether the 

order or transgression earns the listener's sympathy. Determining which element wins 

the sympathy of the listener is subjective and dependent upon Western cultural 

competency, so there is a possibility to argue for any of the four categories effectively. 

The flexibility inscribed does not make the theory any less valuable than any other 

theory, but instead allows for a listener, analyst, or performer to insert themselves, their 

agency, into the work. Further, like any music analysis, there may be differing analyses, 

some more convincing than others. While the decision between victory or defeat is 

decidedly subjective, individual archetypes have certain markers as will be discussed in 

each analysis. Moreover, a narrative analysis is dependent upon this concept of rank 

valued transvaluation by each individual listener. 

 
10 Almén, “Narrative Archetypes: A Critique, Theory, and Method of Narrative Analysis,” 14.  
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 Discursive strategies are a set of inductive strategies used to provide a more 

nuanced narrative interpretation and to allow for greater comparisons between works. 

These provide actantial templates that achieve a specific transvaluative result by 

tracking rank value across a temporal span. Three strategies -- epiphany, emergence, 

and synthesis -- are discussed by Almén and he posits a fourth one, attrition, in his 

conclusion. For example, a strategy of emergence would exhibit that “the transgressive 

element gradually and steadily acquires a higher rank value until the transvaluative 

result had been achieved.”11 Almén uses Debussy’s L’isle joyeuse to demonstrate this 

strategy when the third theme eventually emerges and anticipates its own resolution in 

the apotheosis. Such a reading provides a closer narrative examination of L’isle joyeuse 

than the sole identification of a comedic archetype would provide. Instead, perhaps 

other works featuring an emergent discursive strategy may be compared across 

archetypes or against other works of Debussy. The importance of these strategies is that 

it does not paint such a black-and-white picture of narrative theory where anything and 

everything can be reduced down to four archetypes. Discursive strategies, among 

others that Almén discusses, play a vital role in bringing nuance and color to the 

otherwise straightforward picture painted with the use of archetypes in a narrative 

analysis.  

 
11 Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, 188. 



 7 

 

Discursive Strategies Outside the Comedic Archetype: Tragedy and 
Amelioration in Zart und mit Ausdruck 

Almén’s three discursive strategies discussed above were solely applied within 

the comedic archetype. He does not delve further into their applications to other 

archetypes aside from this statement in the conclusion of Chapter 8 in reference to the 

comparative powers of discursive strategies: “the articulation of discursive strategies 

within any or all of the archetypal categories allows for the comparison of large numbers of 

narrative realizations.”12 In order to include the other archetypes, more discursive 

strategies will need to emerge from the music. On this, Almén notes that “The sheer 

variety of musical narrative realizations makes it unlikely that a complete and all-

inclusive taxonomy could be designed.”13 This is not to say that such an endeavor 

would not prove fruitful due to the impossibility of completing some sort of taxonomy, 

but rather to highlight the flexibility inscribed in the development of such inductive 

strategies.  

In the first movement of Robert Schumann’s Drei Fantasiestücke op. 73, I present a 

tragic archetype, where transgression is defeated by the undesired order by means of 

the discursive strategy of amelioration. Inspired by Hatten’s use of gestural 

amelioration, I argue that amelioration may also be used on a larger scale as a 

discursive strategy.14 By definition, amelioration means to make better or more 

tolerable. One could define the strategy of amelioration, in which the transgressive 

defeat is achieved by way of the bettering of transgressive elements by the undesired 

 
12 Byron Almèn, A Theory of Musical Narrative (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), 221. Italics 
added. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Robert Hatten, Interpreting Musical Gestures, Topics, and Tropes (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2004), 255, 258, 319. 
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order. In other words, the undesired order defeats the desired transgression by 

“correcting” the markedness of the desired transgressive elements. An actantial profile 

for amelioration would contain a process of intensification and decay: the rank value in 

one element increases before being overtaken completely by the opposing element 

towards the end of the narrative. 

Op. 73. Following Almén and Hatten, I interpret Robert Schumann's Drei 

Fantasiestücke (Zart und mit Ausdruck) as a tragic narrative archetype through the 

discursive strategy of amelioration. In Zart und mit Ausdruck, the order-imposing 

hierarchy is represented by metrical consonance,15 A pitch centricity and closely related 

keys, the major mode, melodic movement from scale degree b6 - 5, and perfect authentic 

cadences. Transgression is represented by metrical dissonance,16 distantly related keys 

to A (especially bVI), the minor mode, a yearning gesture (scale degree 5-b6),17 and 

abandoned, evaded, or elided authentic cadences. It is worth noting that A minor, the 

tonic of the movement, is both an element of order and transgression; it embodies the 

pitch center of A (order) while simultaneously occupying the marked minor mode 

(transgression). 

Yet, why would one desire to hear the minor mode as desired and in such a 

positive light? Are we not supposed to associate the minor mode with melancholy? 

These questions neglect an essential element of markedness theory: “one term of an 

opposition does not necessarily have a fixed meaning.” 18 Under Peircean theory, a 

 
15 Harold Krebs, Fantasy Pieces: Metrical Dissonance in the Music of Robert Schumann (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1999). 
16 Ibid. 
17 Robert S. Hatten, Interpreting Musical Gestures, Topics, and Tropes (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2004), 228.  
18 Ibid., 15. 
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correlation may only be understood as meaningful through its context.19 In the context 

of my interpretation of Zart und mit Ausdruck, a fantasy piece, that which defines a 

fantasy is its negation of societal norms.20 In this instance, desire for marked 

transgression and its elements – usually left undesired in other genres – defines a 

unique contextual position, one in which the listener desires to break free from the 

unmarked. It is this “freedom of action” inscribed within the fantasy genre that allows 

for correlations that appear culturally engendered as melancholic to be reinterpreted. 

Furthermore, my correlation of the minor mode as desired transgression comports well 

within the context of fantasy. 

 

Order (-) Transgression (+) 

Metrical consonance  Metrical dissonance  

Tonic key of A and closely related keys distantly related keys (especially bVI) 

b6 – 5 gesture 5 – b6 gesture (yearning) 

Perfect authentic cadences Abandoned, evaded, or elided cadences 

Table 2. Order and Transgression in the first movement 

 

Formal area A B A Codetta  

Measure 

Key area 

mm. 1-26 

i à iv à III 

mm. 26-37 

bVI 

mm. 37-57 

i à iv ài 

mm. 57-69 

i à I 

Table 3. Form in the first movement 

 
19 Ibid. 
20 Matthew Head, “Fantasia and Sensibility,” in The Oxford Handbook of Topic Theory, ed. Danuta Mirka 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 259 – 278. 
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Example 1.1. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, first movement, 

 measures 1 - 9 

The movement begins in A minor and features metrical dissonance (3:2) and 

melodic 5 – b6 motion throughout the A section. Readily apparent by m. 2 is the desired 

metrical dissonance between the soloist and pianist with the soloist featuring duple 

division of the beat against the piano’s triple division performed. The triplet figures 

never develop their own melodic line and are relegated as accompaniment figures 



 11 

instead. They are denied development due to the oppressiveness of the duple 

subdivision but exist under the surface to create a constant sense of struggle.  

Initiating each phrase of the A section (mm. 1 and 6) are pitches E – F (5 – b6), a 

yearning gesture that never resolves. It does not resolve in the sense that one would 

commonly expect b6 to resolve to 5. Instead, b6 carries on to anything but back to 5 

further emphasizing a yearning for resolution. Each iteration is also accompanied by a 

hair pin further emphasizing the marked transgressive quality of this gesture.  

After establishing the key of A minor, both a transgressive and order imposing 

element at the same time, a complete solidification of this key is denied in m. 8. While 

an IAC occurs in m.6, it does not wholly confirm the key as one would find satisfaction 

in a PAC. Contextually, the listener expects the key of A minor (i) to progress to the 

relative major, C Major (III), yet the preparation of a cadence in A minor in m.8 is 

interrupted by a modulation to D minor (iv), a transgressively minor and distantly 

related key that usurps the order of the movement, acts as a surprise, an act of violation, 

and a questioning of the order-imposing hierarchy. This act of violation and 

questioning further fixes the interpretation of distantly related keys as desired within a 

fantasy due the generic expectation of fantasies to feature wandering keys. Yet, the D 

minor section (mm.8-16) does not develop entirely, as it interrupts and steals the 

cadence from A minor, which results in lacking independence of motivic development 

within the new key area (iv), akin to a fantasy’s improvisational motives. The expected 

order-imposing mediant key (C major) arrives in m. 17, halting the transgression’s 

progress. However, the new key of C major is never successfully solidified with a PAC 

in C major. There is a cadence in C major in mm. 20 - 21, but it is ultimately undermined 

by an IAC in C major, complicated by a sudden silence of the solo part and phrase 
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elision in the piano. Such an incompleteness of cadential closure recenters the desired 

transgression within the A section. 

 

Example 1.2. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, first movement,  

measures 16 - 22 

Thus far, the A section has presented the opening arguments for both the desired 

transgression and the undesired order. A conflict arises naturally from the 

amalgamation of the pitch center A (order) and the minor mode (transgression). 

Metrical dissonance is highlighted throughout creating a desired sense of unrest within 

the fantasy. The transgressive yearning gesture is poignant in its lack of resolution, 

emphasized by phrasal placement and dynamic markings. Further, a lack of authentic 

cadential closure throughout highlights transgression’s salience. In combination with 

the tonal wandering from i to iv, transgression is further raised in rank value. However, 

the closely related key of C major (III), an element of undesired order, ends the A 
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section. In terms of rank value, transgression seems to saturate the A section – lack of 

authentic cadential closure, yearning gesture, metrical dissonance, minor mode – and 

acquire a higher rank value, leaving the undesired order clinging to the A section’s C 

major ending and a relatively lower rank value. The oppositions set up in this section 

exist in a state of play throughout the whole movement and also construct the 

transgressions that the undesired order seeks to correct via amelioration at the end of 

the movement. 

 The B section of the movement furthers the conflict between the undesired order 

and desired transgression. Most notable aurally is the modulation to F major (bVI), a 

most distant key from the tonal center of A. However, this key is also major in mode, an 

unmarked order imposing element. Again, we see the combination of the unmarked 

major mode and the marked pitch center F. What is most interesting about this tragic 

fantasy, an oddity in itself, is the fusion of the pitch center and mode disguise the 

ensuing tragic ending and defeat of desired transgression behind a veil of fantasy. 

Normally, bVI is the epitome of fantasy, a remote key area that McClary cites as a 

“never-never land key,” an escape from order imposing constraints. 21 Yet, the 

amalgamation of F (transgression) and the major mode (order) in this specific 

movement hide the sinister ending of order’s tragic amelioration of the transgressive 

elements. In what should sound like the most fantastical section of the movement, in 

fact, lurks veiled threats to the desired transgression. 

These threats upon the fantastical occur in the reversal of transgressive E – F (5 –

b6) to the order imposing F – E; the unmarked resolution (b6 - 5) is attained. While 

melodic motion of these two pitches is centered in the A section, here the root motion 
 

21 Susan McClary, Feminine Endings: Music, Gender, and Sexuality (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2002), 93. 
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takes precedence; measures 29 – 33 oscillate between I and vii°7, root motion from E to 

F. Further complicating the conflict between order and transgression is the modulation 

back to A minor beginning in m. 34. In order to preserve the previous order imposing F 

- E motion, the key of F major should resolve to E major (V). However, a return to A 

minor seems to thwart an unmarked resolution from F to E by moving back to the tonic. 

An additional possibility is to see the V chord in m. 37 as said resolution, a point further 

emphasized by the V7/V in m. 35, a texturally prominent chord due to dynamic 

markings and metric placement. Yet, this progression is still contained within A minor 

and the V chord in m. 37 is elided with the beginning of the following A section, thus 

weakening the interpretation of the V chord as the resolution from F to E. A lack of 

authentic cadential closure also benefits transgression in this B section as the cascading 

dialogue between the soloist and pianist easily elides with the return of the A section. 

Lastly, the same ratio of metrical dissonance (3:2), an element of the desired 

transgression, is readily audible throughout this section between the right (duple) and 

left hands (triple) of the piano and also between the soloist (duple) and left hand (triple) 

of the piano. 

The B section plays a particularly capricious role within the narrative trajectory; 

it appears patently fantastical with metrical dissonance, a bVI key, and lack of cadential 

resolution. In addition to these fantastical characteristics, the minor mode returns in 

mm. 35 – 37 to cue the return of the A section. However, lurking beyond surface level 

phenomena lies the order imposing hierarchy and its need to correct or ameliorate 

transgression via the reversal of the yearning gesture, major mode, and A pitch center 

towards the end. If one was to do a tally of order and transgression, it would appear 

close – 4 salient elements of transgression versus 3 salient elements of order. The 
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amelioration in the final sections of this movement is foreshadowed here via the 

correction of the yearning gesture, major mode, and A pitch center. Order begins to 

reign in any transgressive figures to begin the amelioration process starting in the 

return of the A section. D minor still interrupts the cadence in A minor in m.45 as it did 

in the first A section, but instead of moving to C major after the sequencing, it returns to 

A minor in m. 53. What would seem to be a correction by order in other formal contexts 

(secondary theme in the recapitulation of a sonata form) is not a correction here due to 

the joint role that A minor plays as both order (A pitch centricity) and transgression 

(minor mode). However, this return is not solidified by authentic cadential closure. 
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Example 1.3. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, first movement,  

measures 26 - 40 
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Example 1.4. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, first movement,  

measures 53 – end 
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The much sought-after PAC in A seems to appear in mm. 56 -57 but features 

some complications that deny order the chance to ameliorate the evaded, elided, and 

failed cadences of transgression’s past. As a performer, I felt compelled to bring out the 

Gs – A in mm. 56- 57 to accentuate the return to A minor. However, Schumann instructs 

both the pianist and soloist to decrescendo on this resolution as the piano drives 

straight into the coda. In doing so, I conjecture that such a resolution was not meant be 

accentuated and instead was meant to highlight the desired transgression’s cadential 

deviation. Moreover, what appears to be V – I motion in the bass (mm. 56 – 57) is in fact 

V – V7/IV instead. While this is the most satisfying cadence yet, the desired 

transgression keeps order at bay, for the time being.  

The tragic amelioration of the desired transgression takes place most 

prominently in the codetta. As with other discursive strategies and narrative trajectories 

generally, transvaluation takes place at the temporal end of the movement. As in 

literature, the outcome defines whether or not a story is tragic, romantic, comedic, or 

ironic. That is not to say that amelioration may not take place earlier in the temporal 

unfolding of a piece, just as long as this amelioration is maintained until the end. In this 

case, the amelioration of the desired transgression is most prominent in the codetta. 

Each error of transgression is ameliorated by the order-imposing hierarchy in the 

codetta; the minor mode becomes major, the yearning gesture is corrected, and metrical 

consonance is achieved. Yet, a tragic ending requires the amelioration to remain 

unwanted by the listener. I choose to see this amelioration as a violation against the 

defining characteristics of the fantasy genre. Moreover, any amelioration in general 

seems antithetical to the fantasy’s need to defy norms; it desires to be “wrong.” First, A 

minor becomes A major by m. 58, a correction from the minor mode to the major mode. 
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The pitch centricity of A is maintained from earlier, further solidifying order’s rise in 

rank value. However, the major mode remains unearned.22 

 The metrical dissonance seen throughout the movement is halted in m.64 and 

becomes metrically consonant featuring solely duple divisions of the beat. In mm.61- 62, 

the piano has two whole notes representing the first static moment and the realization 

of transgression’s tragic amelioration. Measure 63 is transgression's last flicker of hope 

as the last two triplet figures sound before succumbing to duple subdivision in the 

subsequent bars. By m.64, Schumann abandons triplet subdivision, and duple 

subdivision takes over as if resigning to one’s inevitable fate. This is also the first time 

the piano and soloist align in their rhythmic figures. In m.67b both parts have the same 

rhythm and pitches (A-C#-E). Their only difference is in the contour as the piano 

ascends while the soloist descends to serve as another sign of the soloist’s submission to 

the authoritarian order.  

  The yearning gesture is ameliorated in the codetta upon its reversal from E - F to 

F - E. Measures 61-62 move from an It+6 to an arrival 6/4 with bass motion F2 - E2, the 

reversal of the yearning gesture (E-F). This reversal signifies the tragic amelioration of 

transgression as b6 resolves appropriately to 5. Plagal motion in m. 63 echoes the tragic 

reversal of the yearning gesture. Lastly, the solo part also suppresses the yearning 

gesture as it reverses the motion to become F4-E4.  

 In sum, all elements of transgression have been ameliorated by the order 

imposing hierarchy by the codetta with the exception of elided, evaded, or failed 

cadences. No authentic cadence is achieved within the codetta or the whole movement 

which is also plagued by evasion or elision. Yet, this does not affect the transvaluation 

 
22 Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven, 57. 
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or the outcome of the narrative trajectory as the rank value of the undesired order is 

much higher than that of the desired transgression by the end of the movement; 4 

elements of order against 1 of transgression. Considering all three movements of the 

work, a true and final authentic cadential ending does not take place until the third 

movement. Thus, the issue of cadential closure acts as a connecting force between the 

three movements. 

 Tragic amelioration is achieved via the defeat of a desired transgression by an 

undesired order imposing hierarchy by way of the discursive strategy of amelioration 

in which the elements of transgression are “corrected” by order at the end of the 

movement; A conflict is established, transgression appears more prevalent with a 

higher rank value for much of the movement before the rank value of order drastically 

rises to defeat transgression by way of the amelioration of transgressive elements. Such 

a strategy of amelioration may also be applied, I think, to a romantic archetype. For 

romance, one may see the amelioration of transgression as a much-needed sigh of relief 

and correction; the desired order is ameliorating the undesired transgression – a quest 

complete.
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Exploring Almén’s Further Suggestions for Comedy: Comic Attrition in 
Lebheft und Leicht 

Almén discusses three different discursive strategies to employ within the 

comedic archetype: epiphany, emergence, and synthesis. He goes on to say that the 

three discursive strategies discussed are not an exhaustive list and posits a new strategy 

stating, “One could define a strategy of attrition, in which the opposed elements were 

portrayed as closely matched and the transgressive victory was achieved by the 

slightest margin and with great difficulty.”23 I aim to put forth an exploration of this 

fourth possible discursive strategy within the second movement of Robert Schumann’s 

Drei Fantasiestücke Op.73 (lebhaft, leicht). 

 

Figure 2: Comedy vs. Comic Attrition 

 
23 Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, 221. 
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 Before continuing with the analysis, the label “comedy” and its many 

associations need to be unpacked first. Comedy can refer to the humorous in nature, but 

it does not imply that a piece will be comic. Instead, comedy is viewed as the music 

having a humorous or light-hearted tone in addition to invoking cultural genres of 

parody, comedy of manners, and farce. Comedy also explores the experience of reality 

such as “an awareness of the absurdity of life and human eccentricity, or it can suggest 

certain conventions of storytelling, such as a happy ending.”24 Concerning reality, topic 

and gesture reflect many of these connotations and “Techniques such as exaggeration or 

the incongruity of expectation and reality readily inject comic features into music.”25 

Comedic archetypes differ from the other possible archetypes in a few fundamental 

ways. 

Essential to the nature of the comic narrative is the representation of increased 

freedom or flexibility and the possibility of achieving it. Tragedy and irony stop 

short of offering a way out of the tight spot, while romance yokes its narrative to 

a strategy of preordination that excludes true freedom. Comedy is the archetype 

that inscribes adaptability and change as valued elements in the narrative design. Comic 

realizations are thus more likely – although not required – to feature freer 

discursive trajectories.26 

Freedom and an awareness of one’s reality or nonreality play key roles in the 

development of the fantasy genre. For this reason, Schumann’s Drei Fantasiestücke 

serves as an appropriate starting point for the exploration of a new discursive strategy 

within comedy. Figure 1 provides a visualization of the slight difference between 

comedy solely as an archetype and comedy with the added discursive strategy of 

 
24 Ibid., 188. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid., 189. Emphasis added 
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attrition. In discussing the trajectory of the comedic archetype, Almén mentions that the 

transvaluation of a comedy results in “imparting a rough ‘low-high’ temporal profile to 

the rank value of those elements.”27 The graphic of attrition offers a more nuanced look 

at the transvaluations of order and transgression by demonstrating their relatively 

equal rank values until the temporal end of the narrative.  

A common thought at this point is to investigate the discursive strategy of 

synthesis due to the element’s equal footing. However, elements of order and 

transgression will often coexist at the time, but this highlights their equity in rank value, 

a trait of attrition, rather than elements from both order and transgression coming 

together to synthesize something new.  

 Recall that a comedic archetype is defined as a victory of a positively-viewed 

transgression over a negatively-viewed order-imposing hierarchy. When the discursive 

strategy of attrition is present, the transgressive elements must overcome the initial 

hierarchy by a gradual wearing down and with great difficulty. The rank values of each 

are constantly in flux and remain mostly equal until the very end of the piece. Due to 

this, the actantial unfolding of this narrative requires the value of the ending to be 

higher than the beginning.  

The discursive strategy of attrition requires the rank values of order and 

transgression to remain in flux until the end of the movement, when transgression 

achieves ultimate freedom from order by only the slightest margin. Increased freedom 

or flexibility, and the ability to achieve said freedom, remains essential to comedy. 

Thus, I will identify order and transgression by the presence (desired transgression) or 

absence (undesired order) of fantasy elements that represent a freedom from societal 

 
27 Ibid., 188. 
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norms. The undesired, order-imposing hierarchy is represented by the piano motive 

which I will call the a motive, triple division of the beat, authentic cadential 

progressions, A major, and complete phrasing. The desired, victorious transgression 

may then be represented by the soloist’s motive which I call the b motive, duple 

division of the beat, evaded, elided, or abandoned cadences, ton-tonic keys (especially 

bVI), and interrupted phrases. The resulting analysis explores how the conflict of the 

initially equal elements of order and transgression ends in the narrow victory of the 

desired transgression (fantasy) over the undesired order-imposing hierarchy 

(constraint). 

-Order (undesired) +Transgressor (desired) 

Piano motive (a) Soloist motive (b) 

• A major 

• Complete phrasing 

• Authentic cadences 

• Triple subdivision 

• Non-tonic keys 

• Interrupted phrases 

• Evaded, elided, or abandoned 

cadences 

• Duple subdivision 

Table 4. Order and Transgression in the First Movement 

 Lebhaft, leicht is linked to the preceding movement Zart und mit Ausdruck through 

a brief attacca elision that tonicizes the key of A major before arriving in the second 

movement. The A section is immediately presented in the home key of A major even 

though it unexpectedly begins on a V7 chord due to the lack of cadential closure and 

attacca elision from the codetta of the previous movement.  

The majority of the conflict is contained within the inner dialogue of the dueling 

motives of pianist (a) and soloist (b). The piano motive (a) appears in mm. 1-2 in the 
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home key of A major, both elements of order. Almost immediately though, the soloist 

brazenly enters with its own motive (b), a distorted variation of the a motive. The initial 

leap of the b motive is larger (M7) than the initial leap (d5) of the a motive displaying 

the soloist’s exuberance for its entrance. It is further distorted through octave 

displacement before developing its own sigh figure in the mediant key (C# major) to 

complete the soloist’s phrase. Notice how the piano waits its turn in measures 5-6 so 

that the soloist may finish before it enters. The a motive is presented once more in A 

major, but yet again the solo part cannot wait to join in and interrupts the piano phrase 

before it ends on the A3 to begin its distorted version of the a motive in C# major. Also 

notable is the juxtaposition of duple versus triple divisions of the beat in the a and b 

motives.  

 

Example 2.1. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, second movement,  

measures 1 - 6 
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However, the opening figure in the piano that I characterize as order has a 

pleasant enough melody with its Kriesleriana texture, so how might this ultimately be 

conceived as an undesired order? Nevertheless, the pianist (order) does not 

demonstrate freedom from societal constraints due to its unmarked character, and said 

freedom is associated with the fantasy genre.  Also, the pianist is first to enter, 

establishing itself as order, in opposition to the soloist, so that we align the soloist with 

a virtual agent desiring freedom from a group or society.28 This dissonance between the 

fantastical soloist and normative pianist through motivic expansion, interruptions, and 

wandering keys is projected over the course of the movement. 

The solo melody (b) seeps into the piano part in measures 11-12 raising the rank 

value of the desired transgression. The initial leap is expanded to a major-sixth, not 

quite as far as the major-seventh in the solo part (a), but enough to remain distinctive 

from the original tritone leap from the G#4 in the anacrusis to the D5 in measure 1. The 

leap to F#5 in measure 11 is also related to the overall larger intervallic profile of the 

soloist’s motive (b) as opposed to the mostly conjunct motion of the piano motive (a). 

The piano even takes up the lament/sigh figure from measures 4-5 of the solo part. Also 

notable is the tonicization of B minor in this passage to raise the rank value of 

transgression even more. However, order is not completely usurped as measures 11-12 

are not a direct presentation of the b motive combined with the fact that the triple 

figures are still present. 

 
28 Robert S. Hatten, A Theory of Virtual Agency for Western Music (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2018). 
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Example 2.2. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, second movement,  

measures 10 - 12 

Almost immediately order reasserts itself in measures 14-16 when the exact 

soprano line from the piano melody (a) moves into the solo part now as seen in 

Example 2.3. The same harmonic progression and bass motion from mm. 1-2 is present 

in the piano accompaniment, and the passage is questionably in A major as we only 

receive one root position A major chord (m.15). Further complicating the key area is the 

now child-like interruption of the piano with a variant on motive b in measure 15. It at 

first begins just like the a motive but hectically jumps from a G#4 to a C#6 on the third 

beat. Even more interesting is the misalignment of the cadential-like motion in the solo 

part (which now has motive a) and the harmonic support provided by the piano. In m. 

15 the soloist and the a motive attempt to confirm A major by ending the gesture on an 

A4, but it is weakened by its placement on a weak beat and a vii°43/V below in the 

piano, missing the root position A major chord by one beat. Also notice in the left hand 

that the bass playfully jumps up an octave from the I chord to the vii°43/V as if to mock 

or tease order with its disjunct motion. This misalignment passage is telling as elements 

of transgression and order are coexisting at the same time blurring the rank value of 

either.  
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In m. 16 the a motive returns in the piano to relegate the transgressive action in 

the previous measure before alignment is finally achieved for a PAC in measure 18. 

Also notable is the alignment of the piano and soloist as they share the same melodic 

gesture at the same time consisting of the same notes in m. 17. Alignment and complete 

cadential progressions represent order, thus raising its rank value in the closing of the A 

section. Measures 19-26 are an exact repeat of measures 11-18 as reinforcement 

complete with a more final PAC in m. 26. 

 

Example 2.3. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, second movement, 

measures 13 - 18 

The conflict between the a (order) and b (transgression) motives are presented in 

the first few measures of the A section. Over the course of the A section the rank value 

of order and transgression are in constant flux but remain on equal footing. A strategy 
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of attrition would be reliant on closely matched opponents represented thus far by the 

elements I have characterized as order and transgression.  

The first B section (B1) is in the transgressive key of F major (bVI) ending with a 

tonicized half cadence in m. 34 as seen in Example 2.4. Remaining metrically 

ambiguous, it merges the duple and triple divisions of the beat. Duple represented by 

the time signature of 4/4 and triple portrayed through the triplet figures in both the 

piano and solo parts. The listener can either choose to hear the B1 section with duple or 

triple division of the beat making it metrically ambiguous. Also notable is the complete 

substitution for triple over duple in this section and the appearance of triplet figures in 

the solo part for the first time in the movement. These figures alternate between piano 

and soloist, but in imitation rather than the hectic interruptions of the previous A 

section. Metrical ambiguity blurs the line between order (triple) and transgression 

(duple) creating a neutral grounded rank value for the two to interact. While the section 

is in the transgressive key of F major (bVI), order institutes a cadence, albeit a weaker 

one (THC), again creating an equity in rank value. 
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Example 2.4. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op.73, second movement, 

 measures 28-36 

The second B section (B2) is still contained within the transgressive key area of F 

major but remains tonally ambiguous in the first few measures just like the A section, 

suggesting a false recapitulation in the wrong key or a mocking of order and A major. 

The opening melodic gesture in m. 35 contains the same interval of a seventh -- this 

time minor -- as that of the solo melody back in mm. 2-3 of the A section, again 

suggesting a false recapitulation with transgressive elements. However, the gesture is 
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immediately pulled back downwards after the ascent to the Bb5 in m. 35. The piano then 

interrupts and picks up the same figure in measures 36-38.  

 

Example 2.5. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, second movement,  

measures 34 – 36 

 

Example 2.6. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, second movement,  

measures 40 - 45 
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Example 2.7. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, second movement, 

 measures 49 - 51 

The B2 section attempts to cadence twice in mm. 43 and 50. The first is in m. 43 

when it is met with an elision into the contrasting triplet figures. What is comically odd 

about this failure to cadence is it seems that order has become so flustered with trying 

to reign in transgression that it cannot decide whether to prioritize cadences, triple 

subdivision, or A major. Instead, it interrupts itself, a transgressive act, creating an 

elision into the metrically ambiguous excerpt from B1 as it tries desperately to wrench 

the movement back to A major. Order seizes the moment to end on an A rather than an 

F in the end of the cadential figure in measure 50 to sneakily cue the return of A major 

in the ensuing A section.  

I will now move straight into the coda because the recapitulation of the A section 

does not provide the listener with any new features. The coda is contained within the 

key of A major, held over a tonic pedal in the piano. There are no interruptions, the 

soloist has a calmer voice with smaller intervals, and triplet figures accompany the 

soloist. The calm nature of the coda is emphasized further by Schumann’s expressive 

notation of nach und nach ruhiger. All these elements of the order-imposing hierarchy 

come together in the coda cueing the listener in for a victory of undesired order. 
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However, that would be a tragic reading and transgression still has some tricks up its 

sleeve. Order’s emphatic pedal As only serve to undermine the finality of the coda, as 

there can be no formal cadence to confirm the key with solely a tonic prolongation. A 

Schenkerian sketch would reveal that the elided PAC in m. 63 actually serves as the 

tonal closure of the movement. If the movement had ended there then I would conclude 

that transgression was defeated, revealing a tragic reading. However, the coda with its 

peaceful connotations conceals the pompous attempt of order to further assert its 

dominance ultimately leading to its own demise. Transgression remains calm until the 

very end when it causes a massive misalignment between the closing cadential 

progression in mm. 71-73. The soloist does not hold the final A longer than a quarter 

note causing it to align with the dissonant CT°7 on beat one that precedes the I6 on beat 

three. This misalignment of what should be the final cadence represents the fantastical 

transgressor’s slight victory over order, achieved through the discursive strategy of 

attrition. 
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Example 2.8. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, second movement,  

measures 70 - 73 

Recall that the proposed discursive strategy of attrition requires that in the 

course of the actantial unfolding, the rank value of the ending would be higher than the 

beginning. Almén’s posited definition of attrition states that order and transgression 

would be an equal match until the end when transgression is victorious by the slightest 

margin and with great difficulty. In the second movement of the Drei Fantasiestücke, the 

opposing agents are constantly in flux until misalignment releases the fantastical soloist, 



 35 

and desired transgression, from the grasp of society and undesired order. Whether or 

not this discursive strategy is solely contained within the comedic archetype or 

fantasias I am yet to discover. Even more intriguing is the possibility that discursive 

strategies may be used to track the development of the style of a certain composer, and 

if one chooses attrition, what parallels that may draw to their composition style and the 

specific discursive features of attrition. 



 36 

Narrative Phases and Discursive Strategies: Romantic-Irony and 
Reflexivity in Rasch und Feuer 

 
 In this section, I fuse two analytical strategies, narrative phases and discursive 

strategies, to form a narrative interpretation of the third movement. Of the three levels 

of narrative analysis (narrative, actantial, and agential), this analysis engages more 

specifically with the narrative and actantial to show how discursive strategies may be 

combined with other levels of narrative analysis to provide a more nuanced reading. 

Narrative phases – discussed below -- operate on the narrative level and discursive 

strategies on the actantial level. 

 The third movement, Rasch und mit Feuer, exhibits a romantic-ironic narrative 

archetype.29 Important to note here is that “romantic” is a modifier to “ironic.” 

Therefore, the overarching archetype is irony, exhibiting the defeat of an order-

imposing hierarchy by a transgression. In other words, the desired element is the order-

imposing hierarchy. The romantic modifier to irony shifts the level of discourse by 

regularly commenting on previous material in a reflexive nature.30 Therefore, I have 

termed the discursive strategy used here as reflexive. 

Irony is a narrative that reminds us of the pointlessness of our ideals and cultural 

competencies. Unique to this archetype is that it resists the ease of classification as 

opposed to the other three archetypes. Instead of the more comfortable classifications of 

archetypes with romantic quest narratives, tragic sacrifice, and the comedic revelry for 

the undervalued, irony displays “the meandering pointlessness and meaninglessness of 

 
29 Almén does not include the fusion of romantic-ironic as an archetype or a narrative phase. 
30 Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven, 174 – 184.  
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such adventures.”31 Further, irony shatters our beliefs by way of the defeat of the initial 

hierarchy by transgressive elements; it is the interrogation of the integrity of the 

hierarchy that ironic narratives seek.  

 Almén also discusses how irony necessitates two simultaneous modes of 

listening within irony, listening from within and without; “These two modes of 

listening are not resolved, but are held in constant balance.”32 Listening within a frame 

of expectation requires that we anticipate the generic conventions that we are trained in 

based on our cultural competency. For myself as the listener, that would entail all the 

things that I have listed as unmarked in the previous analyses because those elements 

are what I am trained to anticipate. When these expectations are denied, we are 

disappointed. Simultaneously occurring in irony is listening from without which affords 

the listener the expectation that they will indeed be disappointed or surprised.  

 Important to note before I move on to discuss the discussion of the discursive 

strategy employed in the third movement is the fact that an ironic narrative archetype 

combined with romance does not exist in Almén’s theory of narrative. Again, the 

overarching archetype in this movement is irony (defeat + order) which is then 

romanticized by the reflexive nature of the music. Almén does allow for some flexibility 

in the archetypes by using narrative phases. However, these are only useful insofar that 

the overarching archetype can only exhibit narrative phases of those directly next to it 

as shown in Figure 1. Therefore, irony can exhibit phases of tragedy or comedy under 

this system, not romance for Almén. However, Almén does not state specifically why 

only adjacent mythoi are considered in the narrative phases.33 Most notably, romantic 

 
31 Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, 169. 
32 Almen, 169. 
33 Almen 166.He only mentions his reasoning insofar that it would limit the number of divisions to less 
than what Frye had. 
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irony is discussed as a phase by Frye in Anatomy of Criticism, the work that Almén bases 

much of his theory of narrative on. Hatten also elaborates on romantic irony in many of 

his works.34 Seeing as the “high-norm” also referred to as romance is the third phase of 

irony for Frye, that it is discussed by semiotic scholars such as Hatten and Klein, and 

also plays a role in Romanticism, my application of irony in a romantic phase seems 

applicable and necessary in this movement. 35 

 Romantic irony according to Frye would feature the satirizing of the high norm 

often coupled with modifications to romantic themes. The romantic phase of irony in 

music would thus exhibit characteristics of shifting discourse, reflexivity, detachment 

and self-critique, and a high degree of subjectivity.36 Moreover, it would also feature a 

decreased degree to which the hierarchy is overturned coupled with an increased 

degree of transgressive elements. This reasoning is based on the location of romance as 

diagonally across from irony in Figure 1. Thus, some combination of how Almén 

discusses narrative phases is needed. For Almén, the narrative phases on the left side of 

the y-axis of Figure 1 rely on the decreasing emphasis or degree of order and the right 

side of the axis demands increasing or decreasing prevalence of transgressive 

elements.37 My identification of romantic irony is thus a combination of a decreased 

degree to which the hierarchy is overturned with an increased degree of transgressive 

elements on the narrative level. This narrative is further articulated in the third 

movement via a reflexive discursive strategy on the actantial level. 

 
34 Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven; Hatten, Interpreting Musical Gestures, Topics, and Tropes; Hatten, A 
Theory of Virtual Agency in Western Art Music.  
35 Ibid.; Klein, Michael L., “Ironic Narrative, Ironic Reading,” Journal of Music Theory 53, no. 1 (2009): 
95-136. 
36 Hatten, Musical Meaning in Beethoven, 174 – 184. 
37 Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, 166 – 168, 225. 
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 The discursive strategy employed in the third movement I type as reflexive: the 

employment of musical elements that are then constantly set in dialogue with each 

other causing a constant ebb and flow of rank values until the order is defeated by 

transgression. Concerning listening from without in irony, reflexivity also ensures a 

work reflects upon its own composition, often in a self-critical lens. I use the term 

“reflexive” because of the repeated use of reflexive as a descriptor of the discursive 

shifts in romantic irony in both Hatten and Klein’s writing.38 This strategy would 

appear similar to that of attrition, the strategy that I discussed in the previous 

movement, with the constant flux in rank value until the end. However, the key 

difference between the two is rank value profile at the end of the narrative; attrition 

features a very small margin of victory while reflexive indicates the defeat of order but 

with a far greater margin. Further, the connotation of attrition comes with harsher 

sentiments, a battle more so than a self-critical conversation invoked by a reflexive 

strategy in irony. 

  

 
38 Ibid. 



 40 

 

 

Reproduction of Almén’s Figure 1 from “Narrative Archetypes: A Critique, Theory, 
and Method of Narrative Analysis.”39 

In the third movement, the desired order is represented by duple division of the 

beat, gestural alignment between soloist and pianist, the pastoral topic and heroic 

gestures, A major and closely related keys, and perfect authentic cadences. The 

undesired transgression is represented by triple division of the beat, gestural 

misalignment between soloist and pianist, weakening pastoral and heroic topics by 

infusing marked features, distantly related keys to A major, and imperfect, plagal, 

elided, or abandoned cadences. 

 The reader may be asking why I have now chosen to value the order-imposing 

hierarchy positively in a fantasy setting when I have argued against that in the two 

previous movements. For all the beautiful wandering and lack of closure in the 

previous two movements, the triumphant quality of the opening gesture and final 

solidification of A major causes me to yearn for complete closure, a triumphant finish to 

the wandering of the cycle. Furthermore, I find myself aggravated and yet appreciative 
 

39 Almén, “Narrative Archetypes: A Critique, Theory, and Method of Narrative Analysis,” 14.  
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of the ingenuity of this movement. By that, I mean that after so many attempts to 

cadence and align in previous movements, I yearn for closure and alignment and yet 

the fact that I have now switched to valuing the order-imposing hierarchy that I 

devalued in the previous movements also proves especially ironic in this ironic 

archetype. I cannot claim to know what Schumann was thinking, but I would like to 

speculate that perhaps he too was viewing this composition as an ironic comment on 

the previous movements, a self-critique. This may also be seen as Romantic genius; the 

act of non-closure, as will be discussed at the end of the movement, and in the same 

sense denial of key confirmation is itself romanticized as ingenuity. Annoyance and 

incomprehensibility on the listener’s part are reinterpreted as genius.40 

 The opening heroic gesture in (mm. 1 – 2) in the soloist jumpstarts the movement 

by outlining an A major triad (I) with duple division in the soloist, all elements of order, 

juxtaposed against the transgressive triple accompaniment in the piano. In m. 2, the 

momentum halts on a IV chord invoking a reflective nature, further emphasized by the 

rest following. The contrast between the forward driving heroic gesture and the halting 

IV chord cues the first shift in the level of discourse before returning to a similar 

energetic gesture in mm. 2 – 3. Misalignment, an element of transgression, takes over 

with the second melodic gesture in the right hand of the piano offset by almost 3 beats 

causing transgressive misalignment of the gesture between soloist and piano. The 

opening order-imposing heroic gesture returns in m. 5 with the doubling of the soloist 

and left-hand. However, the right-hand is offset by a sixteenth resulting in a frantic race 

to the IV chord in m. 6. This gesture in m. 5 and its offset accompaniment become the 

model for the remainder of the movement. 
 

40 “Genius” comes with a lot of racial and social baggage which I do not intend to unpack here as it is not 
the purpose of my analysis, but it is a term often used with respect to Romanticism and irony which is 
why I have chosen to use the word. 
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Example 3.1. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, third movement,  

measures 1 - 11 

The opening 9 measures set up the conflict and dialogue between the desired 

order and undesired transgression. Order is represented by the heroic gesture, A major 

and duple division of the beat in the soloist. Transgression focuses on gestural 

misalignment, triple division of the beat, and a lack of cadences. Supporting the 

romantic phase of irony is the shifting level of discourse supported by the pausing and 

IV chords in mm. 2 and 6. This pause also maps onto the discursive level of analysis, 

thus supporting the reflexive discursive strategy. The rank value of both order and 
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transgression is relatively equal while featuring brief peaks of a higher transgressive 

rank value in mm. 3 – 4 and mm. 7 – 8 before returning to an equal baseline with order.  

The second half of the A section (mm. 10 – 25) features a larger discursive plane 

shift with the change in dynamic to piano and differing melodic content in E major (V). 

Perhaps this hints at some sonata form inspiration with the continuation of E major (V), 

shift to piano, and more lyrical melody. Such an allusion would be ironic in and of itself 

due to its location within a fantasy piece. Playing with sonata form in fantasies is not 

unusual for Schumann and is more extensively displayed in his Fantasie op. 17. The play 

on this formal notion suggests a move towards desired convention and order, ironically 

located within the last movement of a work labeled “fantasy.” 

 The duple melody in the solo part is accompanied in the piano by an attempt to 

copy the soloist’s melodic line except with triple division as seen in mm. 11 – 13 creating 

transgressive metrical dissonance. While metrical dissonance is present, this is also the 

most aligned the melodic gestures between soloist and pianist have been thus far with 

alignment as an element of the desired order. A modulation is made back to A major 

and the piano attempts to solo in m. 15 before the soloist interrupts on beat 4 leading to 

an elided imperfect authentic cadence in mm. 16 – 17. Here, order is centered with A 

major, duple division in the soloist, and allusion to sonata principles. Conversely, 

transgression is represented by triple division in the piano, gestural misalignment, and 

the denial of a perfect authentic cadence. Each element, order and transgression, is still 

kept at equal levels of rank value. 
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Example 3.2. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, third movement,  

measures 8 - 15 

 The repetition of the opening gesture in m. 17 - 18 which may be expected to cue 

a return to the tonality of the beginning, A major, instead tonicizes D major (IV) and 

then B minor (ii) in mm. 21 – 22. The irony is the opening gesture transforming into 

transgression aided by the negation of A major and misalignment between parts in m. 

17 and mm. 19 – 20. Such a shift exhibits a high degree of reflexivity as the undesired 

transgression comments on previously stated material – a critique of order. However, 

m. 22, for the first time in the movement, exhibits metrical consonance via duple 

division and gestural alignment between the soloist and pianist. Such a brief rise in rank 

value for order is foiled by an elided PAC in m. 24 due to the repeat back to m. 10. 

However, at the second-ending the first non-elided PAC, an element of the desired 

order, occurs in m. 25 to close out the A section. This finite closure in A major raises the 
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rank value of order before the next reflexive discursive shift in m. 25 that begins the B 

section. 

 

Example 3.3. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, third movement,  

measures 16 - 26 
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 The ensuing B section acts as a trope with tragedy and the pastoral, thus 

expanding the realm of the pastoral.41  Beginning in A minor (i), perhaps this section 

serves as a reflection or comment on the first movement’s tragedy where the key of A 

minor served as the tonic. Further, the pastoral features of this inner B section are 

contradictory at times adding to an ironic reading. A quieter dynamic of piano, parallel 

thirds, a relatively simple melodic contour in comparison to the previous section, a 

pedal point on 5, and wave-like accompaniment from the triplets in the right hand all 

lend a pastoral interpretation. In addition, order continues to rise in rank value due to 

the two perfect authentic cadences in mm. 32 – 33 and mm. 46 – 47. However, this is all 

also juxtaposed with the minor mode, a marked feature generally located on the 

opposite of the pastoral on the tragic (marked) to nontragic (unmarked) spectrum. What 

seems to be an extreme rise in rank value for order is tempered by the minor mode, 

however, the desired order remains higher.  

 On a smaller scale, reflexivity is also evident in the speed of harmonic motion 

within the B section. A slower harmonic rhythm is reminiscent of the pastoral, and yet 

the beginning of the B section (mm. 25 – 33) features a relatively quicker harmonic 

rhythm. Harmonic motion is briefly steadied with a dominant pedal in mm. 33 – 35 

pulling towards more pastoral norms. A CT°7 in mm. 38 – 39 creates harmonic stasis and 

a brief pause to suggest a shift in discourse before the melodic content from the 

beginning of the B section returns. An elided PAC in m. 47 inserts the undesired 

transgression before returning the next A section. Therefore, on a more local level, the 

order-imposing hierarchy remains higher in rank value than transgression, reaches 

 
41 For more examples of pastoral tropes see Robert S. Hatten, Interpreting Musical Gestures, Topics, and Tropes,” 
58 – 59. 
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even higher during the pedal point and then returns to a more baseline level with the 

transgressive elided PAC in order to return to the ensuing A section.  

 

 

Example 3.4. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, third movement,  

measures 31 - 41 

The B section serves as a much longed for reprieve from the transgressive 

features of the A section. I yearn for the tragic to nontragic developmental trajectory 
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beginning with the tragic first movement towards, one might hope, a nontragic ending. 

However, I am currently met with the absurdity of that dream as the desire for order is 

taken advantage of and morphed into irony, heroic and pastoral topics toppled by 

transgressive intrusions or tragically troped.  

 The second A section (mm. 47 – 69) features the same features and material from 

the first A section so a discussion is not warranted, and I will move on to the coda. The 

lengthiest coda of all three movements, it transitions to solely duple division in both the 

soloist and the piano. A more lyrical section leads into the heroic fast-paced feel of the A 

section at m.78. So far, duple division of the beat, A major, and heroic gestures support 

the desired order. On the other hand, elided cadences in mm. 73 – 74 and mm. 77 – 78, 

and misalignment are elements of transgression. It would seem as if the desired order 

will be triumphant at last, but the ending has other plans. 

 

Example 3.5. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasieestücke, op. 73, third movement, measures 

74 - 80 
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Example 3.6. R. Schumann, Drei Fantasiestücke, op. 73, third movement,  

measures 90 - end 

A recitative chord, the I6 in m. 86, cues another reflexive discursive shift. The 

undesired transgression briefly tonicizes F major (bVI) in mm. 88 – 90 in an attempt to 

inject the fantastical. Further aiding the undesired transgression are triple division of 
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the beat in the piano and misalignment in m. 91. And while duple division returns in m. 

95, the heroic fanfare gestures in mm. 95 – 98 are transgressively misaligned and 

arpeggiating non-tonic chords. Furthering the undesired transgression, no authentic 

cadences are achieved, but instead an extremely weak plagal cadence featuring the 

second inversion of IV moving to I in mm. 97 – end is heard. In the final measures, the 

unmarked heroic topic is ironically mismatched with transgressive misalignment and a 

lack of authentic closure. The piano and soloist align for the large downbeats in mm. 99 

– end but no cadence is achieved to confirm A major, leaving one to laugh at the plagal 

deception and raise the rank value of transgression. Instead, the plagal motion asks the 

listener to reflect on the work consistent of all three movements – to reflect on our 

expectations even within the frame of fantasy. 

The defeat of the desired order by the undesired transgression yields an ironic 

archetype and the discursive shifts are reflexive, commenting on previous material. A 

constant flux in rank value results in the defeat of order as the undesired transgression 

ends with a higher rank value at the very end. Again, the key difference between this 

strategy and attrition which shares a similar discursive trajectory is the slower flux in 

rank values as opposed to the very quick alterations and extremely marginal victory at 

the end. Further, the word attrition is associated with harsher connotations and would 

require the music to be more combative as seen with the quick interruptions in the 

second movement; reflexive has lighter connotations and is more reflective in that more 

time is given before the rank value of one takes over the other.  

The romantic phase of irony has led to an increase in transgressive elements as 

transgression is usually equal or higher in rank value than the desired order. In 

addition, due to the increase in transgressive elements, the degree to which the desired 

hierarchy is overturned by the undesired transgression is more marginal than ironic 
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narratives that do not occupy this phase. The combination of these two levels of 

analysis, actantial with discursive strategies and narrative with phases, shows how 

archetypes may be narrowed down to provide more nuanced readings. In the future, it 

might prove fruitful to investigate whether certain discursive strategies can map onto 

specific narrative phases or if each phase may exhibit multiple discursive strategies 

across many works.  

Conclusion 

In the preceding pages, I have elaborated and expanded discursive strategies to 

include three more strategies – amelioration, attrition, and reflexivity – in the hopes that 

they may prove useful in identifying varying actantial profiles within music. I first 

explore the use of discursive strategies outside of the comedic archetype via 

amelioration in tragedy. Next, I interrogate the integrity of attrition, a strategy Almén 

posits but never expounds upon in a comedic second movement. Finally, I combine the 

subtlety of narrative phases with discursive strategies, to provide a romantic-ironic 

reading of the third movement aided by a reflexive discursive strategy. 

Amelioration occurs when one element increases in rank value and remains 

dominant until the end of the narrative trajectory when the opposing element 

drastically increases to the highest rank value. In the first movement, a tragic archetype 

was paired with amelioration to show the desired transgression’s dominance until the 

codetta when the undesired order raises in rank value and “corrects” the musical 

elements associated as transgressive. This strategy may prove useful in an exploration 

of the other archetypes, but especially romantic archetypes due to associations of quest 

narratives. A correction is made, whether that be desired or undesired by the listener, in 

romance and tragedy to communicate victory or defeat of some heroic agent.  
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The second movement illustrates and expands a possible strategy posed by 

Almén in the conclusion of his chapter on comedy and discursive strategies. In it, he 

briefly suggests a strategy of attrition “in which opposed elements were portrayed as 

closely matched and the transgressive victory was achieved by the slightest margin and 

with great difficulty.”42 Comedy and attrition are paired in my analysis of the second 

movement as pianist and soloist exist in a constant intensification and decay of rank 

values until the end when transgression is victorious by the slightest margin due to 

misalignment in the final measures. 

Reflexivity is a discursive strategy that exhibits fluctuations in rank value 

between the two opposed elements until the end when the desired order is defeated by 

transgression. The margin of defeat in a reflexive strategy is larger than the small 

margin of victory in attrition. In the third movement, I combine a reflexive strategy with 

the romantic narrative phase of an ironic archetype. While this is not explicitly stated as 

a phase by Almén, Frye does mention a “high-norm” phase of irony which he mentions 

is romantic. The many discursive shifts in a reflexive strategy are also indicative of 

romantic irony as elements cause pause and cue a shift in discourse. In the third 

movement, the undesired transgression comments on the absurdity of the desired order 

in hopes of separating one from reality. These subversions of order are then 

romanticized as Romantic ingenuity even though they remain undesired. 

Each strategy discussed previously provides a new actantial template for the 

analyst to apply to further musical works. In addition to the three already expanded 

upon by Almén in his book, the three new discursive strategies I discuss provide the 

opportunity for more precision in narrative analysis. Instead of comparing works based 

exclusively on shared narrative archetypes, discursive strategies allow for more precise 

comparisons and more nuanced interpretations. Further projects investigating the 

 
42 Almén, A Theory of Musical Narrative, 221. 
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frequency of a discursive strategy across time, genre, or music theoretical systems 

would prove especially insightful in addition to any that seek to expand the limitless 

possibilities of new discursive strategies. Most importantly, narrative analyses coupled 

with discursive strategies provide a further avenue for exploring and interacting with 

our learned convention and sensibilities via music. 
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