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Preface

Holberg Suite

Composed: 1884 in Lofthus

First performance: 13 March 1885 in Bergen, conducted by the composer
Original publisher: Peters, Leipzig, 1884

Instrumentation: String orchestra

Duration: ca. 20 minutes

‘Powdered-wig music’! Thus, Grieg described — probably not without a wink — his Holberg
Suite, thereby simultaneously comprehending the historical character of this unique work
that claimed an exceptional position in the composer’s complete works. If his previous com-
positions were distinguished above all by the close connection with his Nordic native country,
be it through folk elements or through the capturing of nature impressions, then with the
Holberg Suite he pursued a completely new path. The indications for the movements alone,
Priludium, Sarabande, Gavotte, Air and Rigaudon, refer to the model of the French suite, just
as the additional remark, ‘in the old style’, underscores the reversion to baroque forms. On
26 August 1884, Grieg reported for the first time on ‘my old-fashioned suite Aus Holbergs
Zeit, which I have finished’.! Moreover, he did not refrain from referring to the exceptional
character of his newest work: ‘As an exception, it is actually a good exercise for concealing
one’s own personality’.?

The commission for the composition had reached Grieg a few weeks before, in Lofthus
where he was spending the summer of 1884 with his wife. The immediate reason for the
instrumental piece, not more closely defined, were the honours organized by the city of
Bergen for the 200th birthday of the Danish-Norwegian poet Ludvig Holberg. Grieg’s
interest was immediately aroused, and the commission brought to an end, at least for the
short-term, the break in creativity that — aside from several small arrangements of his own
pieces — had already lasted since autumn, a break that may possibly in the end be put down to
the composer’s eventful circumstances. After a separation, at first apparently final, Nina and
Edvard Grieg were reconciled again in January and now, after a longer concert tour, were in
the middle of blueprints for Troldhaugen (‘Trollhtigel’), their new estate. Full of enthusiasm,
Grieg devoted himself to this entirely new challenge, as is shown by his words to the com-
poser Nils Ravnkilde: ‘No opus up to now has made me feel more enthusiastic than this.’

' Quoted from Norbert Brendt: ‘Griegs Suite Aus Holbergs Zeit op. 40’, in: Kongrefbericht — 1. Deutscher Edvard-
Grieg-Kongref (Altenmedingen, 1996), 51
2 Tbid., 51



VIII

Grieg now gave himself with the same energy to the unexpected composing commission on a
subject of special interest to himself. For some time already, Holberg had represented a figure
with whom the composer identified. And thus, that he was inspired by the poet’s times is
hardly to be wondered at. Just as the baroque dance movements unmistakably formed the
foundation of the suite initially conceived as a piano work, so Grieg’s own tonal language,
interwoven with the historical model, is not to be ignored.

The Priludium already plays with the mixture of various styles. The terse, urgent rhythm
dominating the entire movement clearly refers to the archetype of the same name. Yet the
formal conception of the first movement already distances itself from these roots. On closer
examination, this proves to be a miniature sonata movement. Out of the clear-cut pulse of the
music, the first theme soars upwards like a fanfare, followed, only a few bars later in the first
violin, by the second, clearly cantabile theme with its characteristic falling fifth, whose melody
is carried downwards in contrast to the first theme. In the development-like section inserted
into it, there are now at first the echoes of the first theme, which are framed by falling, broken
seventh chords in the cello and filled out in the violas. After the sweeping melodic flourishes
that generously exploit the tonal space, the driving, omnipresent pulse, now in the second
violin, adheres to the pitch b, whereas the first violins, with their lyrical counter accent in
their characteristic style, recall the second theme. The first theme moves into ever more space
until finally at the conclusion it dominates — at the last, in its inversion — the whole musical
event. Only at the last hearing of the second theme does the driving force momentarily recede
into the background.

The succession of the actual dance movements is now opened by the short Sarabande, one of
the key movements of the baroque suite. In particular, it clearly reveals as such the character-
istic emphasis on the second beat. Small, melodic intervals mainly of seconds as well as pitch
repetitions which not infrequently have the effect of an adherence to this pitch, create, on the
one hand, calming influences and reinforce, on the other, its character as a measured dance.
The middle section clearly gets its material from the opening eight bars. Thus, the first violins
play with the melodic building blocks from bar 2, each time in a modified form. A murky
echo immediately reverberates in the violas, until finally the cellos take over the direction with
another melody fragment. The entrance of the strings in octaves interrupts their melancholy
playing and introduces anew the complete repetition of the whole thematic complex,
at the same time closing the Sarabande.

With the Gavotte the music again takes on a happy mood. The whole is characterized within
a tripartite form. The first statement of the Gavotte is followed by the embedded Musette.
A repetition of the Gavotte once again concludes this movement. This same orgnization
is found even in the Musette. A contrasting middle section is framed by two similar for-
mal sections. Formally, the Gavotte can be understood as a rondo. The first section is
based on an eight-bar period in which both halves are nearly identical. The central theme
consists of a melody line initially rising upwards to the sixth with sharp accentuation on every
first and third beat, before it returns again in a larger curve to the point of departure. The
period is heard altogether three times. Two added, contrasting sections form with them the
caesura.



IX

Even in the much-praised Azr two similarly constructed corner sections surround the middle
section. The movement clearly refers to the already introduced thematic material, and yet it is
completely distinct in its tone colour. In melancholy minor, the central melodic idea makes
a stately appearance which is immediately repeated a whole tone lower. The theme of the
middle section is derived from it, yet appears in an entirely other form. Radiant D major
brightens the music. The musical idea of the sixteenth-group is split off from it and develops
in mounting dynamics. With cutting dissonant seconds the theme is heard again finally in
minor, this time carried by the low tones of the cello.

The Rigaudon concludes the suite in a cheerful tone of voice. The pounding tempo of the first
part stands in abrupt contrast to the rather stately middle section. Broken chords as well as
extended chains of eighths, also consisting of large leaps, form the beginning of the Rigaudon,
however, scale motions predominate in the middle part before the repetition of the first sec-
tion brings a resurgence of the clear baroque joie de vivre.

Despite all rhythmic, formal and also figurative analogies with the French suite, the Holberg
Suite cannot deny its romantic features. Especially in the form enriched with chromatic and
dissonant elements, Grieg’s own musical language shimmers through again and again and at
the same time makes up its entirely special charm. Even though the version of the Holberg
Suite presented here already enjoyed a special popularity in the lifetime of the composer, we
should not forget that it first originated out of the reworking of the piano version in which it
was first heard at the Holberg festival. The string version was finally premiered in March 1885
and has, up to the present time, been chosen for concert programmes in this form.

Sandra Borzikowski
Translation: Margit McCorkle
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Sigurd Jorsalfar

Composed: 1870 in Christiania

First performance: 17 May 1870 in Christiania

Original publisher: Peters, Leipzig

Instrumentation:

Prelude (In the King’s Hall): 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones — Timpani — Strings

Intermezzo (Borghild’s Dream): 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
4 Horns — Timpani, Cymbals, Triangle — Strings

Homage March: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons — 4 Horns,

3 Trumpets, 3 Trombones, Tuba — Timpani, Snare Drum, Bass Drum,
Triangle, Cymbals, Harp — Strings

Duration: ca. 17 minutes

The Norwegian writer Bjornstjerne Bjornson (1832-1910), like his slightly older contempo-
rary Henrik Ibsen, began his career as a dramatist with plays based on Norse saga literature.
Bjornson’s Sigurd Jorsalfar (‘the Crusader’) was written in 1872, It deals with the rivalries and
eventual reconciliation of the brother kings, @jstejn and Sigurd, who reigned jointly over
Norway in the heroic age of the twelfth century. @jstejn (or Eystein) remained in Norway,
ruling with justice and wisdom, and building roads, harbours, and churches, while Sigurd
went on crusades, fought valiantly, and admired the wonders of Byzantium and the Holy
Land. Bjernson clearly regarded the two men as symbols of diametrically opposite tendencies
in the national character, and thus stressed in dramatic form the need for nineteenth century
Norwegians to balance their impulse towards exploration, missionary activities, and overseas
settlement against the development and consolidation of social, economic, and political insti-
tutions within the homeland itself.

Grieg was invited to compose incidental music for the first production of Bjernson’s play in
Christiania on Constitution Day, 17 May 1872. The three orchestral pieces and two vocal
numbers he provided were published soon afterwards in piano score by Lose of Copenhagen
as the composer’s Op.22. In 1892 the instrumental movements were revised for full orchestra
and republished by Peters of Leipzig as Grieg’s Op.56. At the opening of the new Norwegian
National Theatre in 1898 there was a revival of the play with the original music further
revised by the composer, and there was yet another important production in 1905 in honour
of the accession of Haakon VII to the throne of a completely independent Norway. In the
meantime the orchestral suite had established itself internationally on the concert platform,
though it never quite equalled the music of Peer Gynt in popularity.

The following are the three movements of Grieg’s Op.56:

1. Prelude: ‘In the King’s Hall’. Originally entitled ‘At the Matching Game’, this march was
intended as an introduction to Act II of the drama. ‘“The Matching Game’ refers to the scene
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in which the brothers enumerate and compare their personal merits as men and rulers. For-
mal emulation of this kind was a traditional Viking pastime, meant to entertain the company
sitting at their ale, but as the scene continues rivalry becomes more bitter, arousing particular
hostility in the moody King Sigurd, and gradually involving the personal followers of both the
protagonists. Grieg’s music is based on a Gavotte for violin and piano dating from 1867.

2. Intermezzo: ‘Borghild’s Dream’. Described as ‘Introduction and Melodrama’, this music
provides a setting for the scene in Act I where Borghild, daughter of Olaf of Dal, awakes from
troubled dreams in her father’s house. Her close friendship with King @jstejn has given rise
to gossip, and to prove her innocence she has submitted to the ordeal of walking over red-hot
iron. Soon afterwards, ill-feeling between the Kings is intensified when Sigurd, who also is
under the spell of her beauty, attempts to abduct her from her home. The music closely
follows Bjornson’s elaborate stage directions:

‘Quiet music begins before the curtain goes up, and as it rises depicts her restless sleep with
weary, subdued passages, until it mounts into acute dread. She cries out, awakes, and starts
up. The music depicts the confused waking thoughts that crowd upon her, until it ceases
while she whispers, ‘I am still walking over the red-hot iron’. The music again follows her as
she slowly advances, stops, and leans against the back of a chair... [Here a lengthy mono-
logue in verse follows] ... The music subsides in quiet grief, until it ends with a sudden jerk,
and she rises to her feet.’

To produce the required atmosphere, Grieg uses such orchestral devices as muffled timpani
rolls, stopped horn notes, two-finger pizzicati, piccolos momentarily, replacing the two flutes,
strokes on triangle and cymbals, and violent dynamic contrasts.

3. ‘Homage March’ (Hyldningsmarsjen). This occurs in Act III, introducing the scene in
which the Kings are reconciled. A stage direction indicates that as the brothers make their
peace with each other, and go out hand in hand, the music is to begin with a grave introduc-
tion, and then change to the ‘Homage March’ itself. The scene is now set for the council or
husthing, at which the Kings announce their final reconciliation. This movement underwent
considerable revision and expansion, among the later additions being the fanfares for brass
(commencing b165), and the Trio (commencing b76) with harp chords, which is reminiscent
of the Minuet-Trio of the Piano Sonata, Op.7, written in 1865. It is also interesting to note
the similarity between the main theme of the ‘Homage March’, assigned first to four-part solo
cellos, and the slow movement of the Cello Sonata, Op.36 (1882-3).

John Horton
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IV. Air. Andante religioso

Andante religioso

V. Rigaudon. Allegro con brio

16 Track [5]

Allegro con brio
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I1.

III.

Sigurd Jorsalfar

Prelude (In the King’s Hall).
Allegretto semplice 21 Track [€]

Allegretto semplice

Klar., ng’? A A A

Intermezzo (Borghild’s Dream). Poco andante 28 Track

Poco Andante

Homage March. Allegro molto 38 Track
Allegro molto




