In the Land O’ Cotton Suite

1.  Suite:  In the Land O’ Cotton:  I.  At the Cotton Gin

This suite begins with an Allegro movement, in 2/4 meter, and in A-flat major.  The meter and tempo both signal a quick dance movement.  Harmonically, Price writes the outer sections (the form is ABA’Coda) in A-flat major.  What historically gives her music a nostalgic, even slightly somber character, is her ability to use harmonically ambiguous relationships over pedal points.  As an example, the opening two measure introduction clearly implies A-flat major with the open fifths on Ab and Eb.  The right hand, however, provides a little dissonance, with the C (the third of A-flat major), and the F.  This note can be interpreted in several ways:  1.  As an add6;  2.  As an f minor 6/5 chord;  or 3.  As an embellishing tone.  Of all the possibilities, the embellishing tone does not seem to apply here because the F is too prominent even though it occurs on an off-beat.  So, given when Price was composing, the add6 sonority seems to make the most sense—Ab major is the overarching key, but the F provides a poignant sense of resignation or nostalgia.

The opening section of the work is comprised of a bar-form (mm. 1-16), where the melodic material has several key motives.  First, the repeated quarter notes, the leap of a minor third (Eb to C in the beginning), and the eighth-triplet sixteenth rhythmic motive.  This last motive gives the melody its improvisatory vocal sound, almost as though the tune is being whistled.  And this makes sense with the implied narrative scheme of the title of the suite and this particular piece.  To complete the bar form, Price uses a cascading motive of eighth notes that employ minor thirds, major thirds, and more expanded intervals that are elaborations of those smaller skips for expressive purposes.  

The opening A section then repeats this melodic material but up a step in sequence in mm. (17-39), albeit modified.  Expressively, this harmonic rise leads to an accumulation of expressive intensity.  Harmonically, the A section finishes on a final E-flat, which is then re-interpreted as a G# for the B section.  Price moves from Ab major to E major (a tritone!) away.  Interestingly, the B section uses RISING minor third motives in its melodic material.   Price’s melody in this section also employs sixteenth notes, which give the music a vocal and quasi-improvisatory character as well.  Not unlike the A section, Price uses bar form to create phrase relationships in this part.  A sequential shift to F major in mm. 52-ff. (bVI overall harmonically, and N of E Major (bII)), underscores how valuable the half step is in Price’s music.  One hears a half-step in the second phrase of A (m. 10, 16), and now in this section as a large-scale harmonic unifying device.  

The transition back to A’ is carefully constructed like the opening—E Major is mollified with an add6 C#. Like Price’s transition into the B section, G# is then re-interpreted as Ab, giving a smooth link between two distant key areas.  In measure 101, the final harmonic arrival is an expectant and unresolved Ab major 6/4 chord.  In this inversion, the chord is unstable.  The coda, which begins in m. 102, uses a descending series of fourths/fifths to travel down the register of the piano.  Ultimately, the coda borrows from both the A and B sections (which we have seen are thematically and motivically unified), to round off the final measures of the work.  Rhythmic and dynamic energy accumulates in mm. 111-118 with a rising fifth-fourth idea, which culminates in sffz V7 and I chords.  Overall, Price’s opening dance in this suite reflects her stylistic characteristics of rhythmic motives, half-step motives, minor thirds, large scale harmonic structure, and enharmonic reinterpretations of notes to make smooth but unrelated chromatic shifts.


2.  In the Land O’ Cotton:  II.  Dreaming

Remarkably, this piece, in Eb major (V of Ab), has the same opening harmonic ambiguity as does “At the Cotton Gin.”  The left hand establishes Eb major on beats two and four (the piece is in 4/4).  But a punctuated strong beat eighth rest on beats one and three, along with a C minor triad on the off-beat eighth note, creates an add6 harmonic palette.  Another similarity has to do with the melodic repeated notes, the rising and falling minor third (G-Bb-G), and the opening bar form in mm. 7.  In other words, Price literally uses the same compositional palette for Dreaming, but with a very different expressive result.  As the name of the movement implies, this lovely song transports one’s imagination.  One interesting point is the delayed cadence in m. 7:  Price “finishes” this opening phrase harmonically on a V7/V chord, which is unstable.  While “V” appears in m. 8 as a Bb pedal point, it really is ultimately as an Eb 6/4 chord, which is also unstable.  These subtle harmonic surprises keep the dream going, so to speak, and the first phrase is expanded until m. 9 where an authentic cadence finally sounds.  

In the second phrase, (mm. 10-13), Price now uses a forte dynamic and right-hand octaves as a two-measure lead in for the opening a material to return.  The same gesture happens again in mm. 14-17.  The real dreaming aspect of this music comes from Price’s lovely melodic chromaticism, heard in falling half-steps throughout the work, as well as her innovative use of registers to create an appropriate sound context.  

3.  In the Land O’ Cotton:  Song Without Words

Again, right away, Price taps into melodic motives from previous movements in this suite.  Repeated notes followed by a falling stepwise third in the key of F major occur literally in the first two measures.  Considering her structural key scheme, A-flat, E-flat, and now F major, Price has moved to the vi overall harmonic area for this movement.  Interestingly, the vi area, and FM specifically, has a particular association.  One should remember that Beethoven’s Pastorale Symphony No. 6 is in F Major, so this key choice is extremely appropriate.  

Her chosen texture here, unlike many of Felix Mendelssohn’s Songs Without Words, which this work definitely alludes to in its title, is hymn-like, and prayer-like.  Set in phrases that are clearly defined, and normally regular four measures long, the work behaves almost like a Bach Chorale, where one could imagine fermatas at the end of each “verse” were there words in the music.  A second thematic idea, which is based on the rising second in mm. 3, occurs in mm. 17-24.  Also, not unlike Bach, Price’s accompanimental textures accumulate chromaticism with each new phrase.  

Set in an ABA’ Coda form, the coda also includes some imitation in lower voices (a la Bach and Mendelssohn), and ends with a low left hand F, not unlike one would imagine a spiritual ending.  

4.  In the Land O’ Cotton:  4.  Dance

In this E major movement (which is a half-step away from the previous movement’s F major, and also the key of the middle section of the first movement!), Price again creates a lively dance using cyclic motives from previous movements.  In 2/4 meter, the off-beat left hand chords punctuate a fiddle-like tune in the right hand.  This tune incorporates motives such as the minor third and repeated notes.  

The initial A section has an internal form of aba’ while the large middle B section is quite interesting:  it is a quasi-transposition of A into A-flat major, but each phrase is slightly modified melodically, more chromatic harmonically, and the transition back to the A’ section is expectedly chromatic and unstable.  Moving to Ab of course is the OPPOSITE harmonic gesture from the first movement, making this a formal palindrome of sorts.  What is more ingenious is how Price, not unlike say Beethoven’s compositional process, creates so much expressively varied music with so little motivic material.  

Given Price’s cultural background, what makes this dance so energetic and vibrant is the rhythmic material of the melody.  The syncopated sixteenth-dotted eighth note is used in ragtime traditions quite a bit, and here, it has the same jovial expressive energy.  The entire suite closes with a coda, marked Presto, that cascades down the piano five octaves! This massive registral space helps to close off the movement, and the entire suite, with a rousing finish!
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