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S
Preface

Instruction in music theory at the college level has for many years been concerned primar-
ily with the music of the tonal era, spanning roughly some 300 years and including the
Baroque, Classical, and Romantic periods. The reasons for this are not hard to imagine.
After all, most of the masterworks that are our steady diet as concertgoers and performers
were composed during that time, some significant exceptions such as concert-band music
notwithstanding. And probably no one who has studied the tonal system in depth has failed
to be impressed with what must surely rank as one of the greatest of humanity’s artistic
achievements.

But the achievements of the twentieth century have also been of great significance, and
theorists in recent years have shown interest in devoting more instructional time to the music
of that century. One problem, however, has been the lack of appropriate instructional ma-
terials. While there are several fine books available on twentieth-century music, few of them
deal with the topic in a way that seems appropriate for the general music student, and it is
this need that the present text is intended to meet.

Materials and Techniques of Twentieth-Century Music is organized primarily by com-
positional technique and only partly chronologically. Most chapters deal with some aspect
of music (rhythm, for instance) throughout the twentieth century, but there is a quasi-chrono-
logical method in the ordering of the chapters. No attempt is made in the text to teach music
history per se or to explore in detail the styles of individual composers. Instead, the em-
phasis is on musical materials and compositional techniques. Each chapter includes an
introduction, several subheaded sections, and a summary. The discussions are illustrated by
a large number of musical examples drawn from the music literature of this century. With
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The Twilight ~
of the Tonal System

INTRODUCTION

Before beginning our study of the materials of twentieth-century music, we should first
look back at what happened to the system of triadic tonality, the primary organizing force
in the music of the preceding three centuries. Tonal music and the principles that govern it
did not develop overnight, of course, nor did they decline overnight. In fact, tonal music
still thrives today in music for television and film, commercials, jazz, and some popular
music, and it even began a limited revival in the ‘“‘serious” music of some postmodern com-
posers toward the end of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, it is safe to say that by around
1900 the tonal system had become so strained by chromaticism and by the desire for orig-
inality that further development of the system seemed impossible. The situation was not
unlike the one that prevailed around 1600, when the intervallic modal system of the Re-
naissance had run its course and was giving way to a new emphasis on harmony and what
eventually emerged as triadic major/minor tonality. At both points in music history lively
debates occurred in print and in person, and at both times there were composers who faith-
fully held to the older style while others rushed to develop the new. The cause of this crisis
at the beginning of the modern era—the decline of the tonal system as an organizing
force—is the subject of this chapter.

DIATONIC TONAL MUSIC

Almost all of the music of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is essentially diatonic
on all levels.! Diatonic tonal music does not, of course, lack accidentals or altered tones;
after all, there exists hardly any tonal music of any length that does not contain altered
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2 The Twilight of the Tonal System

tones. But in diatonic tonal music the difference between diatonic and altered tones is al-
ways clear, and seldom do we lose our tonal bearings, our sense of key and scale, and our
immediate understanding of the function of the altered tones.

Diatonic relationships also prevail at the background tevels of a diatonic tonal com-
position. Think of the keys that Bach is apt to reach in the course of a fugue, or the tradi-
tional key schemes for sonata forms and rondos. All represent diatonic relationships
because in all cases the secondary tonalities are closely related to the primary tonality of
the movement. Remember that the keys closely related to some primary key are those keys
represented by the unaltered major and minor triads in the primary key. In a major key, ii,
iii, IV, V, and vi are closely related tonics; in a minor key, I11, iv, v, VI, and VII are closely
related tonics.

Even at the highest level—key relationships between movements-—diatonicism pre-
vails. For example, all of the movements of a Baroque suite will be in a single key (the ul-
timate in diatonicism). More interesting in terms of the present discussion are the key
relationships found in multimovement works of the Classical period. In such works, the
first and last movements are always in the same tonality (although sometimes in a different
mode), and this is considered the key of the composition as a whole. This is a fundamental
characteristic of any multimovement tonal composition. In the music of the Classical peri-
od, the tendency 1s for one (and only onc) of the inner movements to be in some contrast-
ing but closely related key. Some examples are shown in the list below.

Only two of these works, the first of the Haydn symphonies and the third of the
Beethoven quartets, exhibit a nondiatonic relationship between the key of an inner move-
ment and the key of the piece. Both of the exceptions involve a chromatic mediant rela-
tionship (to be discussed later).

Mozart 8 Piano Sonatas

K. 330-333,457,545 Haydn: 6 Symphonies, Beethoven: 6 String
570,576 (1778-89) Nos. 99-104 (1793-95) Quartets, Op. 18 (1800)
I-TV-i I-ITT-1-1 [-vi-I-1

I-1-1 -IV-1-1 I-IV-I-1

-IV-1 I-IV-I-1 I-bVI-I-1

I-IV-1 I-V-I-1 i—I-i-i

i-1I1- [-vi-I-1 I-I-IV-1

I-V-I [-IV-I-T I-IV-I-1

I-1V-I

I-V-1

CHROMATIC TONAL MUSIC

The point at which tonal music becomes chromatic instead of diatonic is not an absolute
one. Much of the harmony of chromatic tonal music can be analyzed by using the same vo-
cabulary for altered chords, modulations, chromatic nonchord tones, and so forth, that we
use in the analysis of diatonic music. It is partly a matter of emphasis. Instead of a texture
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The Twilight of the Tonal System 3

with diatonic tones predominating over nondiatonic tones, both in number and in signifi-
cance, we are dealing here with music that is so saturated with chromaticism that the dia-
tonic basis of the music is no longer apparent to the listener. One writer refers to this style
as ‘“ultrachromaticism,” which “results from the prevalent use—both harmonically and
melodically—of the twelve tones of the chromatic scale.’> Another puts it this way: “The
critical distinction between the two styles lies in the transformation of the diatonic scalar
material of the classical tonal system into the equally-tempered twelve note chromatic
complex of the chromatic tonal system.”* Using these broad definitions as a starting point,
we will examine some of the details of nineteenth-century chromatic harmony. In one
chapter our discussion cannot be as detailed as those found in several admirable books on
this subject,* but it should be sufficient to suggest some analytical approaches to the style.

CHROMATIC HARMONY ‘

Two fundamental root movements in diatonic tonal harmony involve (1) the circle-of-5ths
progression, as in vi-ii-V-I; and (2) the diatonic mediant progression, as in [-vi-IV-ii.
Though these progressions by no means disappear in chromatic harmony, another relation-
ship, the chromatic mediant relationship, finds a popularity that it did not have in earlier
styles. Two triads or keys are in a chromatic mediant relationship if they are of the same
quality (major or minor) and their roots are a major 3rd or minor 3rd apart. These relation-
ships are illustrated in Example 1-1 (lowercase indicates minor). For some reason, the
major-mode chromatic mediants (top staff of Example 1-1) seem to have been used more
often than the minor-mode versions. Notice that in each case the two triads share exactly
one pitch class.? Third-related triads of opposite quality (major and minor) sharing no pitch
classes at all are said to be in a doubly chromatic mediant relationship (e.g., C major and
Eb minor). Chromatic and doubly chromatic mediants are more difficult to recognize if one
of the chords is enharmonically spelled. For instance, the first pair of chords in Example
1-1 would still be in a chromatic mediant relationship if the second chord were spelled as
Cb major instead of B major.

EXAMPLE |-t Chromatic mediant relationships
G B G Eb G Bb G E
g b g e g b g e

Two examples from Liszt’s Les Préludes illustrate the effective use of chromatic me-
diants. In the first (Example 1-2), the relationship is not between chords, but between the
keys of C major and E major. Notice that this is a direct modulation (one that does not
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Augmented triads and diminished-7th chords are both examples of equal division of
the octave. Real sequences also frequently divide the octave into equal parts, usually by
transposing the pattern by a minor 3rd or a major 3rd. Traditional division of the octave
had been asymmetrical, as in the perfect Sth and perfect 4th of the tonic-dominant rela-
tionship and the major and minor 2nds that make up the major scale.

The music of Example 1-10 is less radical tonally than the previous example, but
the voice leading is much more complex. All of the voices of the predominantly four-part
texture in the piano tend to move by step, often chromatically, but there is no precon-
ceived pattern to be discovered. The nonfunctional bass line does little to help us get our
tonal bearings, except at the end, where a V7-I cadence in G major is apparent. Often in
the excerpt the distinction between chord tones and embellishments is unclear, making
chord labeling difficult. Nevertheless, if you play through the example slowly, you will
notice the following:

D major tonic (m. 7)

Tonicization of A minor (E7-F in mm. 7-8 sounds like a: V7-VI)
Tonicization of Bb major (F7-Bb in m. 9)

Tonicization of C minor (G7—c in m. 10

Modutlation to G major (iv6-Ger+6-I15-V7-I in mm. 10-12)

A truly thorough analysis would have to consider the function, harmonic or otherwise, of
all of the notes in the passage, but it will often serve the purposes of the performer or stu-
dent just as well to identify the broader harmonic motions, as we have done in this case.

CHROMATICISM AND MUSICAL FORM ’

The diatonic tonal relationships typically found within single movements in the Classical
period (typically I-V or i-IlT) are gradually replaced in the nineteenth century with chro-
matic tonal relationships. While there are still many works from the nineteenth century that
employ the traditional key schemes, a good number of others explore other relationships. A
famous early example is the first movement of Beethoven’s “Waldstein” Sonata, Op. 53,
where the two keys of the exposition are C major and E major.

More destructive to the tonal system is the notion of beginning a movement in one
key and ending it in another.® “Wrong key” beginnings, in which the listener is deliberate-
ly led astray for a few bars, constituted the first step. Examples include Beethoven’s Sym-
phony No. 1 (1799), beginning with a V7/1V, and the last movement of Mendelssohn’s
Piano Concerto No. 1 (1831), which begins with a short section in the supertonic key.

Still more experimental are the numerous works that seem to be in two keys. Two
types can be identified. In the first, the piece contains two distinct parts, each in its own key.
Examples include Schubert’s Waltzes, Op. 50, Nos. 7, 24, and 31 (1825), and Chopin’s Bal-
lade No. 2, Op. 38 (1839). In the second type, the tonality of the work altemmates more than
once between a major key and its relative minor. Examples include Schubert’s German
Dance, Op. 33, No. 15, and Schumann’s Davidsbiindlertanz, Op. 6, No. 11 (1837).
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The final stage is reached with those works that proceed through several keys, with
none of them seeming to govern the tonality of the piece as a whole. Such works simply
cannot be considered “tonal” in the traditional sense of the term. Examples include
Liszt’s symphonic poem Orpheus (1854) and the first movement of Saint-Saéns’s Sym-
phony No. 3 (1886).

There was also experimentation in the nineteenth century with unusual key schemes
among the various movements of multimovement works. The greatest challenge to the
tonal tradition came from those works in which the first and last movements are not in the
same key. For instance, the three movements of Mendelssohn’s Symphony No. 2 (1840)
are in Bb major, G minor, and D major. With Mahler the practice is almost a mannerism:
Symphonies Nos. 2, 3, 4. 5,7, and 9 (1894-1909) all belong to this category.

=

SUSPENDED TONALITY AND ATONALITY

Earlier in this chapter we used the term “suspended tonality” to describe a passage with a
momentarily unclear or ambiguous tonality. This term is appropriate only when used in the
context of a tonal composition. It is not the same as atonality, a term that will appear fre-
quently in this text, and which needs to be defined at this point.”®

In a very general way, atonality means music without a tonal center. More specifical-
ly, it refers to the systematic avoidance of most of those musical materials and devices that
waditionally have been used to define a tonal center. Those materials and devices would in-
clude, among others, the following:

Diatonic pitch material

Tertian harmonies

Dominant—tonic harmonic progressions

Dominant-tonic bass lines

Resolution of leading tones to tonics

Resolution of dissonant sonorities to more consonant ones
Pedal points

Although chromaticism led historically to atonality, chromatic tonal music is not the
same as atonal music. A more thorough study of atonality will have to be postponed until
later chapters, although the term will come up from time to time throughout this text.
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SUMMARY

The decline of the tonal system as the primary organizing force in music coincided with
and was largely due to the ascendancy of chromaticism. Diatonic tonal music is essen-
tially diatonic on all levels, whereas chromatic tonal music is based to a much greater
extent on the chromatic scale. Some of the characteristics of chromatic tonal harmony
are the following (listed in the order in which they are introduced in the chapter):

Chromatic mediant relationships
Direct modulations

Tritone relationships

Real sequences

Brief tonicizations

Suspended tonality
Enharmonicism

Parallel voice leading
Diminished-7th chords
Nonfunctional chord successions
Voice-leading chords
Augmented triads

Unresolved dissonances

Equal division of the octave
Nonfunctional bass lines
Unclear distinction between chord tones and embellishments

Chromaticism is also a factor in musical forms in the nineteenth century, both with-
in and between movements. At times, tonality lost its control over the tonal structure
of individual movements and of multimovement works as well.

Atonality is not a characteristic of music of the nineteenth century. Atonal
music avoids the use of most of those musical materials and devices that traditional-
ly have been used to define a tonal center.

NOTES

1. “Diatonic” here simply means “in a given key.” The notes and chords diatonic to C
major are all drawn from the scale C-D-E-F-G-A-B-C.

2. GregA. Steinke, Bridge to 20th Century Music, p. 79.

3. Gregory Proctor, “Technical Bases of Nineteenth-Century Chromatic Harmony:
A Study in Chromaticism,” p. 131.
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. See, for example, notes 2 and 3.

. The term “pitch class” is used to group together all pitches that have an identical
sound or that are identical except for the octave or octaves that separate them. For ex-
ample, all B§’s, C’s, and Dbb’s belong to the same pitch class, no matter in what octave
they are found.

. The omnibus progression is discussed in Benward/Saker, pp. 227-228. Gauldin,
pp- 599-602, and Kostka/Payne, pp. 455-457.

. Octave registers in this book follow the convention that names the octave starting with
middle C as octave no. 4, the one below it as octave no. 3, and so on.

. Much of the discussion that follows is based on: Sarah Reid, “Tonality’s Changing
Role: A Survey of Non-Concentric Instrumental Works of the Nineteenth Century.”

. There are various well-founded objections to this term. Nevertheless, it has by now at-
tained a permanent place in our theoretical vocabulary, whereas possible improve-
ments, such as “pantonality,” have not. Also, though “atonal” is used by some writers
only in reference to the preserial works of the second Viennese school, it is used in this
book in its broader meaning of “not tonal”

EXERCISES
Part A: Fundamentals

. For each triad below, list the four triads that are in a chromatic mediant relationship to it.

Bb major  Cminor  Fmajor  Dminor  E major

. Name several traditional chord progressions in tonal harmony that make use of chro-
matic mediant relationships. Use Roman numerals.

Example: IV-V/V

. Which of the following progressions involves dominant 7th chords that share two
pitch classes?

V7-Vilvi V7/ii-V7/V V7/IV-VT1/IV

. For each dominant 7th chord below, list the three dominant 7th chords that share two
pitch classes with it.

Eb7 G7 F7 Cch7
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