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Ebook Description: Arnold Schoenberg's Theory
of Harmony

This ebook delves into the revolutionary and often misunderstood harmonic
theories of Arnold Schoenberg, a pivotal figure in 20th-century music.
Schoenberg's work dramatically shifted the landscape of musical composition,
moving away from traditional tonality towards atonality and the twelve-tone
technique. This book provides a clear and accessible exploration of his
ideas, examining their historical context, their theoretical underpinnings,
and their lasting impact on musical composition and theory. It’s essential
reading for anyone seeking a deeper understanding of modern music, its
evolution, and the groundbreaking innovations of one of history's most
influential composers. The book unpacks complex concepts in a digestible
manner, making Schoenberg's theories approachable for students, musicians,
and music enthusiasts alike. Understanding Schoenberg's approach is crucial
for navigating and appreciating a vast body of 20th and 21st-century musical
works.
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Article: Understanding Schoenberg: A
Comprehensive Guide to his Harmonic Theories

Introduction: The Revolutionary Harmonies of Arnold Schoenberg

Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) stands as a titan of 20th-century music, a
composer whose innovative harmonic theories irrevocably altered the course of
musical history. His rejection of traditional tonality and the development of
the twelve-tone technique represent a radical break from centuries of
established practice, paving the way for a new era of musical expression.
This article provides a detailed examination of Schoenberg's harmonic
innovations, exploring their origins, principles, and lasting impact.

Chapter 1: The Crisis of Tonality: A Foundation for Change

By the late 19th century, the established system of tonality, which relied on
a hierarchical relationship between chords and a central tonic, was showing
signs of strain. Composers like Wagner, with his increasingly chromatic
harmonies, pushed the boundaries of traditional tonality, creating a sense of
harmonic instability and ambiguity. This "crisis of tonality" wasn't simply a
technical problem; it reflected deeper cultural and artistic shifts. The
inherent limitations of tonality, its perceived predictability, and the
desire for new forms of expression fueled the search for alternative systems.
Schoenberg, acutely aware of this crisis, became a central figure in this
revolutionary process.

Chapter 2: Early Schoenberg: From Late Romanticism to Free Atonality

Schoenberg's early works display a clear progression from late Romanticism
towards atonality. His early compositions, characterized by rich harmonies
and expressive melodies, reveal a gradual loosening of tonal structures. He
began experimenting with increasingly complex chromaticism, blurring the
lines between consonance and dissonance. Pieces like his Verklarte Nacht
(Transfigured Night) showcase this transition, highlighting a gradual
disintegration of traditional harmonic frameworks. This period laid the
groundwork for his radical departure from tonality.

Chapter 3: Atonality and the Emancipation of the Dissonance

Schoenberg's embrace of atonality marked a decisive break from traditional
musical practice. Atonality, the absence of a tonal center, meant that all
twelve notes of the chromatic scale were considered equal in importance. This
challenged the fundamental hierarchical structure that had underpinned
Western music for centuries. Schoenberg argued for the "emancipation of the
dissonance," claiming that dissonance no longer needed to resolve to
consonance. This radical shift fundamentally changed the way composers
perceived harmony and structure, allowing for a far wider range of expressive



possibilities.
Chapter 4: The Twelve-Tone Technique (Serialism): A System for Atonality

While atonality offered freedom from tonal constraints, it also presented
challenges in terms of maintaining coherence and structure. To address this,
Schoenberg developed the twelve-tone technique, also known as serialism. This
system involved arranging the twelve notes of the chromatic scale in a
specific order, called a "tone row" or "series." This row, and its various
transformations (inversion, retrograde, retrograde inversion), formed the
basis of the composition's melodic and harmonic material. The twelve-tone
technique provided a framework for creating atonal music while avoiding the
perceived randomness or lack of organization that could accompany free
atonality.

Chapter 5: Analyzing Schoenberg's Compositions: Case Studies

Analyzing Schoenberg's compositions is crucial to understanding his harmonic
theories in practice. His works like Pierrot Lunaire, Three Piano Pieces, Op.
11, and Serenade, Op. 24, illustrate the evolution of his style and the
application of his methods. These case studies allow us to observe how the
principles of atonality and the twelve-tone technique were employed to create
unique and powerful musical experiences, demonstrating the practical
application of his theories.

Chapter 6: The Legacy of Schoenberg: Enduring Influence

Schoenberg's influence on 20th and 21st-century music is undeniable. His
revolutionary ideas inspired generations of composers, shaping the
development of serialism, integral serialism, and other atonal and post-tonal
styles. Composers like Alban Berg and Anton Webern, his students, further
developed and expanded upon his techniques. The impact extends beyond
serialism, as his ideas about harmony and form continue to inspire creative
approaches to musical composition and theory.

Conclusion: A Lasting Impact on Music

Arnold Schoenberg's contributions to music theory and composition remain
profoundly influential. His rejection of traditional tonality and the
development of the twelve-tone technique were revolutionary acts that
irrevocably changed the landscape of music. Understanding his work is crucial
for navigating and appreciating the complexities of 20th- and 21st-century
music. His theories continue to challenge and inspire composers and theorists
alike, solidifying his place as one of the most important figures in the
history of Western music.



FAQs

. What is atonality in music? Atonality refers to music that lacks a tonal

center or key. All twelve notes of the chromatic scale are treated as
equal.

. What is the twelve-tone technique? The twelve-tone technique, or

serialism, is a compositional method where a series of twelve unique
notes is used as the basis of a musical work and its transformations.

. How did Schoenberg's theories challenge traditional music? Schoenberg

challenged the established hierarchy of consonance and dissonance, and
the very notion of a tonal center, revolutionizing harmonic structures.

. What is the significance of the emancipation of dissonance? It signified

a move away from the necessity of resolving dissonance to consonance,
opening up new expressive possibilities.

. What composers were influenced by Schoenberg? Alban Berg and Anton

Webern are two prominent examples of composers deeply influenced by
Schoenberg.

. What are some key works illustrating Schoenberg's theories? Pierrot

Lunaire, Three Piano Pieces, Op. 11, and Serenade, Op. 24 are examples.

. Is Schoenberg's music easy to understand? No, his music often challenges

listeners accustomed to traditional tonal harmony, requiring a deeper
understanding of his theoretical approach.

. How does the twelve-tone technique create coherence in atonal music? It

provides a structural framework and avoids the perceived randomness of
free atonality.

. What is the difference between free atonality and twelve-tone technique?

Free atonality lacks a predetermined system, whereas the twelve-tone
technique utilizes a pre-composed tone row and its transformations.

Related Articles:
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2.

The Evolution of Atonality in 20th-Century Music: A historical overview
of the development of atonal music from its roots to its various
manifestations.

Alban Berg's Musical Language: A Study of Schoenberg's Influence:
Explores how Berg incorporated and expanded upon Schoenberg's



techniques.

. Anton Webern's Serialism: Refinement and Minutiae: Focuses on Webern's
unique approach to serialism, emphasizing its brevity and precision.

. The Twelve-Tone Technique: A Practical Guide for Composers: Provides a
step-by-step explanation of how to compose using the twelve-tone
technique.

. Comparing Schoenberg's Early and Late Styles: Analyzes the stylistic
evolution in Schoenberg's work, highlighting the shift from late
romanticism to atonality and serialism.

. The Reception of Schoenberg's Music: Controversy and Legacy: Discusses
the critical reaction to Schoenberg's music and its eventual acceptance.

. Schoenberg and the Second Viennese School: Explores the context of
Schoenberg's work within the broader musical movement of the Second
Viennese School.

. Harmony in the 20th Century: Beyond Tonality: A broader survey of
harmonic developments in 20th-century music, placing Schoenberg within a
larger context.

. The Philosophical Underpinnings of Schoenberg's Theories: Investigates
the philosophical and aesthetic ideas that informed Schoenberg's musical
approach.
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