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Interlocutor: Well, my dearHerr Berg, let’s begin!
Alban Berg: Youbegin, then.I'd ratherhave thelastword.
Int.: Are yousosureof yourground?

Berg: As sureasanyonecanbe who for a quartercenturyhastaken partin the developnent of a new
art—sure,that is, not only throughunderstandingand experience,but—whatis more—throgh
faith.

Int.: Fine!lt will besimplest,then,to startat oncewith thetitle of our dialogue:Whatis atonality?

Berg: It is not so easyto answerthat questionwith a formula that would also sere as a definition.
Whenthis expressionwasusedfor thefirst time—prolably in somenewspapercriticism—it could
naturallyonly have beenastheword plainly saysto describea kind of musicthe harmoniccourse
of which did not correspondo thelaws of tonality previously recognized.

Int.. Which means:In the beginning wasthe Word, or rather a word, which shouldcompensatéor the
helplessneswith which peoplefaceda new phenomenon.

Berg: Yes, that, but more too: This designationof “atonal” was doubtlessintendedto disparageas
were wordslike arhythme, amelodic,asymmaetic, which cameup at the sametime. But while
thesewordsweremerelycorvenientdesignation$or specificcasestheword “atonal’—I mustadd,
unfortunately—eameto standcollectively for musc of which it wasassumeadhot only thatit had
no harmoniccenter(to usetonality in Rameats sense) put was alsodevoid of all othermusical
attributessuchasmelos,rhythm form in partandwhole; sothattodaythe designatiorasgoodas
signifiesa musicthatis no music,andis usedto imply the exact oppositeof what hasheretofore
beenconsiderednusic.

Int.: Aha, areproach!And afair one,|l confess.But now tell me yourself,Herr Berg, doesnot sucha
distinction indeedexist, anddoesnot the negation of relationshp to a giventonic leadin factto the
collapseof thewhole edificeof musc?
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Berg: Beforel answerthat,| would like to saythis: Evenif this so-calledatonalmusiccannotharmon-
ically speaking be broughtinto relationwith a major/mnor harmonicsystem—stl, surely there
wasmust evenbeforethatsystemin its turn cameinto existence. .

Int.: ... andwhatabeautifulandimaginatve music!

Berg: ... soit doesnt follow thattheremay not (at leastconsideringthe chromaticscaleandthe new
chord-formsarisingout of it) bediscoveredin the “atonal” compositims of thelastquartercentury
a harmoniccenterwhich would naturally not be identicalwith the old tonic ... We alreadyhave
todayin the “compositon in twelve tonesrelatedonly to eachother” which Schoenbey hasbeen
thefirst to practice,a systemthat yields nothingin organizationand control of materialto the old
harmonicordet

Int.: You meanthe so-calledtwelve-tonerows? Won't you tell us something more aboutthemin this
connection?

Berg: Not now; it would leadtoo far afield. Let usconfineourselesto this notionof “atonality”

Int.. Agreed.Butyouhavenotyetansweredany questiom whethertheredoesnotindeedexistadistinction
suchasthatimplied in the word betweerearliermusc andthatof today andsowhetherthegiving
up of relationshipto a keynote,atonic, hasnotindeedunsettédthe whole structureof music?

Berg: Now thatwe have agreedhatthe negatian of majorandminor tonality doesnot necessarilyoring
aboutharmonicanarchy | cananswerthat questionmuchmoreeasily Evenif certainharmonic
possiblities arelostthroughabandonmenif majorandminar, all the otherqualitieswe demandbf
atrueandgenuinemusicstill remain.

Int.: Which, for instance?

Berg: They arenotto besoquickly listed,andl would like to go into thatmoreclosely—indeed| must
do so, becausehe pointin questionis to shav thatthis ideaof atonality which originally related
guite exclusively to the harmonicaspecthasnow become asaforesaida collective expressiorfor
musicthatis no music.

Int.: No music? | find that expressiontoo strong; nor have | heardit before. | believe that what the
opponentof atonalmustc are mostconcernedwith is to emphasizehe implied antithess to so-
called“beautiful” music.

Berg: Thatview you take from me. Anyhow, this collective term “atonality” is intendedto repudiate
everythingthathasheretoforanadeupthecontentof music.l have alreadymentioredsuchwordsas
arhythmc, amelodicasymmetricandcould namea dozenmoreexpressims derogatoryof modern
music:like cacophog andmanugcturednusic,which arealreadyhalf-forgotten,or themorerecent
oneslik e linear music,constructvism, the new factuality polytonalty, machinemusic,etc. These
terms, which may perhapsproperly apply in individual specialinstanceshave all beenbrought
underonehatto give todaytheillusory conceptof an“atonal” music,to which thosewho admitno
justificationfor this musiccling with greatpersistencepurposng in this singleword to dery to the
newv musiceverythingthat,aswe said,hasheretoforeconstitutednusic,andhenceits right to exist
atall.
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Int.: Youtaketooblackaview, HerrBerg! You mighthave beenentirelyjustified in thatstatemenof the
caseof a while ago. But today peopleknow thatatonalmust for its own sake canbe fascinating,
inevitably in somecasesvherethereis trueart! Our problemis only to shov whetheratonalmusic
may really be calledmustal in the samesenseasall earliermusic. Thatis, to shawv, asyou have
said,whetherif only the harmonicfoundationhaschangedall the otherelementsof formermusic
arestill presenin thenew.

Berg: Thatl declarethey are,andl couldproveit to youin every measuref amodernscore.Prove above
all—to begin with the mostimportant—thatin this music,asin ary other themelody the principal
voice,thetheme,s fundamentalthatthe courseof themusicis in asensaleterminedy it.

Int.: Butis melodyin thetraditionalsenseatall possitbe in atonalmusic?
Berg: Yes,of coursegvenvocalmelody

Int.: Well, sofar assongis concernedHerr Berg, atonalmusicsurely doesfollow a new path. There
is certainlysometling in it thathasnever beenheardbefore,l would almostlike to say something
temporarilyshocking

Berg: Only asconcernsharmory: on thatwe agree. But it is quite wrong to regardthis new melodic
line aslaking a pathentirely new, asyou declare,in comparisorwith the usualcharacteristicof
melodicprocedureor evenasnever beforeheartoandshocking.Nor is thistrue of avocalline, even
if it is marked with whatsomeoneecentlydescribedasintervals of aninstrumentathromaticism
distorted jagged,wide-spacednor thatit therebytotally disregardsthe requirement®f the human
voice.

Int.: | neversaidthat,but| cannothelpfeelingthatvocalmelodyandmelodyin generadoesseennever
to have beentreatedik e thatbefore.

Berg: Thatisjustwhatl amobjectingto. | maintainonthecontrarythatvocalmelody evenasdescribed,
yes,caricaturedin theselerms,hasalwaysexisted,especiallyin Germarmusic;andl furthermain-
tainthatthis so-calledatonalmusic,atleastin sofar asit hasemanatedrom Vienna,hasalsoin this
respectaturallyadheredo the mastervarks of Germanmustc and not—with all duerespect—to
Italian bel-cantoopera. Melody thatis linked with harmoty rich in progressionsyhich is almost
the samething asbeingbold, may naturally solong asonedoesnt understandhe harmonicimpli-
cations,seem“distorted’—wthich is no lessthe casewith a thoroughlychromaticstyle of writing,
andfor which thereare hundredsof examplesin Wagner But take rathera melodyof Schubert,
from thefamoussongLetzteHoffnung Is thatdistortedenoughfor you?

[Bergheregivesfurtherexamples—fronschubert\Wasserflut, barsl11-12 Der sturmische
Morgen bars4—8,15-18;andfrom Mozart,Don Juanin particularto shav thatevenin
the classicsvocal melody may be constantlyon the move, expressve in all registers,
“animatedandyet capableof declamation—ideed,anidealinstrunent’]

But you will alsoseeby theseexamplesfrom the classicsthatit hasnothing to do with atonality
if amelody evenin opera-musicdepartsfrom the voluptwustendernessf Italian cantilena—an
elementyouwill furthermoreseekin vainin Bach,whosemelodicpoteng nobodywill dery.

Int.: Granted. But thereseemdo be anotherpointin which the melody of this so-calledatonalmusic
differsfrom thatof earliermusic.l meantheasymmatical structureof melodicperiods.
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Berg: You probablymissin our musc the two- andfour-bar periodicity aswe know it in the Viennese

Int.:

classicistsaandall the romantcs, including Wagner Your obsenation is correct,but you perhaps
overlook the fact that suchmetrical symmetryis peculiarto this epoch,whereasn Bach,for ex-

ample,it is only to befoundin his morehom@honicworks andthe suitesthatderive from dance-
music. But evenin the Vienneseclassicsandespeciallyin MozartandSchubertwe obsere again
and again—andquite particularly in their most masterlyworks—eforts to breakaway from the
restraintof this squaresymmetry.

[Here Berg citesexamplesfrom Figaro.]

This art of asymmetrianelodicconstructiondevelopedstill furtherin the courseof the nineteenth
century (just think of Brahms\VergeblichesStandtien Am Sonntgmogen, or Immerleiser wird
mein Sthlumme}, andwhile the four-bar period preponderates Wagnerand his followers (they
clungto this earlierstyle-factorin favor of otherinnovations, notablyin the harmonicfield), even
atthistime thereis a very cleartendeng to give up thetwo- andfour-barform. A directline runs
herefrom MozartthroughSchubertand Brahmsto Reger and Schoenbeay. And it is perhapsot
without interestto point out thatboth Reger and Schoenbey, whenthey discussedhe asymmetry
of their melodicperiods,pointedout thatthesefollow the proseof the spolenword, while strictly
square-rhythrad melodyfollows, rather metricalspeechyerse-form.Yet, aswith proseitself, un-
symnetrical melodiesmay be no lesslogically constructedhansymnetrical melodies. They too
have their half andfull cadences;estandhigh points, caesuragandbridges,introducbry andcon-
cludingmomentswhich, becausef their directionalcharactermay be comparedvith modulatios
andcadencesTo recognizeall thisis to feelin themmelodyin thetruestsenseof theword.

... andperhapsvenfind thembeautiful.

Berg: Quiteright! But let us go on: This freedomof melodc constructionis naturally accompanied

Int.:

by freedomof rhythmic organization. Becausahe rhythm of this musichasundegonea loosen-
ing process—Ietissaythroughcontractiongxtenson, overlappirg of note-\alues shifting of strong
beatsaswe seeit quiteparticularlyin Brahms—doegsotmeanthatthelaws of rhythm aredispensed
with; andtheterm*“arhythmic” for this treatmentwhich afterall representgustanotherefinement
of the artist’'s means,s just assilly as“amelodic” This rhythmc treatments particularly condi-
tionedtoo by the multilinearity of thenew musc; we seemjndeed to befinding ourselesin atime
which very muchresemble®Bach’s. For asthat period,throughBach himself, wroughta change
from pure polyphory andthe imitative style (andthe conceptof the churchmodes),to a style of
writing built on majorminor harmoty, sonow we arepassingout of the harmonicera,whichreally
dominaedthewholeVienneselassicperiodandthenineteentltentury slowly but incessantlynto
aneraof preponderantlpolyphaic characterThistendenyg to polyphory in so-calledatonalmu-
sicis afurthermarkof all true musicandis notto be dismssedjust becausdt hasbeennicknamed
“linear structuré..

Now | think we have arrived at a mostimportantpoint.

Berg: Yes,atcounterpoint!

Int.:

Berg:

Right! The essencef polyphory of courseconsistsin the interordinationand subordnation of
voices,voices,thatis, which have alife of their own. Hereagainwe aredealingwith the harmonic
aspect;l mean,the individual livesof all the voicesgive rise to a seconda new life, that of the
collective sound. ..

... whichis of coursenotaccidentalput conscious} built andheard.
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Int.: Now thatis justwhatsurprisesne. Thenis thatelementainterplayof atonalvoices,which seento
meto lack any suchessentiatontrastaswould give riseto a stronginternallife, alsoachiered by
consciougonstructia, or is it the play of someadmitedly highly inspiredchance?

Berg: Thatquestim—tobebrief andnottootheoretical—lcananswemwith atruthwonfrom experience,
anexperiencehatspringsnotonly from my own creatve work but from thatof otherartiststo whom
their artis assacredasit is to me (soanachronisti@arewe of the“atonal” Vienneseschool).Not a
measuren this musicof ours—nomatterhow complicatedts harmonicrhythmic, andcontrapuntal
texture—hut hasbeensubjectedo the sharpestontrol of the outerandthe inner ear andfor the
meaningof which, in itself andin its placein the whole, we do not take the artistic responsibity
guiteasmuchasin the caseof somevery simple form—asa simple motive or a simpleharmonic
progression-thelogic of whichis atonceclearto thelayman.

Int.: Thatexplanationseemgo meto make senseButif so,it almostseemsasthoughtheword “atonal”
mustbe a misromerfor thiswholetendeng in music.

Berg: Why, that'swhatl’ve beensayingthewholetime, trying to make it clearto you.

Int.: Butthenyou,thatis, yourmusic,mustsomehav have somerelationto theformalelementof earlier
musictoo?If my guesss correct thisvery musc—theword“atonal” doesnt soundright afterwhat
we've said—stivesto keepin closetouchwith olderforms?

Berg: With form itself; andis it any wonderthenthatwe shouldturn backto the olderformsaswell? Is
this not a further proof of how consciouscontemporarypracticeis of the entirewealthof music’s
resources?We have just seenthat this is the casein all seriousmusic. And sincethis wealth
of resourcess apparentin every branchof our music simutaneously—Imean,in its harmonic
develogpment,in its freemelodtc constructio, in its rhythmic variety, in its preferencéor polyphory
andthe contrapuntaktyle, andfinally in its useof all the formal possiliities establiiedthrough
centuriesof mustal development—noone canreproachus with our art andtagit as“atonal; a
namethathasbecomealmosta byword of aluse.

Int.: Now youhave madeanimportantdeclarationHerrBerg. | amsomavhatrelieved,for evenl thoudht
thattheword“atonal; wheneesoeerit came hadgivenriseto a passingheoryforeignto thenatural
courseof mustal development.

Berg: Thatwould suitthe opponerd of thisnew musicof ours,for thenthey would beright abouttheim-
plicationswhichreallylie in theword“atonal; whichis equvaentto anti-muscal, ugly, uninspired,
ill-sounding anddestructve; andthey would furthermorebejustifiedin bemoaningsuchanarchyin
tones,suchruinationof must’s heritage,our helplessstateof deracination.l tell you, this whole
hueandcry for tonality comesnot so muchfrom a yearningfor a keynoterelationshipasfrom a
yearningfor familiar concords—Ietis sayit frankly, for thecommontriads. And | believe it is fair
to statethatno music,providedonly it containsenoughof thesetriads,will ever arouseoppositon
evenif it breaksall the holy commandmeistof tonality.

Int.: Soit is still sacredo you, afterall, goodold tonality?

Berg: Wereit not, how could suchaswe—despi¢ the skepticismof our generation—maiain faith in a
new art for which Antichrist himself could not have thoughtup a morediabolical appellationthan
thatword "atonal”!

(Translatedrom the Germanby M. D. HerterNorton)

AlbanBery 5 Whatis Atonality?



