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To answerthis questionone might be inclined to tracethe ideasin Schbnbeg's work, to investigatehis
worksfrom the point of view of thought.In otherwords,to do whatis frequentlydone:getto gripswith
musicby meansof philosophicalliterary or otherarguments.Thatis not my intention! | amconcerned
solelywith whathappensnusicallyin Sclbnbeg's works; the compositionaimodeof expressionwhich,
like thelanguageof ary work of art (which we have to acceptasa premise) mustbe consideredheonly
oneadequateo the objectto be representedTo understandhis languagehroughandthroughandgrasp
it in all its details,i.e. (to expressit quite generally)to recognizethe beginning, courseand ending of
all melodies to hearthe sounding-togetheof the voicesnot asa chancephenomenorut asharmonies
and harmonicprogressionsto tracesmallerand larger relationshipsand contrastsaswhat they are—to
putit briey: to follow a pieceof musicasonefollows the wordsof a poemin a languagehatonehas
masteredhroughandthroughmeanghe same—foronewho possessethe gift of thinking musically—as
understandinghe work itself. So the questionat the top of this investigationappearsaansweredf we
manageto test Sclbnbeg's modeof musicalexpressionwith regardto its comprehensibilityandthen
drav conclusionsasto whatextentit canbe grasped.

| wantto do this, knowing that a greatdealis achievedif it is demonstratedh the details,on a single
example,whichis selectedat randominsofar asthereareonly a few passages Schbnbeg's worksthat
would not be equallysuitablefor suchaninvestigation:
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Eventhoughtheseten bars(they arethe rst barsof the First String Quartetin D minor) areno longer
consideredmpossibleor evendif cult to understandfwenty yearsafterthey werecomposedyet there
is still this to say aboutthem: If, ata rst hearing,one wishesonly to recognizethe main voice and
follow it throughto the endof thesetenbars,to feelthewhole asa singlemelody whichis whatit is and
consequendpughtto be just aswhistle-ableasthe beginning of a Beethwen quartet—yesgvenif that
is all the listenerwishesto do, | amafraidhewill nd himselffacedwith dif culties of comprehension
asearlyasthethird bar Accustomedo a melodic style whosemostimportantpropertywas symmetry
of phraseconstructionandadjustedo atype of thematicconstructiorthatusedonly even-numberedar
relationships—anodeof constructiorthathasdominatecdall the music,with afew exceptionsof thelast
150years—arearsoone-sidedlypreconditionedvill doubttherightnesof the rst barsof a melodythat
consistsgontraryto all expectationof phrase®f two anda half barsin length(example30).

Thereis nothing new aboutthematicwriting that avoids two-bar and four-bar constructions. Justthe
opposite. Even Busslersaysquite rightly that“it is just the greatesmastersof form (he meansMozart
and Beethaen) who love free and bold constructionsand do not like to be con ned within the gates
of even-numberedbarrelationships”.But really how seldomsuchthingsoccurin the classicgSchubert
perhapsexcepted) andhow suchpractice—saaturalandeasyin the eighteentlcenturyandearlie—has
beenlost in the musicof Wagnerandthe Romantics(apartfrom Brahms'folk songmelody-typesynd
thereforealsoin the whole nev GermanSchool! Eventhe Heldenleberthemewhich seemedso bold at
thetime is in four- andtwo-barphraseshroughout,andafterthe usualsixteenbars—thesafestrouteto
beingunderstood—itomeshackto a literal repeatf the rst phrase Eventhe musicof Mahlerand—to
namea masterof a quite differentstyle—Delussyhardly ever deviatesfrom melodic formationsof an
evennumbersof bars. And if we considerRegerasthe only one (besidesSchbnbeg) who prefersfairly
freeconstructionseminiscenpf prose(ashe himselfputsit) we have to admitthatthisis thereasonwvhy
his musicis relatively dif cult of accessTheonly reason] maintain.For neitherthe otherpropertiesof
his thematicwriting (motivic developmentof multi-note phraseshor his harmory—quite apartfrom his
contrapuntatechnigue—arealculatedo make his musicallanguagedif cult to understand.

With this stateof affairsit is only too easyto seethata musicwhich regardsthe asymmetricabndfree
constructiorof themesasjustasavailableastheconstructionsvith two-, four- andeight-bamphrases—and
thatis perhapghe mostimportantaspect®f Sctbnbeg's way of writing—will notbe easilyunderstood,
andin the caseof his laterworks,not understoodt all.

And when a themelik e this (to comebackto our particularcase),in the courseof the extremely fast
developmentthatis in keepingwith its impetuouseven stormy characterright in the secondrepeatof
thatphrasehathashardlybeengraspedhythmically-wherthis themeacquireghefollowing abbreviated
form (example31) by exercisingtheright of variation,thelistenerhaslostthethreadwell beforethe rst

melodic
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climax is reachedwo barslater (example32). This semiquaer motif may well appearto fall from the
clouds,whereasn fact

it is nothingotherthanthe naturalmelodiccontinuation(againobtainedby variation)of the maintheme.
This successiommf chromaticside-stepsactually presentsan almostinsuperableobstacle—ass clearin

performancesf thequarteteventoday—tothecomprehensioof thelistener whois accustometb aslow

developmentof themesor even a developmentobtainedmerely by sequenceand unvaried repetitions.
Generallyhe is not even able to relatethesesemiquaer gures to their chordalfoundation(which is

naturallythere)on accountof the speedof their successionandhe thereforeloseshis last possibility of

orientation,of evaluatingthis passaget leaston the basisof its cadentialfunction, or of feelingit asa
caesuraor climax. No, it appeargo him asa haphazaraoncatenatiomf “cacophonies’(causedy the
zig-zagging—tdchim apparentlysenseless—dhe rst violin); andthennaturallyhe cannotmake heador

tail of the continuation,which presentsiew (thoughrelated)thematicformationsandis alreadyrich in

motivic work, andleadsbackto arepeatof themaintheme(in E- at!) only afternineteerbars.

How mucheasielit would have beenfor thelistenerif all thesethingsthatareproving sodif cult justdid
not exist; if the beginning of the quartet—mayl be excusedthis impiety!l—hadhadthe following form,
which purposelyoidssuchrichnesof rhythmicdesignmotivic variationandthematicwork, andretains
only thenumberof barsandnotesof theunmurderablenelodicinspiration(example33):
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Thisreallyremovestheasymmetryof theoriginalandprovidesatwo-barstructurehatwill satisfyeventhe
denseslistener Themotivic andrhythmicdevelopmenmaoveseasilyandslowly, evadingevery possibility
of variation. Semiquaers,which mightrepresena stumblingblockin theframewnork of ananimatedAlla
Brevemovementaredispensedvith entirely, andthis removesthelastimpedimentinamelythedif culty
of hearingoutthosesequencesf chromaticleapsof a seventh),sinceheretoo we do not overstepquaver
movement,and even this is harmonizedn half-bars. But in casethis mangledthemeshouldstill bein
dangerof not beingunderstoodthe immediateandliteral repetitionin the tonic key offers a degreeof
generalcomprehensibilitythat vergeson the popular andto capit all, all polyphory is avoidedandthe
simplestimaginableaccompanimens putin its place.

What a differencewhenwe look at Sctbnbeg! The sketchbookshe usedwhile composingthis String
Quartetareof enormousmportancefor anyoneinterestedn penetratinghe psychologyof hiswork. No
onewho hasglancedat themwill be ableto saythat Schbnbeg musicis constructedintellectualor any
otherof the currentcatchwordswith which peopletry to protectthemselesfrom the superiorityof his
overrich imagination.For: 'Every thematicideais inventedtogethemwith all its counterpoints.

And it all hasto be heard! At the beginning of the Quartet,in counterpointwith the rst ve-barphrase
of the rst violin, thereis aneloquentmelodyin the middle voice, built up—asan exception-ofone-and
two-barphrasegexample34).

Evenif this melody might escapeonewithout damagingthe generalimpressionjt is inconcevablethat
anyonecouldgraspeventheinitial partof themainideaif they do nothearthe expressve songof thebass
line. And this caneasilyhappensincethis melodyis dividedinto two phrasesthistime of threebarseach
(example35). For this notto happen—ifonedoes
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not feel the beautyof suchthemes(andof this musicin general)with the heart—itrequiresthe hearing
faculty at leastof an externalearcapableof keepingtrack of all the voicesthat are so pregnantin their
differentcharactersand of recognizingas suchthe beginningsand endings(which are all at different
points) of all thesepartsof melodiesof differentlengths,andof dwelling (with understandingpn their
soundingtogether And then,besidesit requiresthe hearingfaculty of anearthatis setthe mostdif cult
taskwith regardto the rhythm, which—hereandeverywherein Sctbnbeg's music—risego a hitherto
unheard-ofpitch of variety anddifferentiation. Look at the cello part just quoted: how a skippingscale
of dottedquavershasbeendevelopedas early asthe seventhbar out of the long dravn legatophrases.
Two barslaterwe hearin contrastthe weighty crotchetsof the seven-notethemestormingup in alternate
fourthsandthirds (E- at, A- at, C, F, A, D, F-sharp).Alreadytwo importantmotivic component®f the
Quartethave beenexposed.And the way all theserhythmicformsarebroughtinto contrapuntatelations
with the otherparts(which developwith quitedifferentnote-\aluesandrelationships)!

Onewould eitherhave to be very deafor very maliciousto describea musicthatmanifestssuchrichness
of rhythms(andin suchaconcentrateéorm bothsuccessiely andsimultaneouslyas“arhythmic”. If this
word s intendedo referto all relationsof tempoandnote-\aluesthatarenot directly derivablefrom me-
chanicalmovement(e.g.,millwheelor railway train) or from bodily movement(e.g.,marching,dancing,
etc.) thenby all meanscall Sctbnbeg's music“arhythmic”. But thenthe word mustalsobe appliedto
themusicof Mozartandall the classicaimasterexceptwhenthey purposelyaimedat uniform andthere-
fore easilycomprehensiblenythms,asin their dancesandthe movementsderivedfrom old danceforms
(ScherzoRondo,etc.). Or is “arhythmic” intendedasthe oppositeof some“rhythm” thatis no longera
musicalconceptput aconcept—lile “ethos”, “cosmos”,“dynamic”, “mentality” andothercatchwordsof
ourage—thatanbeapplied‘in thelastanalysis’whereserthereis somethingn motion,whetherin artor
in sport,philosophyor industry world historyor nance! A conceplik e this,whichnolongerstemsrom
themobileformsof musicbut is appliedto somethingrague somethingnde nablein musicalterms,and
which enablesneto speakof the rhythmof a pieceof musicin the sameway asonemight speakof the
rhythmof therecentslump—aconceplik ethisis simply andnaturallyout of the questiorfor anyonewho
canaccounfor therhythmicaction—springingrom themusicaldetails—thatxtendsoverawholework.
Thefactthatsuchdilution of conceptanbecomecurrent—e&enamongsthosein whomonemightleast
expectto nd it (outof respecfor their position): amongstsomecomposers!—onlyproveshow dif cult
it is for amusicthatwantsto be measureanly with the standardf its art (andnotwith the standardef
somemere“attitude”),—how dif cult it is for suchmusicto beunderstood.
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Andthisbringsusbackto therealobjective of my investigationthedif culty of understandin@chonbeg's
music. The dif culty arisesfrom the music's richness—asve have seenso far—in beautieshematic,
countrapuntabnd rhythmic. It only remainsto speakof the harmonicrichnessof this music, of the

immeasurableornucopiaof chordsand chordalconnectionghat are nothing otherthanthe resultof a

polyphory (which we mustalsoassess$ere)thatis quite extraordinaryin contemporarymusic. Thatis,

they arethe resultof a juxtapositionof voices, distinguishedby a hitherto unheard-ofmobility in the
melodicline. And so this excessof harmoniceventsis just as misunderstoods everythingelse. And

naturallyjustaswrongly!

This passagé¢example36) in Choralestyleis notthe chordalbasisof thefar- ung archesof an Adagio—
which onecouldwell imagine.No; it is merelytheharmonicskeletonof the much-discusseleginningof
this Quartet.

It seemsncomprehensibl¢hat somethingso simple could be not understood—coul@éven appearasan
orgy of dissonance® a premiereaudiencenungryfor sensation And only thefactthatsuchanunusual
numberandsomary differentkindsof chordsare tted into the narrov spaceof tenanimatedAlla Breve
barscanexplain why an ear—nonetoo spoiled,on accountof the relative poverty of othercontemporary
music—isnot equalto the task of digestinga sequencef fty or morechordsin a few secondsand
thereforepresumedt “hypertrophied” (anotherof thosesticksfor belayingthis music)whereactuallyit
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is merelyrich to over owing. For, asthe lastexampleis supposedo shaw, the constitutionof the chords
andtheir respectre combinationscannotbe responsibldor the dif culty experiencedn understanding
them. Thereis no singlesonority not even on the unaccentedgemiquaersof theseten quartetbars,that
cannotbeimmediatelyclearto any eareducatedn the harmory of thelastcentury Eventhetwo whole-
tone chords(marked with asterisks)with their chromaticpreparationsand resolutions—todayhobody
could pretendto be morally outragedby suchthingswithout becomingthe laughingstock of the whole
musicalworld.

Fromthiswe canalsoseehow irrelevantit is—andalwayswas—tospeak(in judging Schbnbeg's music)
of how regardlessmodern” voice-leadinghasbecomeandhow it ignoresthe sonoritieghatresult. What
| have shavn with regardto theseten barscanbe demonstrate@quallyin every passagef this work.

Eventhe boldestharmonicdevelopmentsarefar from beinga playgroundof uncontrollablecoincidental
sonorities.

Chancehasno placehere,andanyonewho still cannotfollow maytake the blameon himself, having full
con dencein the earof a masterwho canconceve all thesethingsthatappearsodif cult to uswith the
sameeaseashe solvesthe mostcomplicatedcounterpoinproblemsn front of his pupils' eyesasthough
he wereconjuringthe solutionfrom up his sleeve. Asked onceif “he hadever properlyheard”’a passage
in oneof his works thatwasparticularlydif cult to understandhe answeredvith a joke that containsa
profoundtruth: “Yes,whenl wascomposingt!”

A way of writing conditionedby suchunwaveringmusicalitycontainsall compositionapossibilities,and
thereforeit cannever be completelyfathomed.Not eventheoretically The resultsof my analysissofar
(and1 would dearlylike it to be complete)have by no meansexhaustedthe possibilitiesof thesefew
bars.For example,we still have to mentionthatthesevoices,inventedfrom the startin therelationshipof
doublecounterpointpermitof manifoldvarietyalsofrom the point of view of polyphonictechniqueand
this naturallycomesto fruition in the variousreprisesof the mainidea. First the melodiesof violin and
cello changeplaces(sinceall mechanicatepetitionsareavoidedevenin this earlywork of Sctbnbeg's).
Presentedraphically:thelinesthatappeain the rst barsof the Quartetin theverticalposition

1
2
3

arelaterintroducedpage5 of the miniaturescore)in the order

3 (in octaves)
2
1

At their third appearancépage8) the subsidiaryvoicesarealreadyvaried. thoughthe melodynotesare
strictly presered. Herethe orderis

2 (variantin semiquaers)
1 (in octave)
3 (decoratedvith quavertriplets)
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Finally in thelastrepriseof the mainidea(page53) the mainandsubsidiarywoices—quiteapartfrom the
innumerableeombinationswith otherthemesn thework-appeain thefollowing order:

3 (variantin quaver triplets. but differentfrom the preceding)
1 (in octaves)
[3 Inversionin quaver “diminution”]

But these rst ten barsandtheir variedrepeatsepresent very, very small fraction of the work, which

lastsaboutan hour. They canonly give a hint of anideaof the harmonic,polyphonicandcontrapuntal
occurrencegin an excessunheard-ofsince Bach)that ourish so luxuriantly in the thousandsf bars
of this music. One can assertthis without being guilty of ary exaggeration: Every smallestturn of

phrase,even accompanimentafuration is signi cant for the melodic developmentof the four voices
andtheir constantlychangingrhythm—is,to putit in oneword, thematic.And this within theframewnork

of a singlelarge symphonicmovementwhosecolossalarchitecturet is quite impossibleto go into-even

super cially—in the spaceof this investigation.

It is not surprisingthatan earaccustomedo the musicof thelastcenturycannotfollow a pieceof music
where suchthings are going on. The music of the nineteenthcenturyis almostalways homophonic;
its themesare built symmetricallyin units of two or four bars;its evolutionsand developmentsare for

the mostpartunthinkablewithout an abundanceof repetitionandsequence&enerallymechanical)and
nally this conditionstherelative simplicity of theharmonicandrhythmicaction. Decade®f habituation
to thesethingsmalke the listenerof todayincapableof understandingnusicof a differentkind.

He is irritated even by suchthingsasa revival of someatrtistic techniquethathasbecomea rarity, or by
deviations—earenin only oneof thesemusicalmatters—fromwhathappengo be usual,evenif thesede-
viationsareperfectlypermissiblefrom the point of view of therules. Now imaginehis positionwhen(as
in themusicof Sclbnbeg) we nd—united, occurringsimultaneously—althesepropertieshatareoth-
erwiseconsideredhe meritsof goodmusic,but which generallycropup only singly andwell distributed
amongsthevariousmusicalepochs.

Think of Bach's polyphory; of the structureof the themes—oftermguite free constructionallyandrhyth-
mically, of the classicalandpreclassicacomposersandof their highly skilled treatmenbf the principle
of variation;of the Romanticswith their bold juxtapositiongwhich arestill bold eventoday)of distantly
relatedkeys; of the new chordalformationsin Wagnerarrived at by chromaticalterationandenharmonic
changeandtheir naturalembodimentn tonality; and nally think of Brahms'art of thematicandmotivic
work, oftenpenetratingnto thevery smallestdetails.

It is clearthatamusicthatunitesin itself all thesepossibilitiesthatthe masterof thepasthave left behind
would notonly be differentfrom a contemporarynusicwheresucha combinations notto befound (asl
will shaw); it also—despit¢thosepropertiegshatwe recognizedsthemeritsof goodmusic,anddespitets
excessverichnesdn all the elds of music,or rather just becaus®f this—it alsomanageso be dif cult
to understandwhich indeedSchinbeg's musicis.

| will be reproachedvith having proved somethingin this investigationwhereno proof was calledfor:
namelythe dif culty of the Quartetin D minor, a “tonal” work that stoppedbeinga problemlong ago,
awork in factthat hason the contrarybeengenerallyrecognizedand hence—understoodWell, even
thoughthevalidity of thatis questionablel admitthatthe questionat the headof this article would only

AlbanBem Whyis Sthonbeg's Music SoDif cult. ..



really be answeredf | wereto demonstratevhat! have shovn on the basisof thesefew minor-key bars
with referenceo at leastone exampleof so-calledatonal' music. But it wasnot only a questionof the
dif culty but also—asreadersof my analysismusthave realized—aguestionof proving thatthe means
of this music,despitethe factthatmuchin it is felt to be particularlydif cult to understandareall right
andproper:right andproper naturally in connectiorwith the highestart! And it wasof courseeasierto
shaw this with regardto anexamplerootedin major/minortonality, which nevertheless—aadwantagan
this connection—occasioneaasmuchoutragen its day as“atonal” musicdoestoday But having arrived
at a point wherel regardthe latter asjust as“existent” asthe former (andit doesexist, not only thanks
to the work of Schbnbeng, “the fatherof atonalthought”asheis generallycalled, but thanksalsoto the
work of alarge proportionof the musicalworld), all | needdo is to projecteverythingl saidaboutthese
ten barsof the Quartetonto any passagen his later and mostrecentworks. Our title questionis then
eguialently answeredy producingevidencethat the meansof this musicare equallyright and proper
to the highestart. Indeed,it will thenbecomeapparenthatthedif culty of understandings not caused
somuchby the so-called‘atonality”, which hasmeanwhilebecomethe modeof expressionof so mary
contemporarieyut heretoo by the otheraspectof the structureof Schhnbeg's music,by the plenitude
of artistic meansappliedhereand everywherein this harmonicstyle too, by the applicationof all the
compositionapossibilitiesprovided by centuriesof music,to putit brie y: by itsimmeasurableichness.

Heretoowe nd thesamemultiplicity in theharmoty, thesamemulti-level de nition of thecadencehere
too theunsymmetricandcompletelyfree constructiorof themestogethemwith their un agging motivic
work; heretootheartof variation,affectingboththematicwork andharmonizationbothcounterpoinand
rhythm of this music; heretoo the samepolyphory extendingover the whole work, andthe inimitable
contrapuntatechniqueheretoo, nally, thediversityanddifferentiationof the rhythms,of whichwe can
only sayagainthatbesidedeingsubjectto their own laws, they aresubjectalsoto the laws of variation,
thematicdevelopment,counterpointand polyphory. Soin this eld too, Schhnbeg attainsto an art of
constructiorthatproveshow wrongit is to speakof a “dissolutionof rhythm”in his music.

Consideredrom suchauniversalpointof view, how basicallydifferentis theimageof othercontemporary
composersgventhosewhoseharmonidanguagéiasbrokenwith thedominationof thetriad. Themusical
meandistedabove cannaturallybe demonstratedh their musictoo. But we never nd them,aswe doin
Schbnbeq, unitedin thework of a singlepersonalitybut distributedamongsthevariousgroups schools,
generationandnationsandtheir respectre representates.

Onecomposemay prefera polyphonicstyle of writing, but reduceghis thematicdevelopmentandthe
art of variationto a minimum. Anothermay write a bold harmonicstyle and not shrink from any com-
bination of tones,but he hasroom only for melodiesthat hardly overstephomophony and are further
characterizedby the useof only two-or four-bar phrases. Onecomposes “atonality” consistan setting
falsebassesunderprimitively harmonizedperiods; otherswrite in two or more (major or minor) keys
simultaneouslybut the musicalproceduresvithin eachone often betraya frighteningpoverty of inven-
tion. Music distinguishedy its rich andanimatedmelodyandfree constructiorof themessickenson the
sluggishharmoty, the symptomsbeing: poverty of intervallic movementJong heldchords,endlesgedal
pointsandharmonigprogressionghatperpetuallyrecur Musicof thiskind—I canalmostpositively assert
this asa generalproposition—cannosurvive without more or lessmechanicatepetitionsand,often, the
most primitive sequentiaprocedure.This is especiallyclearin the rhythm, borderingon monototy, in
which a profusionof shiftsandchange®f metreconcealghe needinessf the music.

Therhythm—naw rigid, how hammeringnow dancing(andotherkindsof animation)—preidesmoreof-
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tenthanonewouldthink theonly handholdfor amusicthatis otherwisecompletelyinconsequentialAnd
it is therepresentatiesof thiscompositionatechniquevhoaregenerallyreferredto as“strongly rhythmic
composers”.Even*“atonal” andotherwise‘progressvely orientated’musicmanageso be acceptedand
even becomerelatively popularthanksto its adherenceéo suchmoreor lessestablishegrinciples,such
exaggeratedne-sidednesandthanksto thefactthatit contentstself with being“modern,but notultra”.

And evenif oneor moreaspectf suchmusicdo presenthe listenerwith dif cult tasks,it adhereso
strictly to the corventionalin all otherrespects—oftemeing intentionally “primiti ve"—that it appeals
to the earsof peopleof moderatemusicaldiscernmentjust on accountof thosenegative properties. It
appealdo themall themorebecauséheauthorsof suchmusic,in orderto bestylistically pure,haveto be
awareof theconsequenceas only their oneparticularfeatureof modernity andarenotcompelledo drav
conclusiongrom the combinationof all thesepossibilities.Theinescapableompulsiorwhich consistgl
repeat)in draving the farthestconclusiondrom a self-chosemmusicaluniversalityis to be foundin one
placeonly, andthatis in Schbnbeg's compositions.In sayingthis, | am, | believe, producingthe last
andperhapghe strongesteasonfor the dif culty of understandingt. The circumstancehat this noble
compulsionis methy a sovereigntyworthy of geniusjusti es me—like everythingthat!| have saidabout
Schonbepg's mastery unequalledoy ary of his contemporaries—igupposing—noit is no supposition,
it is a certainty-thatherewe aredealingwith the work of one of the very few mastersvho will bearthe
title “classic” for time everlasting—longafter the “classicistsof our time” have becomea thing of the
past. Not only hashe “drawn the lastandboldestconclusiondrom Germanmusicalculture” (as Adolf
Weissmanraptly saysin hisbookDie Musikin derWeltkrise), he hasgotfurtherthanthosewho seeknew
pathsblindly and—consciouslpr unconsciously—morer lessnegatethe art of this musicalculture. So
todayon Sctbnbeg's ftieth birthdayonecansay without having to be a prophet thatthe work thathe
haspresentedofarto the world ensuresot only the predominancef his personahrt, but whatis more
thatof Germammusicfor thenext fty years.
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