Communication in Twentieth Century Music

Expression and meaning in tond musc is based onfulfillment or denial of preconaeived
expectationsthroughmanipulationsof a system that Western listeners are already conditioned to
undestand. Theart musc tradition was based exclusvely on such a practice for hundeds of
years, yet that isnolonge thecase. Over the course of the ningteenth century, significant
expeimentation within thetond system occurred. Compogers began prizing highly persondized
communication, an ideal tha often required expanded pitch materias, increased dissonance,
obscured or nonfundiond harmonic progressions and many othe characteristics tha placed a
seemingly overwhdming burden onthetond system.

In the early twentieth century, apivotal composer named Arnold Schoenbeg came out of
the proverbia closet: unde thebdief tha composers had already abandonel tond practicein all
but name, Schoenbeg began writing explicitly atond mudc. Over many years, hedevised an
alternae methodfor composng called twelve-toneserialism, where each of thetwelve chromatic
pitches would be placed into a certain order (therow) tha would form thebasisfor a
compostion. Despite this deceptively large break with previoustradition, Schoenberg@ music
still soundsclosely related to previousstyles, particularly tha of theRomantic Era. Some of his
successors (and critics) took his move away from the pitch-based methodsof common practice
as judification for abandoning nonpitch aspects as well, thusbeginning a search for even more
drastically atered systems. This eventudly caused the plethora of styles present today, though
notably no undelying practice like tha of thetond system has developad. Tha is both the great
freedomand theterrible bane of composers today: there are no @ulesO Thereis no onesystem to
learn as afoundaion for individud expression and there is no common languayetha listenas

can draw uponto undestand contemporary art music.
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Or isthere? Thoughmany lay listeners are notfamiliar with moden classical musc
anymore, they mog likely have been exposed popmusc of some sort. Rock, jazz, and other
forms of popmusic are based on the traditionsof thetond system, thoughoften distilled into
thar mog simple (worst case) or essential (best case) forms. The major/minortondity,
identifiable key centers, tertian chords distinguishable melody, and dance-ingiring bests tha
are keystones of popmusc perpetuate some of the preconceived expectations preferences, and
tendendes of theclassical tond system. Listenearsthen submngioudy absorb those elements to
create a shared musica language based ontond practice.

Does tha mean tha composerstoday should stop what they are doing and write tond
musc? No, it doesnot Still, thelegacy foundin popmusc does have two important
implications first, listeners have this wealth of interndized mudcal knowledgeand expectations
tha can be accessed or manipulated in order to facilitate muscal communication; second, the
tond system has obvioudy been carried onin popular traditionfor areason. By examining the
tond system to see wha makes the musc so accessible and enjoyable for listeners, composers
can have more success in developing meaningful dternatives.

So wha does it mean for acompostionto be@nd@® Inthemosg general sense, theterm
refers to the presence of identifiable pitch centers within a piece, yet also applies more
specifically to musc that is based onthe major or minor scale. With tha pitch collection as the
founddion, numerousdistina characteristics traditiondly follow: harmony dominated by root
motionsof afifth, use of tertian chords(mogly triadsor seventh chords), and mog importantly,
separation of such sonotities and even individud notes into categories of cononant and
dissonant. Theharmonic practices tha arise are based on creating and resolving tensonsby

utilizing variouslevels of connance and dissonance, a philosophythat trandates into other



elements aswell. Thetond system thusmanifestsitself in thethree cardind aspects of musc b
melody, harmony, and rhythm Bwhile also havingimplicationsfor how thos elements are
presented (ie. texture, orchestration, and form).

Tond melodyis mog obvioudy characterized by its basisin the mgor/minor system. In
other words pitch choice is limited by what key or chordsare occurring, phrases tend to begin
and/or end on specific scale degrees (thetonic or thedomnant mos commonly), recognizable
shgpes and paternsare used (ie. arpeggiationsof triads), and certain dissonant melodic intervals
mug resolve in specific ways or are avoided entirdly. However, the undelying characteristics of
tond melody are more important. Conjund or stepwise motion often dominaes, which playsthe
very important role of giving alinecohesion. When amelody is created mosly by leaps
(paticularly if those leapsare large), thelinewill lose its cohaence and seem like an
unoonnected series of notes. Induding agoodbdance of conjuna and digund (leap-wise)
motion will unify the notes into a coheent melodic phrase. Clear motionto and from
identifiable also hdpsto make tond melodies more undestandable, as does repdition of motives
within a melody and of melodies themselves. Such repdition can be either exact or varied, but
thegod of any variation generally isto create material tha alistener can still percelve asbeng
related to theorigind. Emphasis on clarity and comprehengbility is anecessary corollary to
domnaing princple of tendon and release, as it ensures tha audiences can receive whatever the
compoger istryingto convey inthemusc.

Tond hamony likewise has characterigtics tha are inextricably linked to the
major/minor system as well as more essential aspects. As mentionad above theterm tond
implies tha there are pitch centers. The primary pitch center will bethetonic of themain scale,

thoughthere may be other pitch areas tha occur whenever the music modulates to anew key.



Relationships between notes will bederived from the scale, as will those of chordsbuilt onthe
scalar tones. This bringsup another important point: tond hamonyisrootbased. Thenote on
which thechord is built is notalways in the bass, yet alistene can easily learn to recognize the
root regardless of placement. Thisispossible dueto thehighlevel of familiarity listeners will
have with chordsbased ontheinterval of athird (tertian harmony), which make up the
ovewhdming mgjority of sonoiities foundin tond musc.

Additiondly, theeisagenea tendency for chords to be as voiced as clearly as possible
while often containing alimited nunber of nates. Thus triads (3 note chords) and seventh
chords (4 note chords) dominae the sonic landscape  Since thetypes of chordsused in thetond
system isrelatively limited and the hamonic practice is based on the distinction of consonance
fromdissonance, it is possible for listeners to perceive notes within any given simultandty as
bdonging to thechord tha is occurring (chord tones) or as being foreignto tha chord (non
chord tones). Such pitches are dissonant and create atenson tha mug be dissipaed by
resolvingto achord tone Thus the somewha restricted choice of chord types within thetond
system is not aweakness, but rather a necessary framework againg which sophigticated paterns
of tengon and release can occur.

In tha sense, thehamonic pdette of traditiond practice plays an andogousrole to tha
of meter. Thevast mgority of tond mudc has some sort of recognizable pulse that is organized
into regularly recurring groups(meter). Often aligener can interndize tha pulse and meter
quite quickly, allowing the compoer to create sophigticated rhythms within or agang the
established founddion. Depending ontherelation of the surface paternsto undelying pulse and
meter, different levels of consnance and dissonance can exist. Such interactionscan befound

on many levels ranging froma single begt to theentire piece. Creation, manipulation, and



resolution of tensgon with therelated emphasis on clarity tha alows such effectsto be
perceptible thusremain theguiding prindples in this non-pitch aspect of tond musc.

Texture, orchestration, and form are seconday aspects of tond musdc, tha fill important
rolesin enauring clarity of expression as well as creating meaning. Intond musc, textures were
mainly created so tha each part present at any given time could be clearly identifiable.
Homophont texture (melody and accompaniment) served tha purpo<se quite readily, and even
complex contrapuntal textures genealy induded alimited nunber of distind partsto facilitate
perception of the different voices and theharmony they created. In exceptiond ingances, texture
became a source of tendon, which would obey thedictum to eventudly resolve. Traditiondly,
orchestration in tond music was designe to clarify the presentation of simultaneousidess or to
draw paalels between moments separated in time. During the Romantic Era, ingrumental color
began to betreated as an independent end as well as atool to create comprehengbility. Once
tha changeoccurred, orchestration ganed the ability to create tendon that could be used for
EXpressive purmposEs.

Form undewent a similar process. origindly musdcal structures existed to enhance the
participation of memory when alistener had to peceive longe stretches of musc. Exact
repdition of phrases, subsctions and complete sectionswas common, and the number of
different formal units was often limited aswell. Forms began to grow more complex and
detailed, givingrise to standadized archetypes like sonaaform. Tho< traditiond forms
fundiondd like the harmonic pdette and meter of tond musc: they acted as arecognizable
structure (thusaiding in comprehengbility) that composers could fulfill or deny to elicit
responges from alistener, thuscreating or resolving tenson. Intha sense, atypeof formal

consonance and dissonance could be said to exist. Such effects can also occur in pieces not



based on aform which thelistener isfamiliar with provided tha architecture is based on some
sort of recognizable pdtern.

It is also impartant to note that, in tond musc, formal structures on avariety of micro
and macro levels are often based on harmonic processes. At alow level, two phrases are often
joined together inwha is called peiod structure. Here, thefirst phrase will cadencein such a
way tha a second phrase is required to resolve the harmonic tengon created in thefirst. Ata
highe level, different sectionswill often modulate to specific key areas such as thedominant or
therelative mgjor. Furthermore, some forms are essentially alongterm working out of a
gpecific harmonic conflict. In sonaaform for example, the opening section (or expostion) will
indudetwo main themes, onein thetonic key and onein thedomnant key. The middle section
of theform is based on developing thos ideas until findly thetwo themes return, both in the
tonic key, during therecapitulation. Thus therelaionsipsof the major/minor pitch system are
inherent to the effect of this and many othe tond forms. If standad tond formsareused in a
norttond context, some alterationswill need to be madeto accountfor the changed harmonic
founddion. Conveasdly, persondized forms could be developal tha similarly rely on hamonic
structures and relationships (thoughobvioudy of a different sort) to enforce theformal processes
tha occur. Regardless, the strongconnection between harmony and form is an important
element of tond mudc tha can and should beretained in any new systems tha arise.

Thesonaa form example aboveal so reveals another vital element within thetond
tradition: teleology. Tond musc isdistinctly god-oriented in amog all of its aspects. melodies
have a clear note tha thelineis moving toward or away from, chord progressions are reaching
for thetonic chord, rhythms ultimately want to arrive onthe downbesat of the meter, sections

within aform lead up to a climax (therecapitulation in sonaa form, for example). Tond musc



feelslikeit isgoing somewhere. Wha tha destinationis, howthe composer bringsthelistener
there, and what follows form the essential experience of atond piece of musc. Tond muscis,
in other words, narative. It tellsastory, though(in the case of musc withou accompanying
text) an abdract and highly subjective one Still, that undelying sense of journey is wha makes
it so easy for listenersto relate to tond musc.

Theshared languayetha alows composrs to convey such feelingsin tond mudcisa
learned languaye Itisingrainad in listeners fromayoungageandis entirely dependent on
cultural expoaure. Itisnotauniversal congant. Someonewho has never heard any tond musc
will have avery different experience listening to Beethoven@ Ninth Symphonythan would a
teenager who grew up hearingrock or atrained classical mudcian. Tond practice is nottheonly
Por eventheoldest Bsystem in use today. Many vastly different traditionsexist across the
globe Such systems can belearned equdly as well, providing they are based on prindples
condudve to human perception and tha listeners are given sufficient exposure to themusc.

Wha prindples are important for acompogr to follow when creating a system that
listeners can undestand yet tha is not based on the major/minortond system? As stated
previoudy, traditiond tond practice could providea handy modd and many of its undelying
princples can easily trander to other systems of musgc. A sense of teleology fuded by the
manipulation of tenson and release should remain an essential characteristic. A main problem
with much twentieth century art music istha everythingistenson. Theeislittle or no
resolution, and thelistener cannotsense any directed motion. This prevents communication and
removes the possibility for ameaningful experience. Resolution of tenson andthe

accompanying sense of moving toward agod mug be preserved for awork to be meaningful.



To enaure themog effective presentation of muscal ideas and expression, an emphasis
onoveadl clarity should beretained as well. Beyondtha, many other undelying prindples of
tond practice can and should betranderred to any new system of compostion. A number of the
QulesCof goodvoice-leading apply equdly aswell to pod-tond styles as to thetond tradition.
Textures and orchestration tha clearly highlightimportant lines, signify formal divisions and
emphasi ze large-scale connestionsshould dominae, while tenson created by texture or
orchestration should be used for specia effects. Otherwise, characteristics directly stemming
fromthemajor or minor scales may need to be modified or abandonel in thar new context.

In terms of pitch choice, any collectionisavalid palette for mudcal expression so longas
itisjustified by theinteraction of consonance and dissonance however a composer may define
those categories. Pitchesdo nat have inheent meanings However, they can take onreferential
meaningsdepending on context. Thisis pre-established in systems tha have been repeated in a
variety of works. For example, in themajor/minar tond system, scale degree 7 has atendency to
resolve upto 1. Inthecontext of C mgor, the pitch B will soundlike it needsto continueupto
C. If thenote does so, thelistener will get a sense of satisfaction, butif it does not, thelistener
can experience ahog of other responges depending onwhat notes follow.

This effect is magnified when tha single tendency toneis part of achord, say adomnant
seventh chord built onG. Theexpectation of B to goto C is enhanced by the addition of the
other chord tones, paticularly tha of theF (with which it creates the dissonant tritoneinterval)
and the G, which hasits own tendency to resolve to C in thiscontext. Yet, if theB ispat of a
different chord, maybe an E dominant seventh, it will take on anew meaning. Tha chord pulls
themusc toward A Mgjor because of thetendency tonesit containsand the B thusnolonge

demandsresolutionto C. Thefundion of theB isentirely contextud and can changemany



times within asingle work. Still, those meaningsare very peceptible for listeners dueto ther
previousexperiences with the mgjor/minortond system. This makesit quite easy for composers
to manipulate thelistener@ responssin a sophisticated manna. However, difficulties arise
when working with pitch collectionswith which alistener may beless familiar.

If single notes are harder to imbuewith clear relationd meaningsoutside the major/minor
system, does tha mean it isimpossible to create such meaningsfor intervals or chords? Not at
al. Infact, it isnoteven impossible to create relative meaningsfor individud pitches.

Repetition of such pitches, paticularly at strategic structural places can be very important toward
establishing relationships between notes or even defining tond centers. More subtie, however, is
theuse of combinationsof pitchesto create meaning. Asdescribed in the C Mgjor example
above the E dominant seventh chord® need to resolve to an A chord overpowers tha of thenote
B toresolvetoaC. Thisisinfluenced by two factors: firstly, there are more tendendesin the
chord smply because there are more notes occurring and secondly, therelative consonance or
dissonance created by the combinaionsof notes creates a sense of where the chord should move
next. Thoughtha feelingisagan based onthecontext of thetond system (which indudes
certain determinaionsaboutwhat sonoiities are consdered cononant and dissonant, as well as
the guiding prindple that dissonance should resolve to connance), theundelying philosophy
has important implicationsfor musc not usng the major/minor system.

A single pitch has no absolute meaning. When two pitches are sounded together
harmonically, an important characteristic arises tha can create relative meaning: thelevel of
dissonance or cononance. Tha added aspect allows the subjective meaning of an interval to be
stronge than tha of asingle pitch. The same principle applies when chords are created by a

third or fourth noteis added. Additiond contextud meaning arises when a note follows a nate,
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or interval, or chord. This process can befoundin the magor/minor system, undelying the
learned assodationsof notesin relationto thescale. Compogers writing musc outsidetha
system need to develop relationd meaningsin order to create expressionin ther musc, andto
effectively do tha, they will first need to decide onther own what persond meaningsdifferent
intervals or chordshave based on their level of consonance and dissonance.

In asense, composers either need to accept the designaionsof themaor/minor system
regarding wha intervals and chords are consonant or dissonant as well how to use them or they
need to create their own QulesO Whatever system a compoger follows is going to be highly
persond and may even be submngiousor at least interndized to a point where the compor is
nolonge aware of thedigtinctionshe/sheare making. Yet, aslongasthere is some sort of
categorization or coninuumin the mind of the compo<ger, he/she can create paternsof tenson
and release regardless of wha collection of notes they are working with.

Jug as no oneset of pitch materialsis pre-requisite for a comprehensble compostiond
practice, use of tertian chords fifthsbased root motion, or even root-based harmony is not
necessary. Chordsbased onthirdsare jug oneof many types that can be utilized by composers.
Chordsby fourthsor fifths chords by seconds or chordswith less standardized condruction can
also beused to great effect. Onetypeof chord coud be used exclusvely or avariety of different
types of chordscould intermingle freely so longas some aspect of themusc is gives direction to
the progressions

With such an expanded chordd vocabulary, it is questionable whether root based
progressionsare necessary or even perceptible for mog listeners. Clear root motionscan add
varying levels of teleology to a series of chardsdepending on context, but other aspects of the

musc (control of connance and dissonance for example) will probably be more effective and
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should beused in conjundion. Techniques of creating harmonic progressionsnot based on
chord roots could a so befruitful. Harmonic progressionswhere the bass note is mos important
are areasonable option, as listenas are likely to pick thelowest pitch as being mog importantin
an unfamiliar chord. Mirror hamony, where pitches, intervals or chordsreflect arounda central
pitch (static or not) could be another alternative. Others surely exist and will have the potential to
meaningful provided the composer moves from chord to chord in an intuitive and naural
manne.

Still, acentral problem for new musc isthat it generally is not based on a system tha
audiences will already beinitiated into Bharmonically at least. Thechordsare unfamiliar and
withouttond centersit is often difficult to hear the successions of chords as progressions
Minimizing the number of natesinduded in chords can hdp clarify thehamony. Repeating
progressionscan create a sense of identity, allowing the chordsto become recognizable enough
to serve asabackdrop for non-chord tonesto be employed. Induding tond centers, thoughthey
will need to beestablished by nontraditiond means, is another important (thoughnat always
necessary) step as it creates clear gods to direct the harmonic motion. Manipulation of
consonance and dissonance as described aboveis ancther vital method, yet such pitch based
paternstenson and release should agan be mirrored in other aspects of musc, paticularly that
of rhythm. Recognizable pulse, as organized into meter, isamain characteristic of much tond
musc, paticularly theforms of pop musc with which lay listeners will bemog familiar. When
nortrtond composers avoid a sense of meter and pulse, they are taking away what is possibly the
mog recognizable element in ther musc.

Even themod tone-deaf Westerner can feel pulse. They might notbeable to dance to the

latest Billboad hit but they can appreciate a goodbest, giving proof to theideatha acatchy
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groovecan overshadow a multitudeof sins In alargenunber of contemporary styles,
discernible repetition and patern are avoided like the plague Pulse and meter are denied, and all
of thevery sophisticated effects tha can be created throughskillful treatment of those elements
are nolonge possible. More significantly, however, thebasic attention grabbing feature tha
gives much popmusc its ingant likeability Bthe memorable beat Bisgone Themuscal
element tha ismog likely to draw in new listenersis no longe afactor.

Similarly, the aspect of awork tha is next mos likely to capture alistener® attention
melody Dis aso suffering in much twentieth century musc. Thoughuse of pitch centers hdpsto
give aline comprehengbility and meaning, other factors can accomplish that aswell. Itis
possible for amelodyto have aclearly defined shgperegardless of which pitches are or are not
beng emphasized. Maintaining agoodbdance of conjund and diguna motionwill hdp create
cohesion, and use of repeated motives can add anather layer of unity and memorableness.
Melodies do not have to besimplistic, but some handhold such asatond center or recognizable
patern can allow thelistener to get into the musc.

As mentioned before, repetition (an important device for creating effective
communication) plays little role in many styles of contemporary art music. Variation or
development of ideas can befound,thoughthe profoundinfluence of serial practice still tinges
tha. Seria processes emphasize types of permutation tha are notvery perceptible ( such as
retrograde and retrogradeinversion) rather than the shgpe or rhythm preserving changes foundin
common practice musc. Allowing thetrangormationsof a motive or theme to be more obvious
and/or induding more explicit repetition within amelody or of an entire melody can hdp.

Repdtition, in carefully chosen doses, can betremendousy effective. Compogers should

notbe afraid to set up rhythmic, melodic, hamonic, or even formal paternsand fulfill or deny
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them. Form should act as the backboneof a cohesive and undestandable experience, and
repdition (either exact or varied) can play an impaortant role in tha process. Formiswha alows
listenersto undestand large-scale changes and connectionsacross a piece. In other words form
lets listeners assimilate all of the musical information coming at them and thusperceive the
oveall expression of apiece. Tha abgract narative within acompostioniswha allows musc
to communicate when thereis no text.

Ultimately, the success of thetond system comes down to its suitability for creating
god-oriented motionthat listeners can clearly perceive. Alternae musca systems can only
succeed within Western art musc if they can achieve similar results usng different means
Redligtically, those new methodswill mogly stem from achanged harmonic vocabulary: pitch
choices not based on the major/minor collections use of awider selection of chord types, varied
systems for organizing progressionsor creating relative meaningsfor pitch materials, and
persondized definitionsof consonance and dissonance. Tonecenters will mog likely remain a
vital definingforce, aswill rhythmic processes based on pulse and meter. Repetition, paterning,
and other formal devicestha aid memory mug aso play arole, as should any compostiond
techniques or methodsof presentation that enhance clarity of expression.

Those essential guiddines exist to serve the communication of an abdract narrative
expression. If any elements are weak or missing, then those remaining mus be more present to
preserve a sense of teleology. Thus a piece without any clear sense of puse will need to indude
much more convindang melodic and/or harmonic motion than awork with acompdling rhythmic
aspect. Similarly, musc withoutany perceptible direction to the hasamony will need a strong
melody or attention-grabbing rhythmic founddionin order to create ameaningful effect. Thus

themuscal elements work together in avery fluid manne to create the expression of awork. |f
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acomposr keepstha process foremog in hishe mind and continudly asks whether the notes
onthepageare fundioning in such away to further communionwith thelistener, then whaever
system (congciousor not) tha he/shearrives at will follow the essential prindples tha make the

tond system so successful.



