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The Variations on a Recitative for Organ, op. 40 by Arnold Schoenberg demonstrate
something quite new in his compositional technique, the emancipation of consonance. By
writing a twelve-tone piece in a consonant language, Schoenberg freed himself of the earlier
limitations he placed on himself in developing a musical language which had emancipated
dissonance.' These variations have been described as “quasi-tonal,” and although no analysis’
has been published describing the work as twelve-tone, analyses of the thematic and contrapuntal
material show some allusions to twelve-tone technique. By the year 1940, Schoenberg had been
‘composing with twelve tones’ for nearly two decades. This technique was his primary mode for
organizing pitch material from opus 25 until the end of his life.” Schoenberg did however, turn
away from his twelve-tone technique for extraordinary situations. Excluding the organ
variations, the only non-twelve-tone works published after 1923 are opuses 38, 39, 43a and 49.
Kol Nidre, op. 39* and Three German Folksongs, op. 49° are both based on pre-existent pitch
material, which are respectively treated with free atonality and tonality. The second Chamber
Symphony, op. 38° was an unfinished work which Schoenberg had begun, using extended
tonality, in 1922. The Theme and Variations for Wind Band in G minor, op. 43a was written
using tonality because of the premise of its commission and premiere, which was for a park
audience in New York.” Similarly, one might assume that Schoenberg turned to tonality for op.
40 because of the extraordinary circumstances of its commission. Upon initially being asked to

write an organ piece, Schoenberg began work on a ‘dissonant’ dodecaphonic sonata, but
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abandoned the idea after being asked to write a set of variations that was “not too long or
excessively difficult.”® Realizing the inherent similarity between park audiences and
conservative organists, Schoenberg abandoned the dodecaphonic sonata, and began work on the

‘consonant’ op. 40 Variations on a Recitative.

The piece opens with a monophonic and highly chromatic recitative that Schoenberg uses
un-transposed, in every variation. This technique is mirrored in a set of twelve-tone variations
composed several years earlier, Variations for Orchestra, op. 31. However, the recitative itself
has many repeated notes, and by the first variation, tonal progressions already start to appear (see

figure 1). For this reason, the op. 40 variations have been declared tonal.

At this point however, it is essential to define ‘tonality’ versus ‘consonance’, or
‘atonality’ vs. ‘dissonance.’ A reading of the variations as a tonal piece would be highly
unsatisfactory, despite harmonic tendencies to consonance. Describing the piece as ‘quasi-tonal’
is still insufficient because it suggests a certain vagueness that is not often associated with
Schoenberg’s compositional techniques. In a letter to René Leibowitz’, Schoenberg describes the
language of the op. 40 variations as “[filling] in the space between [the] Chamber Symphony, op.
9 and the ‘dissonant’ music.”'® Notably, he does not say the space between the tonal and twelve-
tone or atonal music. It is from this quote that I extract and use the terminology dissonant, and
consonant as opposed to tonal and atonal. These terms allow for the distinction between
compositional systems, such as twelve-tone or tonal techniques and consonant or dissonant

music.
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Schonberg describes discordant intervals in chapter three of the Theory of Harmony, as
‘more remote’ concords, because they appear further up in the harmonic series. He believed that
as the ear became more familiar with distant overtones, discords could be emancipated and
treated as concordant. This is what I describe as Schoenberg’s ‘dissonant’ music - not music
which is in itself dissonant, but music which has freed discordancy. The search for new and
structured ways to create ‘dissonant’ music resulted in Schoenberg’s method of composing with
twelve-tones. In his 1941 lecture, “Composition with Twelve Tones,” Schoenberg pointed out
that dissonant music should make no allusions to tonality, to avoid false expectations and
decreased comprehensibility. ‘Consonant music’ can be described as the opposite of dissonant
music. When discords are not emancipated, there is a natural pull towards the closer overtones,
almost always from the bass. Schoenberg describes this process in chapter four of Theory of
Harmony, where he describes why root positions chords hold such importance in tonality — a
system he sees indebted to the harmonic series.'' When the ‘gravity’ of lower overtones is
exploited in a composition, it can be described as ‘consonant,” regardless of the compositional

technique it uses.

Now that we have defined these terms, ‘consonant’ music being tied to the gravitational
pull of lower overtones, and ‘dissonant’ music being free from these restrictions, we can begin a
more nuanced analysis of the Variations on a Recitative, op. 40 for its technique and language.
The theme has a fairly equal distribution of the twelve tones, based on the first appearance of
new pitch classes, with a few small exceptions (see figure 2). Although other writers have
presented a different ordering of the twelve tones in the theme (figure 3), I find them

unsatisfactory because of the unequal distributions. In the analysis of his own twelve-tone works,
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Schoenberg describes one of the traits of a good row presentation having a “definite regularity in
the distribution of the tones.” The note repetitions, or notes not considered part of the row seem
to occur for two different reasons, either rhetorical or ornamental gestures. In bar two, the first
three notes of the theme repeat rhetorically, and pitch class 6 functions as an escape tone to the
next two tones in the row, pitch classes E and T. The first four ornamental pitch classes of
measure four become an important developmental figure throughout the piece, and are derived
from the pentachord of a transposed retrograde form of the row. The next tone in the row, pitch
class 1 is ornamented with pitch class 8, a fifth away. As the first overtone (other than unisons or
octaves) in the harmonic series, tones a fifth away can be seen as part of the fundamental, as
Schoenberg explains in chapter four in the 7heory of Harmony. The leap of a fifth is also related
to the opening motive of the row. The other unused, or repeated pitch classes in the theme are
either passing tones, as in measure five, six and eight; appoggiaturas as in measure seven and
ten; or gestural commentary on earlier tones from the row, as in measure eight and nine.

Altogether, the prime form of the rowis298 ET 16504 7 3.

This analysis becomes even more significant when one starts to break down the
subordinate themes. Immediately after the theme is presented, the secondary theme appears in
the pedal (see figure 1). In Glen Watkins’ analysis of this theme, he points out that taking the
first note from every second bar of the recitative results in the subordinate theme.'> However,
one could also transpose the pentachord of the retrograde down a pitch class, 2 6 3 e 4 and get
the same pitch classes of the secondary theme. The only reordering is a switch between the
second and third pitch classes, so the theme becomes 2 3 6 e 4. The first, third and last pitch

classes of this pentachord also make up the ornamental figure in bar four of the variations. It is
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this kind of derivative process that drives the construction of this piece, with all the contrapuntal

material being derived from the initial theme or row.

This is where defining the technical component of this composition becomes more
convoluted. As shown in the analysis of the first variations (figure 1), there are moments in the
piece when it adheres to functional tonality. However, looking at these same measures, one could
also describe a much more serially based analysis. The soprano voice in measure thirteen being
an ornamented transposition of 2 9 § from the row, the bass working with the reordered
pentachord of the transposed retrograde, the alto voice developing the reoccurring semitone
motives from the row; 9 §, e t and 6 5, and the tenor initially developing an inverted 9 8§ e,
followed by a development of 2 9 8 (figure 1). As with any pitch-counting exercises in works
this late in Schoenberg’s opus, trying to pinpoint clear, full forms of the row at all times is futile
and would demonstrate very little. The compositional freedom of emancipated consonance also
allows for free ornamentation, as in the soprano, in beat three, measure thirteen, or emphasizing
certain pitches with consonances, like the bass on beat one of measure thirteen. The conflicting
accidentals, like the F-sharp and E-flat in measure thirteen also help emphasize that Schoenberg
was thinking more within free, twelve-tone counterpoint, rather than tonality and functional
harmony. In this example, the harmonic progression is still identifiable, but later in the
composition, the counterpoint becomes much freer, although still with a tendency to resolve to
the closer overtones. Variation eight demonstrates this very clearly (figure 4). Despite adhering
to consonant gravitational pulls, a harmonic analysis of this passage within tonality would be
impossible. The highly derivative nature of the passage, taken from inverted forms of 2 9 8, is
comparable in many ways to Schoenberg’s treatment of interval sets in his twelve-tone writing.

This is significant because the consonant language throughout the piece is derived from voice



leading and motivic development of the twelve-tone theme, rather than the rules of tonal

harmony.

The question of whether or not Schoenberg thought of this piece as twelve-tone, or used
an actual row or matrix in his construction of the piece is totally irrelevant. As Schoenberg,
himself said during an analysis of retrograded and inverted forms in Beethoven’s last string
quartet, compositional devices can be used intentionally, or as a “subconsciously received gift
from the Supreme Commander.”" Schoenberg also had no problem analyzing his own works
and finding connections to techniques that he did not think of consciously while composing.
Even going so far as to find twelve-tone rows in Die Jakobsleiter, despite only thinking of six
tone sets in 1917 when he composed the piece. Therefore, whether Schoenberg consciously
thought serially when composing the op. 40 variations, has no bearing on the fact that it is

inevitably tied to his twelve-tone technique.

The emancipation of consonance was not an isolated event, and had a significant impact
on Schoenberg’s writing style. One only has to look at the next two opuses, Ode to Napoleon,
op. 41and the Piano Concerto, op. 42, to see the immediate results of this emancipation. Both of
these pieces use consonance freely, even going so far as to end with traditional consonances, E-
flat major and C major chords respectively. The row for the piano concerto also bears some
resemblance to the “row” from the organ variations, which both contain a complete major triad.
In the variations, the major triad, 0 4 7 ends on the second last pitch, and in the concerto, T 2 5
starts on the second pitch — symmetrical places in the row. The first of the Three Satires for

Mixed Chorus, op. 28, contains the only other row form used by Schoenberg before 1940 that

1 Schoenberg, “Composition with Twelve Tones (I),” 222.



has consonant triads, coincidentally another 0 4 7 which starts the row. However, this short
satirical piece seems to use the major triad ironically, with several fugal entries starkly implying
tonality. The major triads, both in the variations and in the piano concerto are used more subtly
when stated as part of the row. In the variations, the notes around the triad are so ornamented that
the triad, itself is unrecognizable. Triadic figures are often accompanied by other row forms, or

hexachordal figures in the concerto, which obscures any tonal references.

In 1946, Schoenberg wrote an appendum to his essay “Composition with Twelve Tones.”

Here he addresses the emancipation of consonance in his own words.

In the course of about the last ten years, some of the strictness of the rules concerning octave
doubling and prominent appearances of fundamental chords of harmony have been lessened
to some degree. [...] It became clear that such single events could not change the style of

non-tonality into tonality.'

After experimenting with consonance in the Variations on a Recitative, op. 40, Schoenberg came
to realize new compositional freedom, which he embraced in his later works. Despite this organ
work being little-known, it presents quite a stunning thesis on composition; the idea that any
technique can be used with any language. The emancipation of consonance was one of
Schoenberg’s most innovative and forward thinking ideas, perhaps only comparable to its

counterpart conceived of almost thirty years before, the emancipation of dissonance.

" Ibid, 244 — Iralics are my addition.
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Fig. 2 — Distribution of twelve-tone row in the main theme

Fig. 1 — Harmonic analysis of variation 1
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Fig. 3 — Watkins’ twelve-tone distribution

Figure 4 — Variation 8
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