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Analysis and Historical Musicology 

A convincing Schenkerian analysis of any composition adds 

considerably to the understanding of that particular work which, when placed 

within the context of the historical framework, contributes to our knowledge 

of music history. Historical musicology has been very slow in accepting the 

value of such analysis, the resistence at times marked by rejection and even 

outright hostility. Within recent years there has been a growing acceptance of 

the importance of Schenker's theories, as for example the subvention 

provided by the American Musicological Society for the publication of Free 

Composition. Schenkerian oriented studies of historical problems have been 

appearing in publications and dissertations in recent years, though such 

studies can be found as early as 1935 in Felix Salzer's ground-breaking work, 

Sinn und Wesen der Abendliindischen Mehrstimmigkeit.. 

I do not question the value, methods, or contributions of historical 

musicology. One critical area, however, the discussion of the internal nature 

of musical compositions, has been descriptive rather than analytical. I need 

not describe the usual concentration on thematic content and the 

identification of modulations ..Sometimes such descriptions are helpful and 

add to our aesthetic understanding. This is the area of so-called "style 

analysis". Historical musicology, ever since Guido Adler, has leaned heavily 

on such procedure. How can Schenkerian analysis fill the void created by 

these descriptive processes? 

Analysis of the analyses is necessary. We must establish criteria that 

enable our analysis to determine the structural style of a composition. The 

final graph must be examined critically to determine its structural style. It is 

obvious that the graph of a 16th century piece is markedly different from a 

graph of a piece by Bach, and that a graph of a Bach fugue differs from a Bach 

courante, for example. Many features must be examined, such as, to cite a few: 

the nature of the outer voices and their relationship to each other; the 

exchange of voices, both immediate and distant; the character and length of 

prolongations, and their relationship to thematic elements; the rhythmic 

features of the linear analysis; register, registral shifts, and transfer of voices; 
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these, briefly mentioned, and many other critical factors, must be applied to 

middleground as well as to foreground. For example, motivic factors in the 

middleground are very important. The discussion of the background likewise 

is essential. Where do the structural tones occur, and how are they related to 

the spatial disposition and outer form? What are the harmonic and!or 

contrapuntal features of the background? All such features, including the 

ones mentioned, have been discussed in past articles and papers. They must 

be directed towards a systematic examination of structural style. Particularly 

valuable is the critical comparative evaluation of a group of compositions. To 

do so requires the interlocking of structure and thematic design. We are 

becoming increasingly aware of the need to extend the Schenkerian direction 

to embrace all the facets of a composition. Each genre generates its own 

requirements. Thus we can begin to shed light on a composer's structural 

style within a genre, or within his various genres. Most notable in this 

direction have been the various Schenkerian- oriented studies involving the 

relationship of music and words, or the more complex, music and drama. 

Further, can we begin to formulate aesthetic judgments from the analysis of 

analyses? I believe that the convincing graph reveals a world of beauty that 

can be felt and can be articulated. Thus, interlocked with the thematic content, 

the graph reveals affective forces generated by the composition. 

The inter-relationship of theory and practice is of prime importance, 

with already notable achievements in a number of studies. More remains to 

be done. 

The greatest void to be filled in by Schenkerian studies still lies in the 

history of polyphony before c. 1600. There are fundamental problems that 

cannot be solved by traditional methods of counterpoint-harmony. The 

juxtaposition of modality succeeded by tonality, vis-a-vis Renaissance

Baroque sstill remains a basic historical misconception. This is a most fertile 

area for further study. One should be cautioned however that the most 

valuable contributions can be made only with a solid background in historical 

musicology. There are a number of fascinating problems that require 

Schenkerian-oriented investigation. 
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Another rel~t!vely neglected area in historical musicology lies in its 
~#IL·C.Z+\lfailure to deal III I IF with the nature of composition and the changes in 

musical syntax that occurred at the end of the 19th century and the early part 

of this century, at least to embrace Mahler, Strauss, Debussy and Ravel, for 

example. I emphasize "for example". First of aU, we need textbooks to expand 

the already available and excellent material for teaching our students the 

chromaticism of this period, to include Wagner! 

Published reviews of traditional writings can be helpful in focussing 

attention on the relevance of Schenkerian analysis to the discussion of actual 

compositions. I remember a review by William Mitchell that appeared in 

Musical Quarterly in 1968 in which he convincingly challenged through the 

use of linear analysis the author's approach in his study of Beethoven's string 

quartets, a work highly regarded by other reviewers. 

It should be noted that I frequently use the term "Schenkerian

oriented". I imply that in historical studies in which a wide ambitus of the 

subject matter is being examined, it is not always necessary to present 

foreground, middleground and background levels. The flexibility in the use 

of foreground alone, or foreground and middleground, may be determined by 

the nature of the problem being considered. 

The rapidly growing body of students nurtured by linear thinking and 

hearing, and Schenkerian discipline, augurs well for the future. Among such 

trained students surely there will be many who will make their careers 

primarily in the field of historical musicology. In various ways, they will use 

what they have learned. 



4 

The following are selected topics as examples of historical studies to 

which Schenkerian analysis may be applied. 

Medieval Era 
1.Triadic frameworks in early polyphony: the twelfth century. 
2. Intervallic determinism: studies in the Las Huelgas manuscript 

(thrteenth century). 
3. Clausula studies in W2. 
4. Settings to the sustained tone (two, three, and four voices) in the 

thirteenth century. 
5. What is old and what is new in the Machaut Mass? 

Renaissance 
1. Cantus- Firmus mass settings of L'Homme Arme (a comparative 

study of selected compositions). [ an excellent dissertation topic] 
2. Giovanni Gabrieli's identification of mode in keyboard works: a 

guide to tonal organization. 
3.The significance of 16th century dance in the study of the history of 

tonal structure. 
4. Josquin's Missa L'Homme Arme super voces musicales : the art of 

deceptive uni ty. 
5. The melodic paraphrase in Motet and Mass composition: how do the 

added tones function? 

Baroque 
1.Bach's Chorale Herzlich tut mich verlangen : a reconsideration of the 

variants. 
2.The concerti of Antonio Vivaldi: a reappraisal. 
3.The organ fantasias of J.5. Bach. 

Classic-Romantic 

1. Studies of the scherzo: The string quartets of Haydn. 
2. The keyboard fantasia after J.5. Bach: selected studies. 
3. Linear intensification and structural romanticism: the late quartets of 

Beethoven. 
4. Schubert's Heine settings: the order of the songs reconsidered (on the 

basis of the poetic evidence and inter-related musical structures). 
5. Studies of the scherzo: the decine of the scherzo in Schmann and 

Bruckner. 
6. (Post Romantic) The whole-tone affair in Debussy (structural 

considerations). 
Saul Novack 3/92 


