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Lewin: Some Problems and Resources of Music Theory

SOME PROBLEMS AND RESOURCES
OF MUSIC THEORY

DAVID LEWIN

Many years ago I had a student at the keyboard realizing figured bass,
while the rest of the class was writing down Roman numerals. At the end
of one phrase, the pianist saw Figure 1a and played something like Figure
1b. The rest of the class uniformly reported hearing Figure 1c.
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' had the pianist repeat the realization a couple of times, but nobody
else heard anything to change about Figure 1c. Finally I put Figure 1a and
the soprano line of Figure 1b up on the board, much to the class’s surprise.
“But you shouldn’tbe surprised,” Isaid. “Justa few days ago I was talking
about 6-chords, including why our text says not to double the bass. If you
remember, [ said the idea behind the rule was to keep the bass of the 6-chord
from asserting itself as a root. Then I talked about exceptions to the rule.
One exception was when the root function would be idiomatic, for instance
in the cadence formula iié - V. And hereisjust that formula. That's why you
all heard a IV root for the ii6, especially with the bass of the ii6é doubled in
the soprano here, preceded by its own leading tone.”

There was a considerable silence. Then one student raised his hand
and said, “Yeah, but that was just theory.”

Thirty years later I am still unable to disentangle the genius of that
remark from its imbecility. Both involved the way in which the theory
lecture attempted to describe a conceptually structured sound-world that
was categorically prior toany particular musical event, score, or experience.

111

Published by Carolyn Wilson Digital Collections, 1991



Journal of Music Theory Pedagogy, Vol. 5 [1991], Art. 6
JOURNAL OF MUSIC THEORY PEDAGOGY

The occasion must haveinfluenced my prose someseven years laterin 1968,
when I wrote that music theory “attempts to describe the ways in which,
given a certain body of literature, composers and listeners appear to have
accepted sound as conceptually structured, categorically prior to any one
specific piece.”1 Today I am still reasonably satisfied with that view of
music theory, and I shall explore various of its aspects in some detail.

Overworked terms create problems for us in describing conceptual
sound-structures, and the pursuit of those problems can be enlightening.
My book on generalized musical intervals arose in part as an attempt to
pursue some of the ways in which the term “interval” has been over-
worked.2 The overworked term “minor” was the source of another inter-
esting exploration for me, an exploration I shall begin with another peda-
gogical story.

Figure 2 illustrates typical errors in the exercises that one student,
about twenty years ago, was submitting for a first-year class in Jeppesen-
style species counterpoint. I kept correcting his papers, indicating why the
ficta was inappropriate, and reminding him that Jeppesen forbade the
MA]JOR sixth leap up, while the MINOR sixth leap up was permitted. We
would talk, and he would say he understood. But exercises like Figure 2
kept comingin. Finally, at one of ouragonized critiques, he said to me, “But
I AM leaping up the minor sixth; that’s why I need the accidentals.” When
I asked him what he meant, he pointed to something like the beginning of
figure 2a and said, “You see, B-flat to G, that’s G minor.” Then, remarkably,
he pointed to something like the beginning of Figure 2b and said, “You see,
A to F-sharp, that’s F-sharp minor.”

Figure 2.

e ————

For purposes of the first-year course, it was sufficient to remind the
student that the word “minor,” in this context, describes the acoustic size of
the sixth, not its modal or harmonic character. But the incident triggered
interesting thoughts for me beyond that. First of all, I noticed how apt for
this context was Zarlino’s way of describing sixths.3 When a sixth is
regarded as a fourth plus a third, or a third plus a fourth, the smaller sixth
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isassociated with thesmaller third, and thelarger sixth with the larger third.
My student would not have had his problems, had he originally acquired
his concepts about sixths from the historically pertinent sound-world of
Zarlino, instead of from some subsequent theory that had described sixths
as inversions of modally charged thirds. The point about Zarlino is
especially interesting because Zarlino himself is already showing sensitiv-
ity to modal charges on thirds, both as major or minor consonances above
a bass, and as major or minor third degrees in various scales.

Indeed that sensitivity seems to underlie some of the problems Zarlino
has describing consonant sixths in “a conceptually structured sound-world
...categorically prior to any particular musical . . . experience.” For him the
larger sixth is conceptually always as in Figure 3a.

This displays the large consonant sixth as composed from elements of
thescenario, here 6and 4asdivided harmonically by themeanterm5. Italso
displays the sixth as composed from a fourth below plus a third above.
Zarlino’s problem with the small consonant sixth involves an attempt to
preserve both these features of his large sixth. He wants the small sixth to
be composed from elements of the scenario, as in Figure 3b; there the small
sixth is composed from elements of 8 and 5 of an extended scenario, divided
by a “mezzano termino harmonico which is 6.”4 From a modern point of
view, we can say that he wants the small sixth of Figure 3b to stay in C major
like Figure 3a, our C major herereflecting Zarlino’s conceptual Urklangwelt
of the scenario. At the same time, Zarlino wants his small sixth to be
constructed by minor/major analogy with his large sixth, in a manner
suggested by the analogy of Figure 3c with Figure 3a. He says that the sixths
“are composed . .. from the fourth plus the major third, or the minor third.”5
But clearly Zarlino cannot both have the minor/major analogy of Figure 3c,
and remain within the extended scenario as in Figure 3b. That s, he cannot
so long as he wants to speak of “THE” minor sixth. Here the term “THE”
is problematic, given his conceptual sound-world. Figures 3band 3cclearly
describe two distinct consonant minor sixths.

Figure 3.
a. a b. C.

= @2’5 ===
6:5:4 in senario; 8:6:5 in (extended) 4th and (m) 3rd
4th and (M) 3rd senario (Bk. 1, Ch. 16)  (Bk. 3, Ch. 21)
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Figures 4a and 4d distinguish the sixths as a minor third plus a fourth,
or a fourth plus a minor third. Zarlino could have used this terminology,
had he wished to. He could also have used the terminology that distin-
guishes Figure 4b from Figure 4e. 4b describes one sixth as the span from
third to octave in some major-3rd authentic mode, mediated by the fifth of
the mode. 4e describes the other minor sixth as the span from fifth to third
in some minor-3rd authentic mode, mediated by the octave of the mode.
Zarlino did not, of course, have at hand the terminology that enables us to
describe 4c and 4f, where the two minor sixths are distinguished as third-
to-octave of a major triad, or fifth-to-third of a minor triad. There are a
variety of technical reasons why it would have been awkward for Zarlino
to have distinguished two minor sixths as in 4ad, or as in 4be. More
important is an overriding conceptual reason: for Zarlino, each consonance
must exist as one abstract universal Platonic entity, before it is allowed to
enter into a variety of contexts like those of Figure 4. So in particular “THE”
minor sixth must exist, if we are to treat minor sixths as consonances.

Figure 4.
third
:uve)
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S & 3
m3 +4th M3 -mode M triad 4th+ m3 m3-mode m tirad

Figure 5 shows that the same critique can be applied to “THE”
consonant major sixth, even though Zarlino has no technical problems with
that interval. The distinction between two different major sixths is illus-
trated by the student’s analysis of Figure 2. The student analyzed Figure 2a
as “B-flat to G, that’s G minor.” This follows the model of Figure 5def. The
student then tried to analyze Figure 2b according to the same model: “A to
F-sharp, that’s F-sharp minor.” But this analysis is malformed in a way the
other was not. Evidently the A-F-sharp leap of Figure 2b conforms to the
model of Figure 5abc, not 5def. However the student was unable to say “A
to F-sharp, that’s 5-3 in D major.” He couldn’t say that precisely because he
was trying to relate all the things he called minor sixths—that is, all the
things we call major sixths—to minor modes and triads. Even sweeping up
after the student, we still find the terms “minor” and major” to be over-
worked. And, perhaps yet more serious, the term “THE,” when applied to

“minor sixth” or “major sixth,” is improperly restricting the pertinent
conceptual sound world. To more fully explore that world you can ask
yourself these questions: in what ways is Figure 5abc the analog of Figure
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4abc? And in what waysis Figure 5abc the analog of Figure 4def? Exploring
those questions, you will soon hear the four consonant sixths interrelating
conceptually among themselves in a very complex way.

Figure 5.
Wuw

5 & 3 ~ IO '
4th + M3 M3-mode M triad M3 +4th m3-mode m triad

I call Figures 4 and 5 “consonant” sixths because I can imagine the
analysis of (b), (c), (e), and (f) being applied, in a more modern context, to
various “dissonant” sixths. A large dissonantsixth, forexample, is spanned
between the 4th degree and the 2nd degree of a major or minor scale. This
sixth extends within a dominant seventh harmony, from the seventh of the
harmony up to the fifth; it articulates naturally into an augmented fourth
below plusa small third above. One hears the sixth when Tamino sings “wie
noch kein Auge je gesehn,” following the motive of “Dies Bildnis ist
bezaubernd schoen.” Other dissonant sixths, small and large, extend
within dominant ninth harmonies, from the major or minor ninth of the
harmony up to the seventh. Such a sixth is spanned from the 6th degree of
its scale to the 4th degree, as divided by the 2nd degree.

I pointed out earlier that “for Zarlino, each consonance must exist as
one abstract . . . Platonic entity, before it is allowed to enter into a variety of
contexts like those of Figure 4.” Thatinvolves what I shall call “the Platonic
THE” of Zarlino’s locution, “THE minor sixth.” The world of music theory
is full of such Platonic THEs, improperly constraining the discourse.

Figure 6 shows how a Platonic THE confuses Rameau’s discussion of
“THE minor third” in the Traité (Book I, Chapter 3, Article 5). Accordingto
Rameau’s earlier discussions, the E-G dyad of Figure 6a should either be
assigned a C root, or else no root at all. The same is true for the E-G dyad
asitappearsinFigure 6b. There is no reason to assign this E-G dyad the root
E. On the other hand, we can intuit good common-sense reasons for

assigning the C-Eb dyad of Figure 6c the root C. By confounding the two
different theoretical dyads under one Platonic rubric, Rameau believes he
is able to assert of something called “THE minor 3rd,” both thatitis directly
generated, like the E-G of figures 6ab, and that it has its lower note asaroot,
like the C-EP of figure 6c.
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Figure 6.
a. 3, b. [J-PR: “THE"” m3]
2 —5—=
Elﬁé—s E E = T—=
s ® — |thedirectly = (thed.g) and (thed.g)
the directly generated [5:6] generated [4.5] [5:6]
J-PR: “THE m3” [three [2:3]
what?)] is generated c
directly. - — 2

the directly = (some [5:6]) and (some [4:5])
generated {J-PR: “THE” m3]
[2:3)

J-PR says that 6¢c may be derived from 6b, by intervallic “inversion,” since
both [4:5] and [5:6] are “thirds.” [Three what? See Lewin, GMIT, Appendix
A, esp. 246-247 ]

Aristoxenus, who was born about the time of Plato’s death, is already
sensitive to the Platonic THE in music theory. He writes: “. . . the same
notation is employed for the tetrachords hyperbolaion, neton, meson, and
hypaton. Thus the signs fail to distinguish the functional differences, and
consequently indicate the magnitudes of the intervals, and nothing more.
But . . . mere knowledge of magnitudes does not enlighten one as to the
functions of the tetrachords, or of the notes, or the differences of the genera,
...or indeed anything else of the kind.”6 Aristoxenus’s specific critique is
relevant to present-day discussions of “THE fourth,” when we attempt to
use that Platonic rubric to cover both the dyad G-C and the dyad C-Fin the
context of C tonicity.

Fétis may well have been sensitive to Aristoxenus’s general critique,
when, in the Traité, he presented his theory of 19th-century European
tonality.7 Intervallic magnitudes, he asserts, do have specific fixed Platonic
attributes. But so do the degrees of a given scale or mode. Composing in
a key involves matching the Platonic characters of the vertical intervals
above the bass, with the Platonic characters of the scale-degrees in the bass.
A mismatch gives rise to modulation. Thus, to illustrate “THE perfect
fourth” as a “natural interval,” free from any tonal context, Fétis displays
the dyad C-F.8 However, when “THE perfect fourth” is to be displayed as
consonant in the C major system, Fétis represents it by the dyad G-C.9 In tonal
music, the character of Fétis’s Platonic fourth matches the character of his
Platonic fifth degree in the bass, not his tonic degree. The Platonic charac-
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ters that Fétis assigns his intervals and scale degrees seem to be his readings
of cultural conventions.

I forgo discussing a host of technical and ideological problems with
Fétis’s system. The theory does respond to the problem that worried
Aristoxenus; it provides a context in which vertical intervals of the same
acoustic size can have a variety of functional meanings, depending on the
scale-degrees over which they appear. But Fétis, when he assigns Platonic
THES to scale-degrees, still falls victim to the more general problem of
Platonic rubrics.

Figures 7a,b, and c show that there are at least three different paradig-
matic 4th degrees in C major, even restricting our attention to the bass. The
descriptions that underlie the figures are mine. I see no reason why the 4th
degree of Figure 7b can not be raised as well as pure. Fétis runs into
conceptual difficulty when he tries to identify all three figures with one
paradigmatic Platonic object, “THE 4th degree.” The commentary under
Figure 7 gives some sense of his troubles. '

Figure 7.

a g b _ . a® [from F-] F]
& e %
“THE 4th deg.” “THE 4th deg.” “THE 4th deg.”
that lies a dominant that prepares a that neighbors
interval below the cadential dominant scale degree 3.
tonic note in the bass. in the bass.

FJF talks about one object called “THE 4th degree,” that has one “charac-
ter.” This caractére “does not exclude theidea of momentary repose.” [p. 15;
FJF is hearing 7a, I think.] “Butit may happen that the repose may not occur

. so that the 3rd, the 5th, the 6th, and the octave can equally well
accompany [i.e., sound above] this note.” [pp. 15-16; FJF is hearing 7b, 1
think.] The augmented 4th, which is a consonance for FJF, may also
accompany “THE 4th degree.” FJF gives 7c as an example (p. 16). THE
character of THE 4th degree is now getting pretty hard to grasp. The
augmented fourth of 7c must obey its “appelative” character by continuing
as shown, to the event it summons. Is the E of 7c then momentarily
reposeful? No, for “THE tonal character of THE third degree [in the bass]
is absolutely opposed to any sentiment of repose.” [p. 20; asin 7c??] And
so forth.

The citations are from Francoxs-]oseph Fétis, Traitéde’harmonie, 12th ed.
(Paris: Braudus et Cie, 1879).
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Figure 17.
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