
Schoenberg  And  The
New Music

Schoenberg  and  the
New  Music:  A
Revolution  in  Sound
Arnold Schoenberg stands as a pivotal figure in
20th-century  music,  a  titan  whose  innovative
techniques  irrevocably  altered  the  course  of
musical  composition.  His  contributions  to  what
became  known  as  "New  Music"  –  a  term
encompassing a wide range of experimental styles
– were both revolutionary and deeply influential,
shaping  the  sonic  landscape  for  generations  of
composers.  This  exploration  delves  into
Schoenberg's groundbreaking work, examining his
twelve-tone  technique,  his  impact  on  atonal
music, his relationship with expressionism, and
the  lasting  legacy  of  his  serialism.  We'll  also
consider the broader implications of his music and
its  ongoing  relevance  in  contemporary  musical
practice.

The  Genesis  of  Atonality:
Breaking  with  Tradition
Before understanding Schoenberg's revolutionary
impact,  it's  crucial  to  understand  the  musical
climate he inherited. The late Romantic era, with
its  lush  harmonies  and  emotionally  charged
melodies,  dominated  the  musical  landscape.
However,  Schoenberg,  a  restless  innovator,  felt
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constrained by the established tonal system. He
perceived  the  inherent  limitations  of  traditional
harmony,  finding  it  increasingly  inadequate  to
express  the  complexities  of  modern  experience.
This  dissatisfaction  fueled  his  explorations  into
atonality, a system that abandons the traditional
hierarchical relationship between tonic and other
notes within a key.

Schoenberg's  early  works,  such  as  his  *String
Quartet No. 2*, exhibit a gradual abandonment of
traditional  tonality,  moving towards increasingly
dissonant  and  unpredictable  harmonies.  This
period  was  marked  by  intense  emotional
exploration, aligning perfectly with the themes of
angst and alienation prevalent in expressionism,
a major artistic movement of the time. His music,
with  its  jarring  harmonies  and  fragmented
melodies,  mirrored  the  psychological  turmoil
reflected in the visual arts and literature of the
era.

###  The  Development  of  Serialism  and  the
Twelve-Tone Technique

Schoenberg's  search  for  a  new  organizational
principle  led  him  to  develop  the  twelve-tone
technique,  also  known  as  dodecaphony.  This
system, first codified around 1923, systematically
organizes the twelve notes of the chromatic scale
into a "tone row" (or series), a specific sequence
used as the basis for a composition. The tone row,
or  its  inversions,  retrogrades,  and  retrograde
inversions, forms the fundamental building blocks
of  the  piece,  ensuring  equal  importance  for  all
twelve tones and eliminating the dominance of any
particular note or key.

This  method,  a  departure  from  traditional
harmonic structures,  provided a new framework
for musical organization, allowing Schoenberg and
his  followers  to  create  complex  and  intricate
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works while  maintaining a degree of  order and
coherence.  The  twelve-tone  technique  wasn't
s imply  a  technical  innovat ion;  i t  was  a
philosophical  statement,  a  rejection  of
romanticism's  emotional  excesses  in  favor  of  a
more  intellectually  rigorous  approach  to
composition.

Schoenberg's  Influence  on
Subsequent Composers
Schoenberg's  influence  reverberated  throughout
the  20th  and  21st  centuries.  His  students,
including Alban Berg and Anton Webern, further
developed his ideas, contributing significantly to
the  development  of  serialism  and  its  variants.
Berg,  known  for  h is  opera  *Wozzeck* ,
incorporated elements of atonality and twelve-tone
techniques  while  retaining  a  strong  emotional
core,  demonstrat ing  the  versat i l i ty  of
Schoenberg's  methods.  Webern,  on  the  other
hand,  pursued  a  more  austere  and  fragmented
style, emphasizing brevity and precision.

The  impact  of  Schoenberg's  work  extends  far
beyond his immediate circle. Composers across a
range of styles, from the intensely complex works
of Pierre Boulez to the more accessible music of
Leonard  Bernstein,  engaged  with  Schoenberg's
ideas, adapting and reinterpreting his techniques
in diverse ways. His legacy continues to inspire
debate  and  interpretation,  constantly  reshaping
the  conversation  around  musical  structure  and
expression.

Beyond  the  Twelve-Tone
Technique:  The  Broader
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Legacy
While  the  twelve-tone  technique  is  arguably
Schoenberg's  most  enduring  contribution,  it  is
crucial to acknowledge the broader significance of
his  musical  vision.  His  relentless  pursuit  of
innovation,  his  will ingness  to  challenge
established  norms,  and  his  intellectual  rigor
established a new paradigm in music composition.
He  didn't  just  invent  a  new  technique;  he
fundamentally  changed  the  way  composers
thought  about  harmony,  melody,  and  form.

Schoenberg's  exploration  of  atonality  paved the
way for a plethora of experimental compositional
approaches.  His  emphasis  on rigorous structure
and control contrasted sharply with the often more
spontaneous  and  intuitive  methods  of  earlier
composers. This shift towards greater intellectual
control  over  the  creative  process  profoundly
influenced subsequent generations of  composers
seeking new ways to express themselves.

Schoenberg's  Enduring
Relevance  in  Contemporary
Music
Schoenberg's music, initially met with resistance
and misunderstanding, has now secured its place
in the canon of great composers. His works are
regularly  performed in  concert  halls  worldwide,
and  his  influence  continues  to  be  felt  in
contemporary music.  The twelve-tone technique,
though  not  universally  adopted,  remains  a
significant tool in the composer's arsenal, offering
a powerful method for achieving structural clarity
and complexity.  Furthermore,  his  exploration of
atonality and his innovative approaches to musical
form have permanently reshaped the landscape of
20th and 21st-century music. His influence can be
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heard  in  the  works  of  many  contemporary
composers,  demonstrating  the  enduring  power
and relevance of his artistic vision.

FAQ
Q1: Why was Schoenberg's music initially so
controversial?

A1:  Schoenberg's  abandonment  of  traditional
tonality  was initially  met with strong resistance
from  audiences  and  critics  accustomed  to  the
familiar  harmonies  of  Romantic  and  classical
music.  The  dissonance  and  lack  of  a  readily
identifiable tonal center were perceived as jarring
and unpleasant by many, leading to accusations
that  his  music  was  chaotic  and  lacking  in
emotional depth. It was a fundamental shift in how
music  was  perceived  and  understood,  and  this
transition  period  naturally  caused  significant
debate.

Q2:  What  are  some  of  the  key  differences
between Schoenberg's music and that of his
predecessors?

A2:  Unlike  the  Romantic  composers  who
prioritized expressive melody and rich harmonies,
Schoenberg  shifted  the  focus  towards  structure
and  organization.  He  abandoned  traditional
tonality,  replacing  it  with  the  twelve-tone
technique, a system that aims for equal treatment
of  all  twelve notes of  the chromatic scale.  This
resulted  in  a  more  fragmented,  less  overtly
emotional  style  compared  to  the  expressive
Romanticism  that  preceded  it.

Q3:  How  did  Schoenberg's  expressionist
leanings  influence  his  music?

A3: Schoenberg's music reflects the anxieties and
alienation  inherent  in  Expressionism.  The
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dissonances and fragmented melodies in his atonal
works mirrored the psychological turbulence and
fragmented perspectives of the artistic movement.
His music avoids the comforting predictability of
traditional  harmony,  reflecting  the  uncertainties
and anxieties of the time.

Q4: What are some practical applications of
the twelve-tone technique?

A4: While the twelve-tone technique might seem
restrictive, it offers composers a robust framework
for  creating  complex  and  intricate  musical
structures.  It  ensures  equal  importance  of  all
twelve  tones,  preventing  any  single  note  from
dominating  and  fostering  a  unique  sonic
landscape. It can be used to generate variations,
canons,  and  other  contrapuntal  techniques,
providing  a  rich  palette  of  compositional
possibilities.

Q5: Is the twelve-tone technique still used by
contemporary composers?

A5: While not as universally adopted as it  once
was, the twelve-tone technique and its derivatives
remain  relevant  to  contemporary  composers.
Many composers utilize aspects of serialism or its
principles, even if they don't strictly adhere to the
rigorous application of the twelve-tone row. The
principles  of  controlled  organization  and  the
avoidance  of  tonal  hierarchy  continue  to  be
influential.

Q6: How did Schoenberg's students continue
his legacy?

A6:  Schoenberg's  students,  notably  Alban  Berg
and Anton Webern, significantly contributed to the
further  development  and  dissemination  of
serialism. Berg demonstrated the expressiveness
possible  within  the  twelve-tone  system,  while
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Webern explored its more austere and fragmented
possibilities.  Both  expanded  and  diversified  the
applications  of  Schoenberg’s  groundbreaking
techniques.

Q7:  What  i s  the  l a s t ing  impac t  o f
Schoenberg's work on musical education?

A7: Schoenberg's influence on musical education
is profound and enduring. The study of atonality,
serialism, and his compositional techniques forms
an essential part of many advanced music theory
curricula.  Understanding  his  work  provides
students with a crucial insight into the evolution of
music in the 20th and 21st centuries and opens
avenues for experimenting with new compositional
methods.

Q8:  How  can  one  approach  listening  to
Schoenberg's music for the first time?

A8:  Approaching Schoenberg's  music  requires a
willingness to let go of preconceived notions about
harmony  and  melody.  Focus  on  the  overall
structure, the interplay of different lines, and the
development of the musical ideas throughout the
piece rather than expecting immediate emotional
accessibility.  Active  listening  and  repeated
exposure can greatly enhance appreciation of his
revolutionary compositions.

Schoenberg and the New Music: A Revolutionary
Departure

The  emergence  of  the  20th  era  witnessed  a
seismic shift in musical vocabulary .  Gone were
the established tonalities of the past, supplanted
by a brave new world of atonality, pioneered by
the transformative composer Arnold Schoenberg.
His  effect  on  music  was  nothing  short  of
revolutionary  ,  forever  altering  the  course  of
musical  artistry.  This  investigation  delves  into
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Schoenberg's  achievements  and  his  part  in
shaping what we now recognize as "new music."

Schoenberg’s odyssey began within the confines of
late  Romanticism,  but  his  restless  temperament
quickly transcended its restrictions .  He probed
with increasingly complex harmonies, pushing the
frontiers of tonal arrangement. His early works,
such  as  the  Verklärte  Nacht  ,  demonstrate  a
progressive  departure  from  traditional  tonality,
characterized  by  progressively  dissonant  chords
and uncertain harmonic sequences .

The  cu lminat ion  o f  th is  evo lut ion  was
Schoenberg's  total  abandonment  of  tonality,  a
dramatic step that defined his subsequent style.
His artistic methods now relied on the systematic
use of the twelve-tone technique, also known as
serialism. This technique, detailed in his treatise
"Composition  with  Twelve  Tones,"  involved
arranging the twelve notes of the chromatic scale
into a predetermined order, known as a tone row.
This row, and its retrogrades , formed the basis of
the  complete  composition,  creating  a  unified
structure  in  spite  of  the  lack  of  a  tonal  center.

The impact of Schoenberg's twelve-tone technique
was  substantial.  It  afforded  a  new  system  for
composing music, allowing composers to explore a
vast array of sounds and textures unbound from
the limitations of traditional tonality. Composers
like Anton Webern and Alban Berg, both students
of Schoenberg, expanded his techniques, adding to
the growth of the Second Viennese School.

However, Schoenberg's impact extends far beyond
his  particular  compositional  approaches.  His
devotion  to  exploring  new  musical  expressions
inspired  a  generation  of  composers  to  shatter
boundaries and challenge conventions. His focus
on personal expression, even in the face of intense
abstraction, laid the groundwork for much of the
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innovative music that followed .

The legacy of Schoenberg is intricate. While some
opponents  viewed  his  music  challenging  and
unappealing  ,  others  lauded  its  creativity  and
artistic depth . Regardless of individual opinions,
his  contribution  to  the  evolution  of  music  is
indisputable. Schoenberg unlocked doors to a new
universe of musical opportunities, paving the way
for generations of artists to explore the unknown
territories of sound.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q: What is atonality?

A:  Atonality  refers  to  music  that  lacks  a
tonal  center,  meaning  it  doesn't  gravitate
towards  a  spec i f i c  key  o r  chord .
Schoenberg's abandonment of tonality was a
radical departure from centuries of musical
tradition.

Q: What is the twelve-tone technique?

A: The twelve-tone technique, or serialism,
is a compositional method where all twelve
notes of the chromatic scale are arranged in
a  specific  order  (the  tone  row)  and  used
throughout the composition in various forms
(e.g., inversion, retrograde). This ensures all
notes are given equal prominence, avoiding
a tonal center.

Q: How did Schoenberg's work influence
later composers?

A:  Schoenberg's  pioneering  work  in
atonality and his development of the twelve-
tone technique had a  profound impact  on
count less  composers .  I t  spurred
experimentation  with  new  sounds,  forms,
and techniques, shaping the course of 20th-
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and 21st-century music. His influence can be
seen  in  various  styles,  even  those  that
eventually diverged from serialism.

Q:  Is  Schoenberg's  music  difficult  to
listen to?

A: Schoenberg's music is often described as
challenging  for  listeners  accustomed  to
traditional  tonality.  Its  atonal  nature  and
complex harmonies may require a different
approach  to  listening,  but  many  find
profound beauty and intellectual stimulation
in his works. Repeated listening can greatly
enhance appreciation.
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