analysis of tonal music a schenkerian
approach

analysis of tonal music a schenkerian approach offers a profound method for understanding the
deep structure of tonal compositions. This analytical technique, developed by Heinrich Schenker,
emphasizes the hierarchical nature of tonal music, revealing underlying voice-leading and harmonic
relationships. By stripping away surface details, Schenkerian analysis exposes the fundamental
framework that supports a piece’s coherence and expressive power. This article explores the
principles of Schenkerian theory, its application to tonal music, and the significance of its graphical
representations. Additionally, the discussion includes how this approach differs from other analytical
methods and its role in music theory pedagogy. The following sections provide a comprehensive
overview to facilitate a deeper appreciation of tonal music through Schenkerian analysis.

e Fundamentals of Schenkerian Theory

e The Ursatz: The Fundamental Structure

e Graphical Representation in Schenkerian Analysis
¢ Application to Tonal Music

e Comparison with Other Analytical Approaches

e Significance and Criticism of the Schenkerian Approach

Fundamentals of Schenkerian Theory

Schenkerian theory is rooted in the belief that tonal music is organized hierarchically, with multiple
layers of structure contributing to the overall coherence of a composition. It focuses on voice-leading
principles and harmonic progressions that govern the surface details. Heinrich Schenker proposed
that beneath every tonal work lies a deep structural framework that can be uncovered through
systematic reduction. This theory interprets music as an organic whole, where each element relates
to others in a meaningful way, emphasizing the primacy of counterpoint and linear progression.
Central to this approach is the analysis of how surface elaborations connect to fundamental structural
tones and harmonic functions.

Historical Context and Development

The development of Schenkerian analysis began in the early 20th century as a response to traditional
harmonic and formal analyses that often overlooked the underlying unity of compositions. Schenker’s
work was influenced by earlier theorists but introduced a unique methodology that prioritized voice-
leading and structural hierarchies. His writings, particularly "Der freie Satz," laid the foundation for
this analytical paradigm, which has since become a cornerstone in music theory education and



research.

Key Concepts and Terminology

Several technical terms are essential for understanding Schenkerian analysis. These include:

Foreground: The surface level of the music, including all decorative and ornamental elements.

Middleground: Intermediate structural levels where some surface details are reduced to
reveal underlying patterns.

Background: The deepest structural level, representing the fundamental harmonic and
melodic framework.

Voice-leading: The linear movement of individual melodic lines or voices within the texture.

e Urlinie (fundamental line): A descending melodic line from scale degree 3,5, or8to 1,
forming part of the background structure.

» Bassbrechung (bass arpeggiation): The bass progression outlining the fundamental
harmonic support.

The Ursatz: The Fundamental Structure

The Ursatz, or fundamental structure, is the core concept in Schenkerian analysis representing the
deepest layer of tonal music. It consists of two main components: the Urlinie and the Bassbrechung.
This basic framework underlies virtually all tonal pieces and serves as the skeleton from which the
entire composition unfolds. Through successive elaborations and voice-leading techniques, the
surface complexity is generated from this simple, coherent structure.

The Urlinie: The Fundamental Line

The Urlinie is a stepwise descending melodic line that typically begins on the tonic’s third, fifth, or
octave scale degree and proceeds to the tonic pitch. This line reflects the melody’s most essential
motion and defines the tonal direction of the piece. It is a unifying element that connects various
harmonic events and melodic elaborations within the work.

The Bassbrechung: Bass Arpeggiation

The Bassbrechung complements the Urlinie by outlining the harmonic foundation in the bass voice. It
usually moves from the tonic to the dominant and back, framing the harmonic progression that
supports the fundamental line. This bass motion is crucial for establishing tonality and providing
structural stability.



Graphical Representation in Schenkerian Analysis

Schenkerian analysis is visually expressed through specialized graphs that depict the hierarchical
layers of a composition. These graphs reduce the musical texture step by step, illustrating voice-
leading, harmonic functions, and structural relationships. The graphical format allows analysts to
communicate complex theoretical insights clearly and systematically.

Elements of Schenkerian Graphs

The graphs use a combination of noteheads, stems, beams, and slurs to represent melodic lines and
their interactions. Different levels of reduction are shown by progressively simplifying the musical
material:

1. Foreground notation: Full musical details, including rhythms and ornaments.

2. Middleground notation: Reduction of surface details to reveal important voice-leading
connections.

3. Background notation: The fundamental Ursatz structure with only essential tones and
motions.

Interpretation and Use

These graphical representations serve as analytical tools to uncover the latent coherence beneath the
complexity of tonal music. They help theorists and performers understand phrase structure, tonal
stability, and the hierarchical interplay between voices. Additionally, Schenkerian graphs facilitate
comparisons between different works and styles within the tonal tradition.

Application to Tonal Music

The analysis of tonal music using a Schenkerian approach reveals the deep structural logic that
governs many Western classical compositions. This method is particularly effective for works from the
Common Practice Period, including pieces by composers such as Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, and
Brahms. By elucidating voice-leading and harmonic foundations, Schenkerian analysis provides
insight into form, thematic development, and expressive intent.

Structural Levels and Musical Interpretation

Through hierarchical reduction, analysts can discern how surface melodies and harmonies relate to
the fundamental structure. This understanding informs performance practice by highlighting
important tonal goals and points of tension and resolution. Schenkerian analysis also aids in
identifying large-scale formal divisions, such as phrases and periods, by tracing their relationship to
the Ursatz framework.



Practical Steps in Analysis

The typical process involves:

* Identifying the tonic key and establishing the Ursatz

e Tracing the Urlinie within the melody

e Analyzing the bass arpeggiation to confirm harmonic structure

e Reducing surface embellishments to reveal middleground patterns

¢ Constructing the full Schenkerian graph to illustrate hierarchical relationships

Comparison with Other Analytical Approaches

While the Schenkerian approach focuses on deep structural hierarchies and voice-leading, other
methods emphasize different aspects of tonal music. For instance, formal analysis centers on form
and large-scale structure, set theory highlights pitch-class relationships, and harmonic analysis
examines chord progressions without necessarily addressing voice-leading intricacies. Understanding
these distinctions clarifies the unique contributions of Schenkerian analysis within music theory.

Strengths of the Schenkerian Method

This approach excels in revealing the organic unity and voice-leading coherence of tonal
compositions. It offers a detailed explanation of how surface complexity derives from a simple
underlying framework, which is especially valuable for understanding counterpoint and thematic
development.

Limitations and Challenges

Critics of Schenkerian analysis point to its focus on tonal works from a specific historical period,
limiting its applicability to modern and non-Western music. Additionally, the method’s complexity
requires specialized training to interpret graphs accurately. Despite these challenges, it remains a
powerful tool for analyzing tonal repertoire.

Significance and Criticism of the Schenkerian Approach

The analysis of tonal music through a Schenkerian approach has had a lasting impact on music theory
and pedagogy. It provides a rigorous framework for understanding tonal coherence and voice-leading
practice. However, the approach is not without controversy. Some scholars argue that it imposes a
rigid interpretative model that may overlook alternative readings or cultural contexts.



Educational Importance

Schenkerian analysis is widely taught in university music theory programs, equipping students with
skills to analyze and interpret tonal music on multiple structural levels. It enhances critical listening
and deepens comprehension of compositional techniques, making it indispensable for performers and
theorists alike.

Ongoing Debates and Developments

Contemporary theorists continue to refine and expand Schenkerian concepts, integrating them with
other analytical frameworks and addressing limitations. This ongoing discourse ensures that the
analysis of tonal music using a Schenkerian approach remains a dynamic and evolving field within
musicology.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Schenkerian analysis in tonal
music?

Schenkerian analysis focuses on uncovering the underlying structural hierarchy of a tonal piece,
revealing how surface details relate to a fundamental structure called the Ursatz.

How does Schenkerian analysis differ from other music
analysis methods?

Unlike other methods that may emphasize harmonic progressions or formal sections, Schenkerian
analysis emphasizes hierarchical relationships and voice-leading to demonstrate how a composition
unfolds from a simple underlying structure.

What is the Ursatz in Schenkerian analysis?

The Ursatz is the fundamental structure in Schenkerian analysis, consisting of a fundamental line
(Urlinie) and a bass arpeggiation (Bassbrechung), representing the deep background framework of a
tonal work.

How are foreground, middleground, and background levels
used in Schenkerian analysis?

These levels describe different layers of musical structure, with the foreground representing the
surface details, the middleground showing intermediate structural connections, and the background
revealing the Ursatz and deepest structural framework.

Why is voice-leading important in a Schenkerian approach?

Voice-leading is central to Schenkerian analysis because it illustrates how individual melodic lines



interact and connect across different structural levels, showing coherence and unity in tonal music.

Can Schenkerian analysis be applied to all tonal music
genres?

Schenkerian analysis is most effective for common-practice tonal music, such as classical works from
the Baroque, Classical, and Romantic periods, and may be less applicable to non-tonal or highly
chromatic contemporary music.

What practical benefits does studying Schenkerian analysis
offer to musicians?

Studying Schenkerian analysis enhances musicians' understanding of musical structure, improves
interpretation and performance by revealing underlying coherence, and aids composition by clarifying
how to create hierarchical tonal relationships.

Additional Resources

1. Free Composition: The Practice of Tonal Theory

This seminal work by Heinrich Schenker introduces his analytical approach to tonal music, focusing on
underlying structures beneath the surface of compositions. The book elaborates on the concepts of
the Ursatz, voice leading, and prolongation, which are foundational to Schenkerian analysis. It serves
as both a theoretical text and a practical guide for understanding tonal coherence and hierarchy.

2. Harmony and Voice Leading

By Edward Aldwell and Carl Schachter, this book combines traditional harmonic theory with
Schenkerian principles to offer a comprehensive approach to tonal music analysis. It presents voice
leading as a central concept and explores how harmonic progressions function within larger structural
contexts. The text is widely used for its clear explanations and numerous musical examples.

3. Schenker's Analytical Practice and Its Reception

Edited by William Drabkin, this collection examines the history, methodology, and impact of
Schenkerian analysis on music theory and pedagogy. It includes essays that discuss the application of
Schenker’s ideas to various repertoires and the evolving reception of his work in contemporary
scholarship. The volume provides critical perspectives that deepen understanding of tonal analysis.

4. Structural Hearing: Tonal Coherence in Music

By Felix Salzer, a student of Schenker, this book offers a detailed exploration of tonal music through
the lens of Schenkerian analysis. Salzer emphasizes perceptual and structural aspects of music,
illustrating how listeners can appreciate the hierarchical organization of tonal works. The text is
accessible and enriched with visual graphs to aid comprehension.

5. Harmony in Western Music

Walter Piston’s classic text includes discussions of Schenkerian theory within a broader treatment of
harmony. It bridges traditional harmonic analysis with insights into voice leading and tonal structure,
making it relevant for those interested in Schenkerian approaches. The book is praised for its clear
prose and extensive musical examples.



6. Introduction to Schenkerian Analysis

This introductory book by Robert Snarrenberg provides a concise and practical overview of
Schenkerian methods for analyzing tonal music. It guides readers through fundamental concepts such
as the background, middleground, and foreground levels of musical structure. The book includes
exercises and annotated scores to facilitate learning.

7. Reading Schenkerian Graphs

By Carl Schachter, this work focuses on interpreting and creating the characteristic graphs used in
Schenkerian analysis. It emphasizes the visual and analytical skills necessary to decode tonal music's
hierarchical structures. The text is essential for students and scholars who wish to engage deeply with
Schenkerian notation.

8. The Musician’s Guide to Theory and Analysis

By Jane Piper Clendinning and Elizabeth West Marvin, this comprehensive theory textbook integrates
Schenkerian perspectives within a wide-ranging exploration of tonal music. It balances traditional
harmonic concepts with structural analysis, offering detailed explanations and numerous examples.
The book is suitable for both beginners and advanced students.

9. Schenkerian Analysis: Perspective and Practice

Edited by Allen Cadwallader and David Gagné, this volume presents a collection of essays that
explore both theoretical foundations and practical applications of Schenkerian analysis. It addresses
methodological debates and showcases analyses of diverse tonal works. The book is a valuable
resource for those seeking to broaden their understanding of Schenkerian theory.
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