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From “Atonality” to “Twelve-tone
Method”: Schoenberg’s Mind and
Dahlhaus’ Comment

Chih-Lih PU

Abstract

In 1908, Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951) and Anton Webern (1883-1945)
published a number of musical works of an experimental nature. This creative shift,
later widely known as “atonality”, also made Schoenberg become a controversial
composer in the Twentieth Century. In addition to being obscure and unpopular, the
common criticism of this the shift in musical approach is: “Does atonal music
depart from humanity? Is atonal music against nature?”” Schoenberg’s response to
these questions was impressive. On one hand, he mercilessly abandoned the word
“atonality”, whereas on the other, he defended so-called “atonality” and later
specifically proposed a “Twelve-tone Method” in practice, in the firm belief that
the method can replace the functions that the traditional tonal method provided.

This article begins from the early difficulties of atonal music, attempts to
gather the views and attitudes regarding this approach, and then extracts some
passages from Schoenberg’s writings, which may reveal his mindset during the
course of his work. Particular comments regarding this issue made by Carl
Dahlhaus (1928-1989) at the end of this paper will be elaborated upon. First, is
“atonality” in the nature of music or the result of history? Second, can the
“Twelve-tone Method” developed by Schoenberg replace traditional “tonality”?

“Atonality” and the “Twelve-tone Method” have been well known for those
interested in music. With Dahlhaus’ comments, it is hoped that the interpretation of
these issues can provide some perspectives for further research into Schoenberg.

Keywords: Arnold Schoenberg, Atonality, Twelve-tone Method, Carl
Dahlhaus, Tonality
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