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Preface

This book is a general introduction to the technical aspects of
music. Begmmng with the assumption that the student has had no
previous training, it prepares him for the more advanced subjects
of theory, such as harmony, counterpoint, and orchestration. It deals
with basic terminologies and problems of notation (the “rudiments
of music”), it supplies material for developing the fundamental
skills of performance (‘“‘ear-training,” “51ght singing,” etc.), and
through the study of scales and melody it builds a foundation for
harmony and counterpoint. The appendixes introduce some of the
principles of abstract acoustical theory, discuss the instruments of
the orchestra from the point of view of the score-reader, and pro-
vide for reference a glossary of foreign terms and lists of miscellane-
ous signs and abbreviations. Although it has been conceived mainly
as a text for classroom use, this book may also be used profitably
by the general reader who wishes to learn about the elements of
music; and its glossary and index may be used as convenient refer-
ences on rudimentary technical matters.

Like many other texts, this book was originally developed in the
classroom. It is not, however, simply a written-out course; for the
book has broader and more general lines than the class material from
which it grew. It covers the whole area of introductory theory more
thoroughly than the original outlines, and it should therefore be
adaptable to the varying demands of other teachers and students.

The body of the text contains enough material for a full year’s
course. Yet the author was not unaware that many teachers, espe-
cially in liberal arts programs, cannot devote a whole year to
introductory matters, since they cannot count on having a second
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full year for harmony, which is nearly always the subject closest
to the core of the student’s interest in music theory. Nevertheless,
most teachers need introductory material, as college students are
seldom ready at the beginning to study harmony; and this text will
serve them well if its procedures are shortened whenever necessary.
On the other hand, in a program for music majors a full year could
be devoted to the performance problems of Part I alone, leaving
the material on scales and melody to the first months of a second
year course. In organizing this book, the author tried to take into
account the different kinds of demands likely to be made upon it;
and the book is so arranged that it may be shortened by omitting
some of the written work, or expanded by increasing the number
of exercises, according to the needs of the particular course. The
teacher should not feel that any required sequence is imposed upon
him; he is free to use the book as a whole or only in part, and in any
sequence his own ingenuity may suggest.

Every book has its idiosyncrasies; and one which may be observed
in this text is the juxtaposition of purely practical matters (how to
recognize an interval, how to perform a rhythm) with historical or
abstract theoretical discussions (early chant, troubadours, equal
temperament, etc.). This juxtaposition results to some extent from
concurrent use of the same material for two quite different groups:
a first year class in the Yale School of Music (a professional school)
and an introductory theory class in Yale College (a liberal arts
college). It seemed to the author that each of these groups might
benefit from the approach more usual for the other. Ordinarily the
professional student is interested in developing his practical skills,
and pays little attention to the historical background or the the-
oretical horizons of his subject. The liberal arts student, on the
other hand, is likely to read, think, and talk about all aspects of a
subject, but fall short in actual practice. An approach combining
practical, theoretical, and historical information, emphasized in that
order, will both broaden the background of the professional student
and anchor the roving inquisitiveness of the undergraduate to a
practical base.

Here again, the teacher is free to emphasize or reduce the im-
portance of any element. He may, for instance, use the brief his-
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torical sections as starting points for more thorough discussions,
with assigned reading in appropnate sources. Or, he may expand the
abstract theoretical sections into more detailed investigations, which
could, in some cases, lead to discussions of the trends of contem-
porary music. Or, should he so desire, he may give all of these mat-
ters a2 minimum of attention, and concentrate on the development
of practical musicianship.

A book ought to have a better reason for existence than the mere
repetition of material which has already been presented many times
before. But the more familiar the subject, the less likely that any-
thing new can be added, although old material can sometimes be
advantageously rearranged. What can be new in the elementary
facts of music? and what material can be advantageously rearranged
now?

In some aspects of theory—notation, for example—there are no
particularly new points of view, and rearrangement may not neces-
sarily produce better results than have been previously obtained.
But the manner in which present day composers handle tonal and
rhythmical material does indicate the need at this time for new
theoretical formulations and for new treatments of some subjects
which have long been approached in standardized ways. These new
formulations and treatments ought to result naturally from the sift-
ing down of advanced composition practices to the lower level of
elementary theory—a process which so far has occurred in only
negligible proportions.

Consider, for instance, the subject of scales. Elementary theory
usually presents only the system of major and minor keys, and even
that without regard to its particular origin, or its limitations. But
for more than half a century now, leading composers have written
a kind of music which by no means stays within the bounds of the
major and minor scale system. Furthermore, the recent growth of
interest in the music of composers earlier than Bach, brought about
to a large extent by recordings, has made regular listening fare of
music based on tonal systems which preceded major and minor. For
these reasons, it would seem plainly necessary nowadays to give
scales a much broader treatment than they have usually received in
elementary books. Adequate treatment of scales would lay the foun-
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dation for an approach to contemporary theory and develop even in
students not expecting to proceed further a flexible and unpreju-
diced perceptivity, enabling them to respond more readily to musi-
cal styles which do not conform exactly to the major and minor
system.

Other aspects of the thinking of contemporary composers also
suggest changes in procedure at lower levels. The freer attitude of
our time with regard to scales is accompanied by an approach to
harmony which is quite different from the previous fixed concep-
tion of chord-building in thirds. The simplest definition of a chord
which is in keeping with contemporary usage is that it is three or
more tones in vertical order—any tones in any order, selected by
the composer accordmg to his desire for greater or lesser dissonance
and his over-all conception of harmonic orgamzatlon Although we
would not deal with the problems of harmony in an elementary
book, old or new in approach, our attitude about harmony will
determine how we treat the study of intervals, which is one of the
regular parts of elementary theory.

In the conventional approach, chords and scales are considered as
pre-existing, inviolate units. Intervals, therefore can be derived
from them and learned after the more complex units have been
presented. But if we wish to prepare the student for melodies which
do more than crawl safely up and down the well-known ladders, or
for chords which freely use the wide variety of possible tone com-
binations, we must realize that intervals are the only constant tonal
units, and we must, therefore, begin at the earliest stages to develop
an independent sense for them. Intervals must have a more thorough
treatment than they can possibly receive when they are inserted be-
tween discussions of scales and chords at relatively late stages of
theory training. Furthermore, to approach intervals before scales or
chords has a certain innate logic, as scales and chords are and al-
ways have been derivations from intervals.

Just as the interval is the common tonal unit for all forms of scales
and chords, so is the “beat,” or metric unit, the common element for
all forms of measures and higher rhythmical structures. Contempo-
rary composers exercise the utmost freedom with regard to meter—
no longer caring to fit whole movements into any one scheme—and
in matters of higher rhythmical thinking (phrases, etc.) they are
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given to no regular system, such as countlng bars in groups of
four, eight, or sixteen. (Again, the same points of view are apparent
in early music.) If we apply these attitudes to an elementary study
of rhythm, we will see that the first thing the student must learn

is not the 3 or 4 measure, which he then fills in with notes, but a

feeling for the beat itself and the many kinds of rhythmic patterns
which may fill the beat. He can, after achieving this, easily deal with
the arrangements of the beats into groups of three, four, five, or any
other metrical schemes. As for the phraseology of the measures
themselves, nothing has to be done, as this is a very unclear area in
music theory, and will most likely remain so. But at least the implica-
tion that there is a normal and fixed length for higher rhythmical
units can be avoided by omitting the usual discussions of phrase or-
ganization by four or its multiples.

The article on Music Theory in the Harvard Dictionary of Music
lists the commonly taught subjects and points out that “at least one
important study is missing, that of melody.” This condition is
simply a reflection of the attitudes of composers who in styles of
the fairly recent past failed to treat melody as an independent en-
tity because of their greater interest in the expressive and construc-
tive force of harmony. Melody, in fact, often became a mere
derivation from chords, the more ancient and subtle element being
overpowered by the younger and more dynamic one.

In our own time, however, harmony has become a more flexible
element, perhaps less able to serve as a frame for the construction
of melodies, but better able than ever to underscore independent
melodic flights. And a melody (like a chord) may be simply but
inclusively defined as: a chain of intervals in horizontal succession—
any intervals in any order, according to the composer’s desire for
height or depth in the melodic curve and his over-all conception of
tonal organization.

If melody is now free from the direct influence of harmony, as it
was in the distant past, then the study of melody need no longer
be delayed until after the study of harmony, when in any case, it is
likely to be overshadowed. If a melodic line is a chain of intervals,
why not study melody in connection with learning intervals? If
melodic lines have rhythmic shape, why not at this stage bring up
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questions of musical form, since these questions can then be dis-
cussed in the simplest and clearest way, without the distraction of
harmony? If a knowledge of scales is a prerequisite for advanced
study, why not acquire this knowledge by usmg scales for melody-
writing? All of these things can be done if it is once agreed that
melody need not wait upon harmony.

The question is, what sort of melodic study should be attempted
—an abstract examination of the nature of melody without regard
to style, or one based entirely on stylistic imitation? This question
and a proposed solution are discussed at some length in Chapter
10. The treatment of pure nonchordal melody in a beginning text,
of course, can be neither profound nor exhaustive. But the fact that
any kind of treatment is offered has some significance; it indicates
a radical shift of emphasis, derived from the application of a con-
temporary point of view to elementary study.

If we accept the arguments presented above, we will agree that
the study of elementary theory can and should be affected by
changes in the practice of composition. Also, if the approach to basic
matters is adjusted to conform to the contemporary outlook, it also
comes into better focus with the music of earlier times, which by
coincidence (if nothing more than this) is enjoying a new popu-
larity. But would a reshuffling of the order of presentation, and vari-
ous shifts in emphasis, cause elementary theory to lose its connection
with the music of common practice—the music of the classical and
romantic periods?

It would not; simply because the vital element in the theoretical
background for the music of the familiar period is the subject of
harmony, and this subject will still come after the early stages of
training. The modification of harmony’s influence upon early train-
ing, and an intensification of the study of intervals and scales, as
well as rhythm, cannot but have a beneficial effect upon later study,
as they impose upon the pre-harmony student a higher than usual
level of achievement in basic matters before he faces the com-
plexities of harmony. And it is also true that rudimentary definitions
given entirely within the narrow frame of traditional practice set
up artificial barriers which must later be removed; while definitions
given within the wider scope of both ancient and contemporary
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practice keep the way open from the start for steady and uninter-
rupted progress.

This elementary text cannot pretend to make a grand entrance
into the vast and almost completely empty arena of contemporary
theory. But the author hopes that by establishing a broader point
of view at the start, the book will, within its limits, contribute some-
thing toward that reconciliation of theory and practice which is
now so long overdue.

Howard Boatwright
Yale University
New Haven, Connecticut
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