IN THEIR OWN WORDS...
Milhaud Describes Polytonality (1923)

The revolution in harmony that characterizes music in the early decades of the
twentieth century led composers and writers at this time to look for principles gov-
erning new harmonic resources. One such musician was Darius Milhaud, who in
music of the 1920s experimented with the simultaneous use of multiple keys, each
appearing in different strata of a piece. He called the phenomenon “polytonality,”
and in the article excerpted here (written in 1923) tells of its history and theoretical
possibilities. Milhaud makes an important distinction between polytonality, which
characterizes his own music, and atonality. In the latter phenomenon, he says,
melodic lines are based on the chromatic scale, rather than diatonic, and each tone
is used with a theoretic equality.

The continual evolution of contemporary music has placed new harmonic and con-
trapuntal styles—polytonality and atonality—in the hands of composers. Far from de-
stroying the fundamental principles of music, as is often wrongly thought, these styles
have advanced these principles, extending the ideas spawned by them as they have
been used and enriched by musicians throughout history.

The essential difference separating polytonality from atonality is the same as that
separating diatonicism from chromaticism.

Diatonicism implies an acceptance of the triad (made of a fundamental tone, its
major or minor third, and its fifth) as a fixed entity (réalité fixe). It is built from tones
of a major or minor scale which are used by the musician in the composition of his
themes. Diatonic melodies use only notes coming from the scale of the key in which
it is written. Modulations only bring in a parallel tonal organization having a differ-
ent fundamental and a different scale and triad. Its relationships are the same as those
among the elements of the initial key.

Once we admit the possibility of modulating from one key to another, the existence
of the twelve fixed tonalities based on the different degrees of the chromatic scale leads
us to study the possibility of superimposing several keys sounded simultaneously. Con-

trapuntal writing also contributes to this study. [THE/dayWhenlcanons were admitted

This type of counterpoint consists in combining two similar melodies, of which one is
a second, third, or fourth higher or lower than the other. The transposed melody keeps
the same key signature as the other, that is, its apparent tonic is actually only a scale
degree—the second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth, or seventh, according to the canon in
use. Often, if one reads the two canonic lines separately and horizontally, one sees that
they can imply an analogous harmonization in two different keys. The perception of a
single tonality that comes from hearing the canon arises since each vertical meeting of
tones from the two lines remains within the limits imposed by the laws of harmony and
two-part counterpoint. We recognize a tonally independent counterpoint, one that
does not suggest a unified key, only when the contrapuntal interplay is [not] controlled
vertically. Even with Bach, we sometimes feel that each line could have a separate
tonal life. This happens, for example, in a canon where the meeting of notes is poorly
explained by harmony and does not make sense unless we admit the superimposition of
two tonalities.

In the second of Bach’s four Duetti (Peters edition no. 208, p. 40) we have this
canon.
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Read the two lines separately: the upper part is purely in D minor, despite the pass-
ing modulations in mm. 3-5. The lower part is exactly the same as the upper, including
the passing modulations, but transposed to the fifth, thus in A minor. Still, the two
parts are combined so that vertical chords produced by the two-part counterpoint con-
stitute a harmonization in a single key. Nevertheless, mm. 9 and 10 contain a stylistic
impurity that disappears if we admit the conjunction of two tonalities. How do we
explain the A on the second beat of m. 9 in the lower part, in relation to the F in the
upper part? [s it part of a sixth chord? Two-part counterpoint does not permit the false
relation that would arise between the [hypothetical] C-natural, the third of this sixth
chord, and the C# in the previous measure.

Appoggiaturas and passing notes also produce non-harmonic tones that seem to be-
long to foreign keys. Freedom of composition, resolutions of these appoggiaturas, and
the stability of the point of arrival of passing notes smooth over this problem and stay
within permissible limits [of a single tonality]. But when foreign tones in a chord come
to be used as fixed entities—not passing tones and not resolving—we will see the mat-
ter differently. If a piece in C major, for example, ends with the chord CE G A,
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how will we analyze the A? We could say that it is an upper neighbor of an implied
G, to which it does not resolve. But if it did resolve to the G, we would be forced to
see the G (the fifth of the C triad) as representing the A. It seems logical in music to
take into consideration only those notes that we actually hear, and, consequently, it
is hard to replace a G with an A. We could, of course, imagine that the A is the sixth
of the chord—the sixth degree of the C-major scale—and an added tone to the triad
in the manner of a non-harmonic tone. But in such a case why not generalize and
admit the existence of a foreign tonality superimposed on the first one? In the present
example let’s consider the note A to pertain to the key of A minor, which is in this
way superimposed completely on the key of C major since the third and fifth of the A
minor chord are present in the key of C, where they form the fundamental and third.
Moreover, the analysis of any chord is arbitrary, a matter of convention, and there is
no reason, for example, not to consider this 9th chord
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Am7 ou C6: curiosamente, o exemplo dado por Milhaud é o simétrico CCA 4-26!
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Dó maior + Sol menor: 5-34, T2I, outro CCA com eixo de simetria!


as the superposition of chords representing G minor and C major. This allows us to
contemplate the superposition of two melodies—one based on a C-major scale, the
other on a G-minor scale.

If we admit this principle, {iSTHECESSaty HEXE o studyimethodically the different
harmonic combinations that arise from the superposition of two triads, the inversions

of such chords, and the progressions that they can undergo (Ot mention the differs

For the sake of simplicity, let us begin with [the tonic chord in] the key of C. We

only have to add eleven other chords to see all the harmonic combinations in two keys
[Ex. 2].
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Each chord obtained in this way has four modal variants: [Ex. 3].
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We can also explore the inversions that are obtained for each of these superpositions
of two keys [i.e., triads].

Chord II from Example 2 presented as A in Example 3
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We repeatedly find in contemporary music examples of bitonality that can be traced
back to one of the models in Example 2 presented as one of the chords in Example 3.

At the end of the second tableau in Igor Stravinsky’s Petrushka (Edition Russe,
Berlin-Moscow), we see the superposition of C major and F# major:
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Foi exatamente isto o que fiz em meu estudo sobre superposição de tríades no livro sobre os quartetos de Villa-Lobos e que apresentei parcialmente no EITAM4 (2017) e no ARLAC II (Santos, 2017).

MIlhaud sistematicamente estabelece que o acorde inferior fique em posição aberta e o superior em fechada, o que favorece a ressonância dos harmônicos. Persichetti (1961 [1978]) enfatiza bem esse aspecto, mas estranhamente não menciona Milhaud, sequer nos exemplos de policordes.
A classificação de Forte ajuda a compreender a simetria implícita nesta tabela e suas relações intervalares subjacentes, o que faltou na classificação de Milhaud.

Do ponto de vista intervalar, os modos A e B têm o mesmo conteúdo, assim como C e D. Como característica geral, policordes dos tipos A e B são assimétricos, enquanto os dos tipos C e D são simétricos.


This is chord VI in Example 2. It is the same chord found at the beginning of Albert
Roussel’s La féte de printemps, where A major and D# major are heard simultaneously.
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In Ondine from Debussy’s second book of Preludes (Edition Durand), we have the
superposition of chords in D and F# major.
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This is chord IV in Example 2.

The first of the 14 Bagatelles, op. 6, by Béla Barték, composed in 1908 (14 Zongo-
radarabja, Rozsnyai Karoly publishers, Zenemukiadohivatula, Budapest) is written in
C# minor in the upper part and in F minor in the lower one. This uses chord VIII in
Example 2 presented in the manner of B in Example 3.
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The chordal progression from Ravel’s Sonata for violin and cello (Edition Durand)
can be considered as a harmonic progression of 11th chords but also as a succession of
chords from two keys merged as in chord XI from Example 2 expressed in the manner
of D in Example 3.
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A bit later in this same Sonata we find the violin in B minor, the cello in F (alter-
nating major and minor).


Aqui entra o aspecto vantajoso da teoria dos conjuntos. Os acordes IV e VIII da tabela de MIlhaud têm a mesma estrutura intervalar, mas ele parece não ter se dado conta disso ou de sua importância.
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This mixing of F and B corresponds to chord VI in Example 2 expressed as B in
Example 3 when the A of the cello is flatted, or as D when the A is natural.

It should be added that at times we suspect independent keys when we really have
only one line acting as a pedal. Just as a pedal can lie beneath the passage of chords
foreign to the held note itself, so too can a repeated chord or melodic motion act as a
pedal with the other melodic line passing momentarily into other keys or freely modu-
lating, forming thus a type of prolonged échappé without creating true bitonality. See
this example, from Erik Satie’s Parade (Rouart Lerolle publishers).
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Here we have only a type of échappé that connects the preceding measures to those
following and remains unitonal.

The same observation applies to Idylle by the same composer (from Avant-Derniéres
Pensées, published by Rouart Lerolle). The upper part modulates, while throughout the
entire piece the lower part acts as pedal made from four notes.
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In the first Mouvement Perpétuel by Francis Poulenc (Chester), which is clearly in Bb
major, the bass plays the role of a pedal, and the upper part sporadically modulates, as
in these measures.
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... By superimposing chords representing all twelve keys, we obtain a chord made
from the twelve notes of the chromatic scale. This can be laid out in any number of
ways, the simplest being by a succession of fourths and fifths separating each note.
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Here all the tonalities are merged, and it is as though there are no tonalities at all.
Polytonality approaches the domain of atonality because a melody constructed with
the notes of this chord (the twelve tones of the scale) could be in any key whatsoever
and thus escape any sense of tonality.

We see in these different gradations—from bitonality to a combination of all twelve
tones—the vastness of materials and expanded expressive resources in polytonality.
The expressive range is likewise considerably expanded. In a simple, nuanced style, the
use of polytonality adds a greater subtlety and sweetness to the pianissimo; to the fortis-
simo it adds greater fierceness and sonorous force. The counterpoints made from chords
can be infinitely multiplied, giving the musician a limitless domain in which he can
explore and work.

Examples of rich counterpoints of chords abound in all of European contemporary
music. We will cite only one instance, taken from “Clair de lune sur les terrasses,” from
Charles Koechlin’s Heures Persanes.
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Just as there exist—as we have seen—a harmonic polytonality whose resources
stem from all types of combinations of different chords, there also exists a parallel
circumstance: a purely polyphonic polytonality. Rather than superimposed chords or
chains of chords, the elements of this device consist of melodies written in several keys
which are then superimposed in a contrapuntal interplay. This is a very austere mode
of expression in which the tonal independence of each part is reduced to a minimum,
almost to that of homophony.

This style is most applicable to a quartet or a small orchestra of instrumental soloists.
Pardon me for citing a work of my own: my Symphony No. 3 for small orchestra (Uni-
versal Edition), whose melodic lines are played by the flute (in the key of Bb), clarinet

(in the key of F), bassoon (in E), violin (in C from m. 2 onward), viola in Bb, and cello
in D.
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It is noteworthy that in most instances of these polytonal counterpoints made from
diatonic melodies, the harmonies arising from vertical conjunctions of tones are unan-
alyzable, and the result is hence atonal.

Before studying the origins and evolution of atonality, it seems to me necessary to

open a parenthesis concerning the system based on the WHole*tonescale. Thelehord
thatiprovides the'basisfor thisscalelis thelaugmented &iad. This harmonic system,

so skillfully used by Debussy, avoids diatonic tonality due to the absence of a scale
with semitones. It cannot be part of the domain of atonality, whose existence is based
on chromaticism, nor that of polytonality because its scale lacks a perfect fifth. The
fifth is the minimal condition for the presence of the triad and other such chords.
The whole-tone scale is a very limited resource, and, far from opening a door to new
realms of harmonic experience, it restrains the harmonic style to a single chord and
melodic writing to only six notes. Atonal music, as its name indicates, avoids any
tonal sense, whether by the character of its melodic lines or from harmonic entities

coming from their superposition. |f ol EHENUSESBOEESENGAIRAEoNE
Bndinecessarilymelodic—its harmonies derived from the domain of diatonic harmony

and counterpoint—atonal music takes its origins from chromaticism. JUSEas/diatonis

Rangseventhl This is to say that the triad is considered only as a passing chord that
allows a constant movement from one key to another, creating a perpetual transi-
tion that invokes the idea of resolution and dominant function. If a chord creates a
movement tending toward another chord and serves as its dominant, the goal chord
can also be considered as the dominant of some other chord. We can thus imagine a
chain of dominant sevenths that creates chromaticism and takes the first step toward
atonality.

A melodic line made from the twelve tones of the chromatic scale could plainly
coexist with harmonies suggesting a single tonality or polytonality, but in such a case
polytonality would come not from the superimposing of several keys, each having its
own melody and essential characteristics of a key. The harmonies would instead be the
result of a contrapuntal movement that creates chords made by adding thirds atop 7th
chords (to create 9th, 11th, 13th chords, etc.)











In the harmonic texture coming from atonal lines, we will always find chords per-
taining to diatonic harmony (triads, 7ths, augmented triads, etc.), but they will be
isolated, and none of the tones that precede or follow them will justify the existence
of one or more definite tonalities. Horizontally, we will always be in the presence of
an atonal line; vertically, we will sometimes encounter chords or superimposed chords
which analysis will allow to be derived from the harmonies studied in our harmony
books. This is the reverse of the situation illustrated in the Koechlin example above,
where an atonal harmonic entity comes from a polytonal superposition of melodies
having a plainly diatonic character. . . .

In the first of the Three Pieces for Piano, Op. 11, by Arnold Schoenberg (Universal
Edition), we have in mm. 3-4 in Example 4 a chromatic line harmonized with two
minor triads (D and C# minor) and two augmented triads (G B Eb and Gb Bb D),
above an inverted pedal F and a bass line that is atonal. [FREIGSESIXImeastres are
nanalyzable since the notes encountered there avoid any combination that could be
foreseen in diatonic harmony.
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Music based on melodies constructed from the chromatic scale and from a harmonic
system that avoids tonality can [further] expand its harmonic means by venturing onto
the path of quarter tones
But, in light of the problems that such music has in realization and performance,
we have at present only a few examples of the use of quartertones in pieces written for

string instruments, as in the violin part of Mythes by Szymanowski (Universal Edition)
or in the Quartet of Alois Haba (from the same publisher). Polytonality and atonality
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Aqui MIlhaud expõe o problema da análise centrada na tríade, quando diz que determinada passagem não pode ser analisada por não conter elementos de harmonia diatônica.


are not arbitrary systems. The former results from the development of diatonic har-
mony and counterpoint; the latter from chromaticism, and they can thus be studied as
complementary techniques.

We have seen that despite their quite opposite origins they can merge in certain
cases (atonal harmonies coming from polytonal counterpoint, or atonal melodies rest-
ing on a harmonic texture made from diatonic elements).

What determines the polytonal or atonal character of a work is less the compo-
sitional procedure than the basic melody that forms its source and comes from the
“heart” of the musician. It is this absolute and organic necessity of the initial melody
that keeps these procedures from congealing into a stillborn system. The life of a work
depends only on the melodic invention of its author, and polytonality and atonality
can furnish only a large canvas and a rich technical means, a complex and expressive
gamut for his sensitiveness, imagination, and fantasy.

Source: Darius Milhaud, “Polytonalité et Atonalité,” Revue musicale 4 (1923): 29-44. Translated by
Bryan R. Simms © 2006.



