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Abstract

COMPOSING WITH CIRCLES, SPIRALS, AND LINES OF FIFTHS:
HARMONY AND VOICE LEADING IN THE WORKS OF NICOLAI ROSLAVETS
by

INESSA BAZAYEV

Advisor: Professor Joseph N. Straus

This dissertation proposes a new theoretical framework for the analysis of works
of an important early twentieth-century Soviet composer Nicolai Roslavets. Roslavets
was one of the few composers from his generation to develop his own unique
compositional style. Although he welcomed the Russian revolution of 1917 and later
held important political, professional, and social positions in Soviet society, in the 1930s
he fell a victim to Stalinist cultural campaigns to eliminate all radical activity from Soviet
art. Consequently, Roslavets lost his high positions in Soviet society and his name was
erased from history books. It was not until the early 1980s that efforts were made both in
Russia and the West to revive his name and analyze his music.

Roslavets developed his own theory of pitch organization called the “New System
of Tone Organization,” in which he identified the synthetic chord as the driving element
of each of his compositions. A synthetic chord is described as having three features: (1)
it is a group of notes, usually arranged as a scale-like succession of pitches with a fixed

progression of tones and semitones; (2) it is used both vertically and horizontally; and (3)



it is used to define the total harmonic plan of the composition. Many theorists including
Yury Kholopov, George Perle, and Anna Ferenc recognized that each of Roslavets’s
pieces is characterized by a contextual synthetic chord that travels through different
transpositional levels; however, no theory explains the underlying symmetrical pattern
through which the synthetic chord travels, causing its unique spellings.

The current dissertation addresses Roslavets’s unorthodox orthography, which
features such peculiarities as triple sharps, and explains the structural importance of
perfect fifths. Plotting the synthetic chords on different spaces of fifths—the circle,
spiral, and line—reveals the underlying synthetic chord-path that can be characterized by
my three types of symmetries: crisp symmetry, near-symmetry, and nested-crisp
symmetry. I use pieces from 1913 through 1926—Nocturne-Quintet (1914), Sonata No.
1 for Viola and Piano (1926), Trois Compositions (1914), Trois Etudes (1914), and Cing
Préludes (1919-1922)—to show that Roslavets uses the deeper structure of fifths
relations to create a novel musical language with distinct orthography and symmetrical
chord-paths making him one of the most intriguing and innovative composers of his

generation.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Nicolai Roslavets and His Unique Compositional Approach

Nicolai Roslavets (1881-1944) was one of the most unique Russian composers of
his generation. Igor Stravinsky called him, “a most interesting twentieth-century Russian
composer.”' Roslavets was one of the few composers from his generation to develop his
own unique compositional style, and his early works (from the 1910s) were closest in
style to those by Scriabin (after Op. 58).” Further, Roslavets’s contemporaries included
internationally recognized figures such as Scriabin, Prokofiev, and Stravinsky.

Roslavets, however, became a victim of Stalinist cultural campaigns that aimed to
eliminate all radical activity from Soviet art. Starting in 1930, he was written out of
history books and concert programs.’ It is only recently that efforts have been made in
Russia and the West to restore his reputation and analyze his music.

My dissertation addresses important issues in Roslavets’s music that have been
previously unexplored by theorists. It especially focuses on Roslavets’s compositional
spaces involving circles, spirals, and lines of fifths, and on his idiosyncratic orthography,

which often features such peculiarities as triples sharps. Example 1.1 shows an excerpt

" Igor Stravinsky, from a 1990 pamphlet on the Roslavets Festival in Bryansk.

2 Peter Deane Roberts, Modernism in Russian Piano Music: Skriabin, Prokofiev, and
Their Russian Contemporaries. (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1993), pp. 23-26.

? Charles Monroe McKnight III, “Nikolai Roslavets: Music and Revolution” (Ph.D.
dissertation, Cornell University, 1994), pp. 1-38; and Anna Ferenc, “Investigating
Russian Musical Modernism: Nikolai Roslavets and His New System of Tone
Organization” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan, 1993), pp. 6-18.



from the Nocturne-Quintet (1913) that features such a peculiarity—an F triple-sharp
(Fx#).* My theoretical framework of the three fifths’ spaces will help understand
Roslavets’s underlying compositional technique that not only shows tonal influence (i.e.,
the circle of fifths) but it also reveals a unique compositional practice featuring different

types of symmetries underlined by Roslavets’s chord-paths.

Example 1.1: An excerpt from Trois Etudes no. 2 “Pianissimo” (1914) with an Fx#
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In the present chapter, section 1.1 will provide a historical and biographical
background situating Roslavets in one of the most difficult times in the history of
Russia—the beginning and formation of the Soviet regime and the fate of the arts during
that period. In section 1.2 I will survey the existing literature on his music both in Russia

and the West. Finally, section 1.3 will provide an overview of the dissertation.

1.1:  Historical Background

Nicolai Andreevich Roslavets was born in Dushatino, Ukraine, on January 5,
1881. He was the son of peasants and was initially self-taught in music.” At the age of
seven or eight, he took violin lessons from his uncle, but his formal musical training did
not begin until the late 1890s, when he took theory lessons from a well-known Russian
pianist, composer, and teacher, Arkadii Maksimovich Abaza in Kursk.® At the age of
twenty-one Roslavets entered the Moscow Conservatory, from which he graduated with a
silver medal in 1912, with two specializations in violin (with I. V. Grzhimali) and
composition. He studied counterpoint, fugue, and form with A. A. Ilinski (1859-1920),

and free composition and orchestration with S. N. Vasilenko (1872-1956).”

> Nicolai Roslavets, “Nicolai A. Roslavets o sebe i svoem tvorchestve” [“Nicolai A.
Roslavets on Himself and His Works”], Sovremennaya Muzyka 1/5 (1924): 132-138.

% Larry Sitsky, Music of the Repressed Russian Avant-Garde, 1900-1929 (Westport,
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994), pp. 38-39.

7 Roslavets 1924, pp. 132-133. During his studies at the Moscow Conservatory Roslavets
wrote over one hundred fugues (!); later in 1927 at his Moscow lectures he criticized
Stravinsky’s music for being discontinuous and like blocks of sound, for Stravinsky
studied at the Leningrad Conservatory where, according to Roslavets, Stravinsky had not
been taught proper part-writing. See the Appendix A for a translation of the 1927 lecture.



Similar to many Russian artists and musicians of his generation, including Vasili
Kandinsky, Marc Chagall, Serge Diaghilev, Igor Stravinsky, and Sergey Prokofiev,
Roslavets was eager to free himself from his formal training in attempts to find a new
artistic path.® Roslavets welcomed the Russian revolution of 1917. From 1913 to 1931
he held important artistic and political positions that were at the heart of the revolution.’
Shortly after the revolution in 1917 the Proletarian Culture (PROLETKULT) was
founded, attracting the interest of many artists, including Roslavets.'” There were two
main views of the Music Division of PROLETKULT: (1) the musical language of the
composers must be simplified so that it is accessible to the general masses; and (2) the
musical complexity must be held high so that it could give the avant-garde composers an

opportunity to explore new techniques.'' Roslavets was active in the Lecture-Repertoire-

¥ Ibid. In this article Roslavets expresses his utmost joy for having finally graduated from
the Conservatory. This reaction is rather natural, for as a Conservatory student he had
been numerously criticized for his ‘leftism’ for breaking academic traditions in search of
new musical forms (e.g., many of his compositions tended to be atonal and not in a key);
see Charles Monroe McKnight III 1994, pp. 1-38. In this dissertation, McKnight notes
Roslavets’s empathy with the poetic avant-garde, for between 1913 and 1915 he sets
several songs to the poems by Valery Biusov (1973-1924), Alexander Blok (1880-1921),
Paul Verlaine (1844-1896), Igor Severianin (1887-1942), Vasilisk Gnedov (1890-1978),
Vasily Kamensky (1884-1961), and Elena Guro (1877-1913).

? McKnight 1994, pp. 1-38. Roslavets seemed to have remained in Moscow through
1916, and in 1917 he moved to Elets (a town south of Moscow) where he began his work
on the Communist Party. Upon his return to Moscow in 1918, Roslavets was elected
chairman of the governing board of the Moscow Professional Composers Union. A year
after (1919) he held a position as Chairman of the Moscow division of the All-Russian
Professional Union of Art Workers (VSERABIS) and also served on the Moscow Soviet
(i.e., the Congress).

" bid., p. 17.

! These two views were so divergent that eventually in 1923 this division was split into
two separate organizations: the Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians (RAPM)
and the Association for Contemporary Music (ACM).



Publishing section of the Musical Division of the Moscow PROLETKULT. In 1921
Roslavets became professor of composition and rector of the Kharkov Musical Institute
and the head of the artistic division of the Ukranian Republic’s NARKOMPROS."* After
returning to Moscow in 1923 (where he remained until 1931) Roslavets became an
important public figure. He was an active member of the Association of Contemporary
Musicians (ACM) and, in 1924, published a feature article about himself and his music in
the second issue of the organization’s journal, Sovremennaia Muzyka [ Contemporary
Music]. In this article Roslavets expresses his desire to have theorists analyze his music,
after which its value would be fully understood."”® Of course, this never took place during
Roslavets’s lifetime.

Shortly after the publication of the article Roslavets resigned from his
appointment as head of the Political Section of MUZSEKTOR.'* In a letter addressed to
the chairman of the Central Committee of All-Russian Professional Union of Art
Workers (VSERABIS), the organization nominally in charge of personnel at
MUZSEKTOR, Roslavets expressed his deep unhappiness with the organization and its
activities that increasingly favor music that is accessible to the masses. He wrote:

I was not able to carry out the third task, the creation of a musical agitating
repertory, because the head of the Agitational Section was one of the
aforementioned “proletarian musicians” who had already been in this position
for three years, piously defending against all artistic music on the grounds that

it is “incomprehensible to the masses,” “no one needs it,” etc. To struggle on
this front was positively impossible for me since I received no support from

2 Ibid., p. 19.
13 Roslavets 1924.

14 Roslavets, letter to Juvenal Mitrofanovich Slavinsky, 28 December 1924, published in
Muzykalnaya Gazeta 3/6, 1990, p. 4.



anyone anywhere, and my least pressure usually provoked such frightful
opposition that I simply lost heart before this unbreachable wall of
incomprehensible spite and monstrous ignorance...So here everything
remained as before.

Just as in the past, musical propaganda of the type well known to you is being
baked up just like bliny [pancakes]."

Further, Roslavets goes on to state the dangers of government interference in the
arts:

And so, as you can see, all that cultural business that I put right which such
persistent labor is at an end. It turns out that all it takes is a “resolution” of the
Party collective completely to spoil this machine that was beginning to work
brilliantly, and to fragment, this time with greater force, that which had earlier
been gathered together again. It is painful, a pity, and an outrage to observe
such destruction...The idea of the complete impossibility of working on the
cultural front is automatically intensifying not only among the intelligentsia
standing on the platform of Soviet power, but also amongst the best part of the
intelligentsia, the fellow travelers in the full meaning and significance of the
word. It is no wonder that among the “experimenters” of the musical
intelligentsia described above a pessimistic mood has established itself.
Skepticism and disillusionment with the sincerity of Soviet power’s calls to
cultural work are growing. The idea of “flight” abroad “for the time being” is
ripening little by little among highly educated musical workers...Among
those who recently have “flown” is the noted pianist P.I. Kovalev; intending
to follow this example is one of the best disciples of Russian music and
writing is L.L. Sabaneev; others are beginning to amass a sufficient quantity
of “gold pieces” for the same purpose...

Above all, I point out the most striking fact: a whole series of the best Russian
composers now publish their works abroad (in Vienna “Universal Edition”
publishes the works of Miaskovsky. Alexandrov, S. Geinber, Polovinski, et
al.).

No comment necessary, it seems to me.. e

This letter marked Roslavets’s break from the Communist Party. From 1931 to

1933 he lived in Tashkent, Uzbekistan.'” During this time Roslavets served as a music

5 1bid.
16 Ibid.

7 McKnight 1994 calls this relocation an “exile,” with which I agree. Many composers
in the 1930s were encouraged, and sometimes forced, to study folk music of the outlying



director for the Uzbek Central Radio and conductor of the Uzbek Musical Theater (ballet
and opera).'® Roslavets returned to Moscow in 1933 until his death in 1944 at the age of
sixty-three. He taught at the Moscow Musical Polytechnic and in a school for military
band directors.'® This was probably a rather difficult professional position for him since
he held higher and more significant political positions prior to 1930. In 1939, Roslavets
suffered a stroke leaving him with an arm and a leg impaired. The stroke also cost him
the ability to speak. Ferenc notes, “Ironically, it was this affliction that saved him from a

L 520
planned repression.”

In May 1940, Roslavets was finally admitted to the Union of
Soviet Composers and the organization provided him with medical and financial

assistance. Shortly after, Roslavets suffered from kidney cancer, and died of a second

stroke on 23 August 1944.!

districts. For Roslavets this must have been a very difficult relocation, for the major part
of his creative work of the 1910s and 1920s did not explore folk music. In fact, much of
the music written during this period was atonal and Roslavets was in search of
developing his New System of Tone Organization. See the Appendix A for a full
translation of his 1927 lecture, in which Roslavets describes his New System.

'8 Marina Lobanova, “Tvorchestva i Sudba” [“Creative Work and Fate”] (Sovetskaya
Muzyka 5, 1989), p. 97.

' McKnight 1994, p. 37.
20
Ferenc 1993, p. 17.

2! Ibid.



Roslavets is buried in Moscow at the Vagankovsky Cemetery.”> Many of his
manuscripts have been lost and much of his biographical material had disappeared.

Efforts to revive his music began in the early 1980s.

1.2:  Roslavets’s Synthetic Chord and Theoretical Literature on His Music

In his theoretical writings concerning his own music, Roslavets uses the term
sintetakkord, or synthetic chord, to describe an important aspect of his atonal language.”
A sintetakkord has three features: (1) it is a group of notes, usually arranged as a scale-
like succession of pitches with a fixed progression of tones and semitones; (2) it is used
both vertically and horizontally; and (3) it is used to define the total harmonic plan of the
composition.”* Roslavets is particularly attracted to Ts and T; transformations that can be
used to explain tonal intervals of a perfect fourth and a perfect fifth. Using these two
transformations, Roslavets is able to create symmetrical chord-paths that I classify by
different types of symmetries. This helps us understand the structural importance of
orthography in his works. These symmetries will be further discussed in chapter 3. 1

will now briefly survey the existing theoretical writings on Roslavets’s music.

* Yuri Kholopov, “Nicolai Roslavets: Volnuyushaya stranitsa russkoi muzyki” [“Nicolai
Roslavets: An Exciting Page in Russian Music,”] in forward to Nicolai Roslavets:
Compositions for Piano (Hamburg: Musikverlag Hans Sikors, 1989), p. 8.

2 Roslavets 1924 and 1927.

* Roslavets 1927. Aside from Roslavets’s specification that a synthetic chord must be
between 6 and 8 notes, it is identical to our western concept of a set class. Kholopov
1981 calls a synthetic chord a “lad” or “mode” and his description and understanding of
of it is synonymous with that of a set class. See Appendix B for a full list of set classes
used in the piano works discussed in my dissertation (chapters 3 and 4).



One of the most important Russian theorists of the twentieth century, Yuri
Kholopov, was the first to re-examine Roslavets’s music and write about his “new

tonality.” *°

In a monumental article Kholopov describes Roslavets as the most important
composer during the development of Soviet contemporary music in the 1920s, when new
theoretical ideas were emerging.*® Kholopov identifies “Ty ne ushla” [“You did not
leave”] the second of three songs based on the poetry of Alexander Blok (1913), as
Roslavets’s first piece based on his unique compositional practice. Kholopov identifies
the hexachord [Eb, Fb, G, Ab, Bb, Cb] as the “mode” on which the song is based.”’
Kholopov goes on to further describe this mode as a predecessor of a serial row. He
writes that Roslavets creates a new idiosyncratic serial system with two characteristics:
(1) the so-called row or mode only contains six notes (as opposed to twelve); and (2)
doublings of notes are permitted.”® Kholopov compares Roslavets’s compositional
technique to the composers of the Second Viennese School (specifically to Schoenberg
and Webern); however, he stresses Roslavets’s unique dodecaphonic approach that is

independent of Western influence. Roslavets is not concerned with aggregates and order

of his pcs, and the complement of Kholopov’s identified hexachord from “Ty ne ushla” is

%3 Yuri Kholopov, “Problema novoi tonalnosti” [“The Problem of New Tonality”] in
Voprosy metodogii sovetskogo muzykoznaniia: Sbornik nauchnykh trudov [Questions of
Soviet musicological methodology: A collection of scholarly works] (Moscow: Moscow
State Conservatory, 1981), pp. 100-126.

2% Ibid., p. 108.

27 As we sill see in section 1.3, here by “mode” Kholopov refers to Roslavets’s synthetic
chord.

2% Kholopov 1981, p. 109.
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not used to complete the chromatic aggregate. This so-called “independence” from the
western composers Kholopov attributes to Roslavets’s tonal thinking.”’

Further, one of the most important points that Kholopov makes deals with not
only the dodecaphonic influence of Arnold Schoenberg but also the synthetic practices of
Alexander Scriabin. Kholopov outlines the chronology of dodecaphonic pieces and
concludes that Roslavets’s compositional method is much closer to that of Scriabin (who
died in 1915—a year after Roslavets discovered the synthetic chord) than of Schoenberg,
whose new compositional practices become known in Russia only after 1924.* Whether
or not Scriabin had a direct influence on Roslavets remains an issue for debate, for
Roslavets insisted that he had arrived at the idea of a synthetic chord prior to Scriabin.
However, it is no coincidence that several pieces by Roslavets are reminiscent of

Scriabin’s harmonies (i.e., the so-called “mystic chord”) and textures.”'

* Ibid., p. 110.

% Ibid., 110-113. As we will see in chapters 2 through 4, Roslavets is not concerned with
twelve-tone serialism, for order of notes does not have significance in his music. As
Roslavets himself comments in his 1924 article, he is concerned with a whole field of
sound created by vertical and horizontal projections of synthetic chords that may or may
not contain all twelve notes of the chromatic scale. In “Half-Time for Nicolai Roslavets
(1881-1944): A Non-Love Story with a Post-Romantic Composer” in Russian and Soviet
Music: Essays for Boris Schwarz (Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1984), pp. 211-220,
Detlef Gojowy correctly distinguishes and separates Roslavets’s compositional practice
from those by Schoenberg and Webern stating that the chromatic aggregate may
occasionally result from Roslavets’s manipulation of synthetic chords approaching a
twelve-tone practice; however, it occurs “not out of necessity.”

3 Roslavets 1924, p. 135. See Peter Deane Roberts, Modernism in Russian Piano Music:
Skriabin, Prokofiev, and Their Russian Contemporaries (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1993) pp. 24-26, where Roberts comments on Scriabin’s influence on
Roslavets. As we will see in chapters 2 and 3, Roslavets favors a harmonic synthetic path
of perfect fifths that often travels along a circle or spiral; however, the musical surface of
several pieces outline the tritone and the harmonies are reminiscent of Scriabin’s akkord
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After Kholopov restored interest in Roslavets, about a decade later in the West
George Perle, Anna Ferenc, and Larry Sitsky presented further examination of
Roslavets’s music.> Perle briefly comments on Roslavets’s compositional practice of
introducing an independent set (i.e., synthetic chord) for each piece from Trois
Compositions (1914). Perle notes that Roslavets’s sets are projected both vertically and
horizontally, and that each piece is characterized by different transpositions of the set.”
Similar to Sitsky 1994, Perle also observes that Roslavets freely adds notes to his original
set.”* However, neither Perle nor Sitsky comments on the significance of Roslavets’s
transposition levels, which often result in symmetrical chord-paths. As we will see in
chapter 2 (especially examples 2.3 and 2.5), Roslavets has a cerebral compositional
approach: the so-called “added” dissonant notes contribute both to the performance and
analytical aspects, where one cannot be separated from the other. Roslavets uses
rhythmic and dynamic elements to highlight these aspects. I have also made an analytical
choice on Roslavets’s omitted notes: if a pc is absent from a given synthetic chord I
assume that it is spelled without any accidentals (e.g., G-natural and not a G# or Gb).

This analytical choice will be particularly apparent in example 2.7.

Promitey, often translated into the “mystic chord.” Such pieces by Roslavets include
Deux Poémes no. 2 (1920), Deux Compositions (1915), and Prélude (1915).

32 George Perle 1962, pp. 43-44; Anna Ferenc 1993; and Sitsky 1994, pp. 38-59.
33 Perle 1962, p. 43.

3 Ibid., p. 44; see Sitsky 1994, pp. 42-43.
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Like Kholopov, Ferenc comments on Roslavets’s tonal thinking in which several
different types of chords can be extracted from a synthetic chord.”> Ferenc also notes that
even though traditional tonal harmonies can be extracted from a synthetic chord, there is
no functional tonality connecting these sonorities to one another.”® More importantly, in
order to create smooth voice leading among the synthetic chords Roslavets often adds
notes of melodic figuration that include passing tones, neighbor tones, suspensions, and
so on, which he stresses in his lecture.”” Like Perle and Kholopov, Ferenc acknowledges
Roslavets’s interesting orthography.*® Ferenc comments on the internal structure of
Roslavets’s synthetic chords. However, she does not explain the significance of the
synthetic chords on a higher structural level. As we will discover, Roslavets uses the
tonal concept of the circle of fifths to defy the boundaries of tonality and, ultimately, to
create his own unique system of tone organization. As discussed above, Roslavets’s
synthetic chords do not establish any key or function in any traditional, harmonic manner,
as I will show in this dissertation they travel through fifths’ paths, which I call quints,

often resulting in different types of symmetries.

3% Ferenc 1994, pp. 20-30. Here, Ferenc illustrates hexachord [C, Db, E, G, Ab, Bb] and
at least six harmonic sonorities that can be extracted from it: (1) a major triad on pc C; (2)
a minor triad on pc Db (i.e., [Db, E, Ab]); (3) a diminished triad on pc E; (4) an
augmented triad on pc E; (5) a dominant-seventh chord on pc C; and (6) a fully-
diminished chord on pc E. Also, Roslavets comments on this aspect of his synthetic
chords in his 1927 lecture.

3¢ Ferenc 1994, pp. 22-23; Roslavets 1924, p. 134 states:
“The principle of classical tonality is totally absent.”

37 Ferenc 1994, p. 24; Roslavets 1927.

* Ibid., p. 156.
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1.3:  Purpose of the Dissertation and Its Outline

The purpose of the dissertation is to examine Roslavets’s compositional
technique. The circle of fifths serves as a starting synthetic path, developing it into an
infinite spiral (or line) of fifths on which synthetic chords travel. I classify the results by
three types of symmetries: crisp, near-symmetry, and nested-crisp. In chapter 2 I will
use Roslavets’s two works, the Nocturne-Quintet (1914) and Sonata No. 1 for Viola and
Piano (1926), to show Roslavets’s early experimentations with circular and spiral
compositional spaces of fifths. In chapter 3 I will further explain Roslavets’s unique
compositional approach in his mature piano works—77rois Compositions (1914), Trois
Etudes (1914), and Cing Préludes (1919-1922)—in which I explain Roslavets’s
idiosyncratic spellings on a line of fifths and show the three types of symmetries. In
chapter 4 I will show the significance of fifths on the musical surface on the select pieces
from the previous chapter. Finally, in chapter 5 I provide brief concluding remarks and
suggestions for further research on Roslavets’s works.

My dissertation will show that organization based on synthetic chords accounts
for many aspects of the music, from the smallest details of the spelling to the highest
levels of structure. Much like Scriabin, who was beginning to develop his own, unique
atonal style after Op. 58, around the same time Roslavets developed his own
compositional system pushing the boundaries of tonality into a larger quint-space with
symmetrical chord-paths. Roslavets’s innovation set him apart from his contemporaries
and made him one of the most interesting and intriguing Soviet composers of the early

twentieth century.
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CHAPTER 2

Circular and Spiral Spaces: Roslavets’s Earliest Experimentations

This chapter explores Roslavets’s earliest experimentation with his new system,
in which he uses various diatonic collections to travel along the circle or spiral of fifths.
The two pieces that will be discussed use synthetic chords that are based on the diatonic
collection [sc (7-35)]. I identify the members of each collection by the number of their
accidentals: for convenience, all the diatonic collections with sharp signs will be
identified by the “plus” sign (e.g., a five-sharp collection will be labeled as “+5”), and all
the diatonic collections with flat signs will be identified by the “minus” sign (e.g., a 5-flat
collection will be labeled as “-5).

The chapter is divided into four sections: 2.1 describes Roslavets’s compositional
system along the circle and/or a spiral of fifths in which the synthetic chord is a diatonic
collection [sc 7-35] (described above), 2.2 and 2.3 show Roslavets’s earliest attempts
composing within this system in the Nocturne-Quintet (1913) and Sonata No. 1 for Viola
and Piano (1926), and 2.4 discusses the motivic significance of the fifths on the musical
surface." The pieces discussed in this chapter predate Roslavets’s mature conception of a
synthetic chord.” As we shall see later in chapter 3, Roslavets’s compositional approach
reaches its maturity in his miniature piano pieces in which his synthetic chords travel on

an infinite /ine of fifths through symmetrical chord-paths.

! Henceforth, Sonata No. 1 will be referred to as “the Sonata.”
? Roslavets 1927.

3 Throughout this chapter the term structural movement will always refer to the
movement of the collections along the circle/spiral of fifths.
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2.1 Circles and Spirals of Fifths

The two pieces under study here—the Nocturne-Quintet and the Sonata—explore
two spaces. While the Nocturne-Quintet reveals Roslavets’s traditional tonal thinking
along the circle of fifths where enharmonic equivalence is used to pivot between flat and
sharp collections, the Sonata breaks the boundaries of the circle and expands the two-
dimensional space of a circle into a spiral resulting in a three-dimensional space. To
illustrate these spaces, we will now turn to some abstract examples.

Figure 2.1 shows the circle of fifths with the no-sharp/flat collection at the top
(i.e., identified by zero “0”); to the right we have the sharp collections in ascending order
beginning from the 1-sharp collection (i.e., +1) through the 7-sharp collection (i.e., +7)
and to the left we have the flat collections in ascending order beginning from the 1-flat
collection (i.e., -1) through the 7-flat collection (i.e., -7). Collections with five through
seven accidentals are enharmonically equivalent (e.g., -5 collection equals +7 collection,
+6 collection equals -6 collection, etc.). In addition, any of the collections may be
enharmonically reinterpreted (e.g., -4 collection equals +8 collection). None of the nodes
on the circle is designated with traditional keys (e.g., C major, G major, F major, etc.), for
Roslavets uses these diatonic collections without any functional relationship to tonality.
Further, references to major or minor triads through both vertical and horizontal means

are altogether avoided.
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Figure 2.1: The circle of fifths

-2
+2

+3

+7/ +5/
-5 +6/ 7
6
Figure 2.2 shows a progression of three collections from a +1 to 0 collection to -1

collection. The distance between the contiguous collections will be measured with Q, or
quints, where Q indicates a perfect fifth and the “n” subscript indicates the numbers of
fifths the collection has traveled; positive and negative signs are used to indicate the
direction of the progression where negative indicates a counter-clockwise move (towards
the negative side) and positive indicates a clockwise move (towards the positive side) on
the circle.* Further, the motion is calculated on two levels: subsidiary and total-distance
movements. In figure 2.2 these movements are calculated as follows: (1) two subsidiary
motions (i.e., Q.;, indicated by two leftward arrows); and (2) total distance (i.e., |Q|

indicated by a “t” and one large double-node, dashed arrow), where an absolute value of

Qn is used to mark the total distance traveled. Further, all the arrows show the leftward

* Please note that in chapter 3 these motions will be defined as under-quint (towards the
negative side) and over-quint (towards the positive side) motions on a line of fifths.
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direction of the path and the node attached to the beginning of the arrow indicates the
beginning of the path (i.e., +1 collection). Thus, in figure 2.2 the total distance traveled

is |Q,| with two subsidiary motions of Q_;.”

Figure 2.2: One-sharp, 0-sharp/flat, and -1 collections on the circle of fifths

+7/ +5/
-5 +6/ -7
-6

Figure 2.3 shows an enharmonic shift, which I call a shift, where the progression
features two collections that are enharmonically equivalent (i.e., -9 and +3). The total
distance of the path in figure 2.3 is |Q]; it begins at the -4 collection, travels by Q. to the
-6 collection, then by Q.3 to the -9 collection. At the -9, the collection becomes
enharmonically reinterpreted as a +3 collection, after which, through Q.,, the path
continues onto the +1 collection. Of course, without a musical context it is difficult to

accept the enharmonic shift as an important event. However, as we will see below this

> Because we are assuming enharmonic equivalence within the circle, Q2 = Qo; e.g., -9
collection equals +3 collection and their distance is Q.
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enharmonic reinterpretation or respelling is evident in Roslavets’s Nocturne-Quintet.
Further, it not only reveals Roslavets’s circular compositional space, it also facilitates the
return of the +1 collection. In the Nocturne-Quintet (mm. 76-79), the shift from the -9
collection to the +3 collection marks the climactic point of the piece, and by
reinterpreting the -9 collection as a +3 collection it becomes rather simple to move by Q.»
up to a +2 collection.® Roslavets’s circle of fifths is characterized by an interesting
distance property: the farther the collection gets from its starting node/collection, the
closer it gets to it through an enharmonic pivot shift. We will see below how this

compositional technique is used in the Nocturne-Quintet.

Figure 2.3: A progression with a shift at the -9/+3 collection

Shift

% The concept of an enharmonic respelling for structurally important sections in evident
in a large body of repertoire from the common practice era: Brahms’ Symphony no. 3,
Chopin’s “Raindrop” Prelude, Schubert’s Moments Musicaux in Ab, among others. All
of these pieces use an enharmonic shift to mark a new section of the piece.
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Figure 2.4 shows a spiral of fifths with the sharp collections at the top and the flat
collections at the bottom. Here enharmonic reinterpretation or pivot shift is impossible to

achieve, for the space is no longer in two-dimensions, but rather it is in three-dimensions.

Figure 2.4: A spiral of fifths

Figure 2.5 shows the progression of collections -4, -6, -9 and +3 from figure 2.3
on a spiral. The progression stops at the -9 collection for the distance between it and +3
collection is no longer Q, it is Q+12. Please note that in spiral space we are no longer in
mod 12 world; therefore, Qo no longer equals Q2. The -9 collection can no longer create
a continuous path to a sharp collection by enharmonic equivalence, for the spiral has an
infinite length and enharmonic equivalence cannot provide a continuum. As we will see
in the next two sections Roslavets uses the same progression in both the Nocturne-
Quintet and the Sonata to show these interesting spatial properties. Chapter 3 will
continue the idea of a spiral into an infinite line that will enable Roslavets to create

intriguing symmetrical relationships among his synthetic chords.
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Figure 2.5: The -4, -6, -9, and +3 collections on a spiral of fifths

2.2 The Circular Space in the Nocturne-Quintet
In an unpublished typescript of a lecture given in January of 1927, Roslavets
wrote:
My “NEW SYSTEM OF TONE ORGANIZATION,” which I call “synthetic,” is the
result of a decade’s work and investigative effort. Its complete continuity from the
classical system restores the lost bond with the entire musical achievement of the
past.
The “New System,” in essence, is the result of the further evolution of the classical
system, an evolution which has now been carried to its inevitable historical stage, a
synthetic of the creative effort of the past with that of the present.’
This quote stresses the importance of the so-called “continuity” between the classical
system with that of Roslavets’s development of his new compositional system. This

bond lies in the circle of fifths, for Roslavets uses the circle of fifths as a diatonic element

to underline the traveling path of his collections, where sharp and flat side of the circle

7 Nicolai Roslavets, “Novaya sistema organizatsii zvuka i novye metody prepodavaniya
teorii kompozitsii: Tezisi doklada” [The New System of Tone Organization and New
Methods of Teaching the Theory of Composition: Theses of Lectures,] RGALI, file 2569.
I am grateful to Dr. Charles McKnight for providing me with a copy of this document.
See Appendix A for a full translation of the lecture. The capitalizations are Roslavets’s.
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are used to trigger different sections of the piece. The extreme spellings of the
collections—the -9 collection in m. 76 of the Nocturne-Quintet, for example—usually
underline the climactic sections of the piece.

Example 2.1 shows an annotated score of mm. 1-8 from the Nocturne-Quintet
and table 2.1 summarizes the collections from the score with measure numbers (column
1), the collections in those measures (column 2), and the Q, subsidiary distance between
the contiguous collections (column 3).® These measures are based on four collections: +1
collection, 0 collection, -1 collection, and -2 collection. In figure 2.6 these collections
are shown on the circle of fifths, where the path begins at the upper right side of the circle
at the +1 collection and continues moving to the left until it reaches the -2 collection.
Thus, this opening section features three subsidiary moves of Q_; and a total distance of

|Qs|. As we will see below, a similar path is used in the Sonata.

Table 2.1: Collections from mm. 1-8, the Nocturne-Quintet

Mm. Collections | Q,subsidiary
distance
1-4 +1 L
Q4
5 0 €
Q4
6 -1 €
Q4
7-8 -2 <

¥ All the tables in this chapter will have the same column labeling.



Example 2.1: Annotated score of mm. 1-8 from the Nocturne-Quintet
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Figure 2.6: Collections from mm. 1-8 on the circle of fifths, the Nocturne-Quintet

+7/ +5/
-5 +6/ 7
-6

Example 2.2 shows an annotated score of mm. 1-10 from the Sonata that is based
on -2 collection, -1 collection, 0 collection, and +1 collection; table 2.2 lists these
collections in the order in which they appear in the score. Figure 2.7 projects these
collections on the circle of fifths. As we compare this path with that of the Nocturne-
Quintet we notice that both pieces use the same collections to establish the openings of
each piece: while the Nocturne-Quintet begins on the sharp side (i.e., +1 collection) and
moves to the flat side (i.e., -2 collection) by three subsidiary movements of Q_; a total
distance of |Qs], the Sonata does the opposite—it begins on the flat side of the circle (i.e.,
-2 collection) and moves to the sharp side (i.e., +1 collection) by three subsidiary
movements of Q. and the same total distance (i.e., |Qs|). [Please note that the brief
movement to the -3 collections in mm. 4-5 acts as a neighboring motion to the -2

collection, which takes a much important role in the section for its temporal length: it



24

spans over five measures (mm. 1-3 and 6-7).] It is important to note that neither piece
simultaneously mixes sharps and flats—i.e., all the notes in each annotated score belong
to the labeled collection without any dissonant notes. However, the Sonata’s opening
measures are far more interesting, for in mm. 8-9 Roslavets leaves us with a puzzle: the
absence of pc E makes it rather difficult to determine whether or not these measures
feature the -2 collection (with an Eb) or the -1 collection (with E-natural). Because this
piece was written around the time of the Nocturne-Quintet and shares many similarities,
we will assume that the missing E is actually an E-natural, suggesting the -1 collection.’
Thus, Roslavets creates a unique system in which he uses tonal elements of fifths’ circle
coupled with contiguous diatonic collections that operate along the circle without any

references to functional tonality.'?

Example 2.2: Annotated score of mm. 1-10 of Sonata No. 1 for Viola and Piano
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Piano P . 55 3 ,‘gj” = —— = P = |
%d) g = s % %‘ . ﬁ\ = 1
: )
E ? 1) Z A 1 i 1] £ WA i
: v Ty 1/ // % : Z i‘ 'Zéf;u 1/ //’
b L 2z - — — -
\ =2 = - = = o = )

(Continued on the following page)

? The -1 collection from mm. 8-9 is shown in both table 2.2 and figure 2.7.

10 Please note that the collections do not establish any keys or tonal centers; they

deliberately avoid the horizontal or vertical projections of the traditional major and minor
triads.
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Table 2.2: Collections from mm. 1-10, Sonata No. 1 for Viola and Piano

Mm. Collections | Q, subsidiary
distance
1-3 -2
™ Q_l
4-5 -3
< Q+1
6-7 -2
&
Q+1
8-9 -1
&
Q+1
10.1 0
&
Q1
10.2-10.3 +1 »
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Figure 2.7: Measures 1-10 on the circle of fifths, Sonata No. 1

-2

+1
7

4

3 [ Qs

Example 2.3 shows an annotated score of the second half of the first section (mm.
7-24) from the Nocturne-Quintet; table 2.3 lists these collections. There are two
interesting features in this section: the circular compositional thinking and the use of
dissonant pcs. First, Roslavets’s circular thinking is highlighted by the movement from
-7 collection to +4 collection (i.e., mm. 12-16 to mm. 17-24) which occurs in a circular,
two-dimensional space. Instead of moving onto the -8 collection in m. 17 (i.e.,
enharmonic for +4 collection) Roslavets moves to the sharp side of the circle (i.e., +4
collection). Figure 2.8 shows this path on the circle of fifths, where the path is
characterized by two subsidiary movements of Q_; and a total distance of |Q,|. Further,
this dramatic shift is shown in mm. 16-17 of the score, where the Db, in the cello

enharmonically switches to a C#,."" Second, there are several dissonant pcs that do not

"' This is a very important feature distinguishing Roslavets’s experimental work, such as
the Nocturne-Quintet, with a work that clearly establishes a synthetic chord, which
abolishes the concept of a diatonic collection and always accounts for all the spellings
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belong to the given collection. These pcs are circled in example 2.3 and, as I already
noted in chapter 1, Roslavets freely uses dissonant pcs within any given collection or
synthetic chord in order to add continuity to the music, a technque used to add to his
cerebral compositional appraoch.'? Please note the dramatic use of the dissonant C-
natural in mm. 10-14, where it is not only used as a traditional accented passing tone
(cello part, mm. 10, 12-14) but it is used as an arpeggiation (second viola part, mm. 10,
12-14). The arrival of the consonant C-flat (harp and cello parts, mm. 15-16) finally
restores the correct note with not only the dynamics (i.e., the crescendo at mm. 13-15) but

also its thythm (especially as a sustained note in the harp part, mm. 15-16).

Example 2.3: Annotated score of mm. 7-24, the Nocturne-Quintet
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(Continued on the following page)

[especially the triple sharps (!)]. We will see this in analysis of “Pianissimo” (1913) in
the next chapter (chapter 3), where orthography becomes an important compositional
dimension along which Roslavets’s synthetic chords travel.

'2 This has also been noted by Sitsky 1994.
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Table 2.3: Collections from mm. 9-24, the Nocturne-Quintet

Mm. Collections | Q, subsidiary
distance
9 -6 |
Q.
10 -7 €
Q-1
11 -6 €
Q.
12-16 -7 €
Q+11
17-24 +4 <

Figure 2.8: Measures 9-24 on the circle of fifths, the Nocturne-Quintet

The second section of the Nocturne-Quintet, mm. 25-46, explores the sharp side
of the circle. Example 2.4 shows an annotated score of this section and table 2.4 lists the

collections. It is evident from both the table and the score that the +2 collection has a
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dominant presence, for it not only begins and ends the section (mm. 25-30 and 42-46) but
it alternates with the remaining collections in the section: 35-39.2 and 40.2-40.3. This
section is rather important to the overall structure of the piece. This is a deliberate
compositional choice, for in his 1927 lecture Roslavets stresses the importance of the
“tonic-dominant” relationship among his synthetic chords; he writes:

The simplest transpositions of it a 5™ higher and lower produce a formula similar
to classical tonality: tonic—dominant—subdominant.'?

As we examine the opening collection—+1—with the one at the beginning of the second
section—+2—the fifth relation becomes rather apparent here. Similar to many tonal
pieces written during the common practice era the second key area is usually the
dominant. Further, in the Nocturne-Quintet we are not establishing any keys, however,
the fifths’ relationship among the collections creates a strong bond connecting the
collections through the circle of fifths. Thus, the +2 collection in the second section of
the piece acts like a “dominant” to the opening collection of +1 and it is not a mere

coincidence. This section further explores the sharp side of the circle.

1 Roslavets 1927. The synthetic-chord path through perfect fifths becomes an important
compositional technique in his miniature piano works discussed later in chapter 3.



33

Example 2.4: Annotated score of mm. 25-46, the Nocturne-Quintet
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Table 2.4: Collections from mm. 25-46, the Nocturne-Quintet

Mm. Collections | Q, subsidiary
distance

25-30 +2
31 +6 Qx4

<
32-34 +3 .

B Qs
35-39.2 +2 B Q.
39.3-40.1 -1 < Qs
40.2-40.3 +2 Jd Qs
41 -1 P Qs
42-46 +2 4 Qs

The next two figures focus on the two subsections from the second section (mm.
25-46) of the Nocturne-Quintet. Figure 2.9 shows the collections from the first half of
the section (mm. 25-39) on the circle of fifths, where, as mentioned above, the path
begins and ends with the +2 collection with three subsidiary movements of Q.4, Q.3, and
Q.1, and a total distance of |Q4|."* Figure 2.10 shows the remainder of the section (mm.
35-46), where the path is characterized by a move to the flat side of the circle: Q.3, and
Q3 (which begins and ends at +2, or the “dominant” of the piece). The section as a
whole is illustrated in Figure 2.11 where a symmetrical convergence point is revealed in
collections +2 and +3. This is one of the most interesting passages, for unlike the

previous sections (mm. 1-24), the path along the circle in figure 2.11 is no longer

' For the sake of space, total distance is shown outside the circle of fifths.
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characterized by contiguous movement to the negative or the positive side, but rather,
two collections (i.e., +2 and +3) are not only serving as a symmetrical midpoint, they are
the only collections that are used for more than one measure (i.e., +2 lasts for eleven
measures and +3 lasts for three measures)."” It is interesting as we compare the circle in
example 2.4 with that of the opening mm. 1-24 in examples 2.1 and 2.3. As we refer
back to examples 2.1 and 2.3, we are reminded that the opening was exploring the flat
side (left) of the circle where it traveled from +1 collection through 0, -1, -2, -6, -7, and
finally +4 (or enharmonic -8) collections. In the second section (mm. 25-46) the path
begins at the “dominant” or +2 collection and travels directly to the +6 collection. This
path is rather striking, for Roslavets creates a dichotomy between the aforementioned flat
collections with the sharp collections. This is reflected in the +6 collection in m. 31 and
the subsequent collection that follows before returning to the +2 collection—+3
collection (mm. 32-34)—for it also lives on the sharp side. It is clear that the immediate
movement from the +2 collection (mm. 25-30) to the +6 collection (m. 31) relates to the -

6 collection from the opening section in mm. 9 and 11.

' The significance of length of synthetic chords will be further discussed in chapter 4.



Figure 2.9:

Measures 25-39 on the circle of fifths, the Nocturne-Quintet
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Figure 2.11: Measures 25-46 on the circle of fifths, the Nocturne-Quintet

Symmetrical
axis

The concept of circular thinking and its pivotal role in understanding Roslavets’s
experimentations with circles and musical dimension in general reach their peak at the
climax of the Nocturne-Quintet. Example 2.5 shows an annotated score of mm. 66-93,
the climactic section of the piece, and table 2.5 lists the collections. One of the striking
features of this section that is clearly shown in table 2.5 is the collection in mm. 76-79.
At a first glace it appears as if m. 76 and m. 77 are projecting different collections;
however, they are enharmonically equivalent. As we examine m. 76 on the annotated
score in example 2.5 it becomes clear that the -9 collection occurs at the climactic point
of the piece, where the dynamics (i.e., forte) coupled with the dramatic ascending
arpeggio in the harp (mm. 76-77.1) underline the climax of the section [especially since
the measures leading to it (mm. 66-76) are characterized by soft (piano) dynamics that

eventually lead to a crescendo into m. 76, and the measures following the climax (mm.
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77-92) are characterized by decrescendo (mm. 77-79) that eventually reach pianissimo at
m. 86]. Another striking feature is the pivotal moment at m. 77, where the -9 collection
(that is still heard in the arpeggio of the harp) coincides with the +3 collection in the
upper four instruments. This is the most unique instant in the whole piece, for Roslavets
creates an interesting pivotal point, where the -9 collection becomes an enharmonic pivot
to the +3 collection; this is what we call a shift. Figure 2.12 shows mm. 66-76 on the
circle of fifths, where the path begins at the -3 collection and through -4, -5, and -6
collections reaches the -9 collection. If the path had stopped here (at the -9 collection)
we could have imagined a compositional path in three-dimensions: a spiral that led the
collections further down towards the flatter side (see figure 2.13).'® Finally, figure 2.14
shows the entire section (mm. 66-92) on a circle of fifths with the -9 collection pivoting
to the +3 collection. Once again, performance and analysis are compositionally treated as
a single entity: the climax is not only highlighted by a dramatic crescendo but it also
underlines the enharmonic shift from -9 to the +3 collection adding to Roslavets’s

cerebral compositional approach, where analysis and performance are indivisible.

' We will see Roslavets’s further exploration of the circle of fifths into a spiral in the
Sonata.
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Annotated score of mm. 66-93, the Nocturne-Quintet
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Table 2.5: Collections from mm. 66-93, the Nocturne-Quintet

Mm. Collections | Q,subsidiary
distance
66-69 -3
1 Qa
70 -4
94 QO
71 -5
£
Q+1
72 -4
<
Q.
73 -5 P’
Q.
74-75 -6 £
Qs
76 -9 >
o Q+12
Sh‘ﬁ{ 77 +3 <
I Q-l
78-79 +2 <
Q.
80-83 +1 <
Q.
84-87 0 <
Qs
88-92 3 <
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Figure 2.12: Measures 66-76 on a circle of fifths, the Nocturne-Quintet

Figure 2.13: Measures 66-76 on a spiral, the Nocturne-Quintet
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Figure 2.14: Measures 66-92 on a circle of fifths, the Nocturne-Quintet

Example 2.6 shows an annotated score of mm. 94-115 (end) of the Nocturne-
Quintet. Table 2.6 lists the collections projected in this section. It is important to note
that mm. 94-101 function as a re-transitional section back to the opening chorale theme
(mm. 102-110), now heard two fifths higher (i.e., +3 collection) than initially in m. 1
(i.e., +1 collection). Similar to Roslavets’s many compositions, the Nocturne-Quintet
begins and ends with the same collection/synthetic chord: +1 collection (mm. 1-4 and
mm. 111-115). Further, the three collections that conclude the piece are allude to the
climactic section (mm. 66-92): the -6 collection acts as a re-transition to the last section
(mm. 102-115) and the +3 collection, which begins the final section, is the enharmonic
equivalent of the -9 collection. Figure 2.15 shows mm. 94-115 on the circle of fifths.
By using a flat-collection and two sharp-collections, Roslavets underlines his

compositional space: by using enharmonic equivalence along the circle of fifths he is able



to create pivotal shift where he easily moves in and out of flat and sharp collections

within the two-dimensional space.

Example 2.6: Annotated score of mm. 94-115 (end), the Nocturne-Quintet
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