
Schubert: Explorations in tonality 
 
In 1908, the Viennese composer Arnold Schönberg, convinced that expressiveness of Western 
harmony was exhausted, made an explicit decision to start composing music without any key or 
tonal centre. His Hungarian contemporary, Béla Bartók, had reached a similar conclusion a few 
years earlier. For these composers, the old tonal system was old hat: all its potential was spent, 
every harmonic avenue had been explored. But Bartók and Schönberg were not the first to question 
the governance of keys and triadic harmony. Debussy routinely attempted to blur tonal centres and 
get rid of traditional harmonic functionality. Liszt had felt the frustration in the air as well, and in 
1885 actually composed a piano work with the title Bagatelle sans tonalité. The oft-cited trigger for 
this crisis in Western music is Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde (premiered 1865), a work that stretched 
the tonal system to breaking point by sustained use of non-resolving chromatic harmony. What 
Tristan und Isolde did, in essense, was deny the push-and-pull of tonality, by never resolving 
dissonances and avoiding clear, key-defining cadences. Phrases carried on endlessly, with the 
listener left floating from colourful chord to colourful chord. 
 
Wagner took the chromaticist road in search of expressiveness. Individual chords took on their own 
character, and harmonic effect found itself placed on the same level as melody. When it came to 
making music speak for the Romantic soul, orderly harmonic motion was no longer the only game 
in town. Chopin was a precursor to this sort of treatment of harmony, as was Schumann. But a good 
argument has been made that the most important precursor to the later tonal crisis was Franz 
Schubert. In fact, his contribution to the development and eventual disintegration of the Western 
harmonic system is so important that works like Gretchen am Spinnrade and Die Erlkönig (1814 
and 1815 respectively) could be seen as the central stepping stones between Bach’s Das 
wohltemperierte Klavier (1722) and Tristan und Isolde. The arrival of atonality in 1908 was just the 
last nail in the coffin. 
 
This evening’s concert presents a programme filled with Schubert. The Symphony No. 3 in D 
major, despite being written the same year as the pioneering Erlkönig, has often been described as 
Haydnesque. Nonetheless, it shows unmistakeable hallmarks of the tonal treatment that would be 
commonplace in Schubert’s later symphonic work. This is followed by Liszt’s arrangement of 
another of those pivotal Schubert creations, the Wanderer Fantasy—a work that was described as 
symphonic long before Liszt got hold of it. Finally, we are presented with a post-Schönbergian 
treatment of some of Schubert’s unfinished material, in the form of Luciano Berio’s Rendering of 
the incomplete Tenth Symphony. 
 
The Third Symphony in D major, D. 200, was completed in 1815 by a composer only 18 years 
old. Common descriptions of its ‘Haydnesque’ character are probably based on the slow 
introduction to the first movement, a common feature of Haydn’s mature sonata forms (e.g., the 
104th Symphony). It is true that in many, many important respects, Schubert’s Third Symphony 
traces the Classicist conception of key architecture, favouring tonal contrast by means of dominant 
relationships. However, a closer look reveals much of Schubert’s later attitude to tonality. As with 
Gretchen am Spinnrade and Der Erlkönig, Schubert used tonality not only to mark important 
boundaries of form, but as an expressive device in and of itself.  
 
For example, in the introduction, Schubert makes an unusual and very prominent move to F major, 
the distant flattened mediant key, via the tonic minor. Shortly afterwards, material from the 
introduction finds its way into the bridge passage between the first and second theme statements. 
The second half of this lengthy bridge passage is in B flat, the flattened submediant; this 
necessitates a rather sudden shift down a semitone for the second theme in A major, the traditional 
dominant. Tellingly, this bridge passage, with its long fixation on the flattened submediant and built 



from material found in the harmonically adventurous introduction, is actually longer than the 
presentation of both principal themes.  
 
Another striking tonal moment shows itself in the recapitulation section, when the bridge passage 
reappears in preparation for the restatement of the second theme. In the exposition, the bridge 
served to modulate between tonic and dominant (despite occupying itself with B flat instead), so 
that the second theme maintains the Classicist dominant contrast. In the recapitulation, we would 
expect the second theme to be restated in the tonic key, with the bridge being altered to maintain D 
major. A common Haydnesque trick would be to modulate to the dominant by the end of the bridge, 
and then immediately state the second theme in the tonic; the bridge and second theme then 
essentially set up an elaborate V–I cadential movement. But Schubert doesn’t do this. Instead, after 
working his recapitulation bridge material through several keys, he sets up the tonic, D major, 
before the second theme’s restatement. The second theme is then presented in G major. Thus, the 
expected tonic return is used to set up a perfect cadence in the subdominant key instead. 
Recapitulations are supposed to be about consolidating the return to the tonic key, but here, 
Schubert lures the listener into G major simply to create a moment of tonal colour.  
 
But what of the themes themselves? It is sometimes said that while Beethoven’s playground was 
motivic development, Schubert’s was modulation. Schubert’s melodic writing is also famous for its 
lyricism. As such, in Schubert’s music one often finds a battle between lyricism and organic 
development. This is perhaps one of the reasons why Schubert leans so heavily on modulation to 
animate his music. Nonetheless, many instances of organic unity can be found in this symphony. To 
use again the example of the first movement, take the opening scale-like figure:  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

This idea appears not only in the introduction, but is used in the lengthy bridge passage as well. 
Another building block of the movement is the jaunty, arpeggio-based first theme, from which 
much of the development section originates: 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
But the listener doesn’t have to wait for the development section to hear material based on this idea. 
The A major second theme, announced by the oboe, is characterised by a dotted rhythm and jumps 
of thirds, clearly descended from the first theme: 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
Despite Schubert’s reputation for lyrical melodies, these examples show a level of organicism 
beyond that of a typical symphonic movement by Haydn—or even, for that matter, Beethoven. 
Indeed, by the time of his Ninth Symphony, Schubert would have perfected the marriage between 
organic construction and daring modulation. And as the Ninth testifies, for a composer who spent so 
much time on miniatures—art songs and salon works for piano—Schubert certainly had a sense of 
scale. This sense of scale finds its pianistic expression in the Wanderer Fantasy in C major, D. 
760, presented here in an arrangement for piano and orchestra by Franz Liszt. The Fantasy was 
written seven years after the Third Symphony, and is another one of those major Schubertian 
landmarks in the history of Western art music. A rare piece of virtuoso-bravado, its title refers to the 
source of much of the material, the song ‘Der Wanderer’, D. 489 (1816, with a text by Georg 
Philipp Schmidt von Lübeck). The description ‘Fantasy’ suggests a free, almost improvisatory 
exploration of a core motive, à la the Baroque keyboard masters. However, in structural terms, the 
Wanderer Fantasy is far more complicated. While the work runs without a break, but can be divided 
into four movements. The first movement, Allegro con fuoco, is a sonata form without 
recapitulation (that is, just an exposition of themes and a development section). The second 
movement, marked Adagio, is a theme and variations. The third movement, Presto, takes the 
tripartite form traditionally on display in a scherzo and trio movement. The finale, Allegro, presents 
core material in fugal passages, before wrapping up with a lengthy coda. 
 
Dominating throughout is a rhythmic idea, expressed in the opening measures with emphatic C 
major chords: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This idea constantly reoccurs, and is the subject of the fugal section opening the finale. The rhythm 
appears in the opening accompaniment to the original lied ‘Der Wanderer’, but is in fact derived 
from the melody of the second stanza of that work. This achingly melancholic melody—upon 
which the entire Fantasy is organically based—is stated in full only at the very beginning of the 
Adagio theme and variations movement: 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
A word should be said about the choice of key for each movement. The first movement sets out the 
home key of C major. The second dwells mostly in the mediant key of E major, although the 
‘Wanderer’ theme is presented in C sharp minor. The third movement in cast in the flattened 
submediant, A flat major, while the finale sees a return to C major. The Fantasy is thus a wonderful 
example of Schubert’s move away from away from dominant contrast, to key relationships built on 
thirds. These are distant relationships: the Fantasy moves from C major to four sharps, then to four 
flats, and then back to C for the finale. Although this mediant-relationship trend can also be spotted 
in the later works of Haydn and Mozart, as well as those of Beethoven, it is Schubert who solidifies 



it as the Romantic status quo. This exploration of distant key relationships further undermined the 
basic dynamics of the major-minor tonal system. 
 
The Wanderer Fantasy embodied another important architectural feature that would guarantee it 
immortality in the minds of both analysts and composers: it is first important example of double-
function form. Double-function form represents the height of 19th century large-scale organic 
sophistication. It is the idea that the various constituent movements of a multi-movement work, 
each with an individual formal plan, can together be heard as a single large-scale form unified by 
common thematic material. In the case of the Fantasy, the large-scale structure is sonata form. The 
first movement (itself a sonata form) serves as the exposition. The Adagio second movement (a 
theme and variations) is the development section, where the core idea (the ‘Wanderer’ theme) is 
developed both motivically and tonally. The third movement (a ternary scherzo and trio) acts as a 
recapitulation of organically-related material, and even features the same sort of unexpected tonal 
treatment we saw in the Third Symphony. The finale, opening with a fugue, acts as a lengthy coda 
that hammers home the tonic key. Thus, we have a sonata form which itself contains other forms, 
and maps Schubert’s own intra-movement tonal relationships based on thirds. The idea of double-
function form left a significant theoretical legacy, as it is the formal plan underlying Liszt’s Piano 
Sonata in B minor and Schumann’s Fourth Symphony, as well as Schönberg’s 1906 Chamber 
Symphony. 
 
It is hard to imagine what further compositional boundaries Schubert might have pushed, had he 
lived beyond a mere 31 years. The monumental Ninth Symphony doesn’t feature double-function 
form, but remains an incredible essay in the tonal treatment of organic themes (with plenty of 
melodic genius to boot). Schubert did, however, begin sketches on a Tenth Symphony, which were 
left incomplete at his death. It is these piano sketches that form the basis of Luciano Berio’s 
Rendering, a prime example of the compositional attitude known as postmodernism. With the 
postmodernist composers, an engagement with past styles and materials is actively encouraged. 
Postmodernism was embraced by members of the European avant garde from the 1980s, almost as a 
reactionary anti-modernist statement. This trend can be seen in Berio’s later musical activities, of 
which the Rendering is a frequently performed example. Berio orchestrally realises Schubert’s 
material, paying homage to unfinished works in general (and Schubert’s in particular) by using the 
orchestral forces employed in the Eighth Symphony, the ‘Unfinished’. Where material is missing—
bridge passages, codas, parts of development sections—Berio adds new material. These additions 
are not, however, imitations of Schubert. In a programme note, Berio explains: 
 
 As I worked on Schubert’s sketches, I set myself the target of following those modern restoration 
 criteria that aim at reviving the old colours [of frescoes] without however trying to disguise the 
 damage that time has caused, often leaving inevitable empty patches… In the empty spaces
 between one sketch and the next, I have composed a kind of connective tissue constantly different 
 and changing, always pianissimo and ‘distant’... 
 
Berio’s ‘connective tissue’, which he also describes as ‘cement’, is always announced by the entry 
of the celesta (an instrument not found in Schubert’s scoring for the ‘Unfinished’ Eighth). When the 
celesta plays, Berio is speaking: but if you listen carefully, you will notice textured reworkings of 
motives from Schubert’s sketches, in addition to fragments of late works such as the B flat Piano 
Sonata and the B flat Piano Trio. Berio added a nice finishing touch, in that the ‘cement’ for the 
Adagio movement features a counterpoint exercise that Schubert jotted down on the manuscript 
paper alongside work on the Symphony. The end result of Berio’s Rendering is a meeting of two 
worlds within a single performance, and yet Berio and Schubert share a kindred spirit—both 
represent a search for radically new means of musical expression. 
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