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Music travels across the past in the form of composers borrowing from each other. 

Such musical borrowings and quotations involve not only the use of melodic materials but 

also musical structures, texts, symbolism and other types of inspiration. The pre-existing 

musical idea being used is linked to a specific memory of a particular composer and time. The 

artistic allusions of composers connect the present and the past. Music also travels across the 

present and into the future. The outcome of contemporary composers borrowing from each 

other influences the present period and affects later composers’ musical inspiration, i.e., it 

affects future composers, and therefore, the future. Composers frequently refer to melodies or 

musical ideas from contemporaries and reinterpret them in their own compositions. This is 

largely because composers do not write in isolation and have been inspired and influenced by 

contemporary musicians and cultural contexts. However, these musical borrowings 

sometimes raise questions about the composers’ creativity and authenticity. This is largely 

due to the nature of inspiration and imagination, which determines who or what is original. 

With this in mind, why do composers still borrow musical ideas despite the risks involved? In 

what ways do they overcome criticism and demonstrate the excellence of their own 

compositions while referring to the work of others? In what ways do artistic allusions 

influence new compositions? In this dissertation, I attempt to examine these questions and 

address the reasons for and the effects of musical quotations and allusions. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Composers are inspired by the work of their predecessors whom they admire and 

appropriate, imitate, and borrow musical ideas from. They spend a large amount of time and 

energy in the creative process of composing. Composers are often challenged to create new 

musical inventions, and thus have to struggle with innovative and creative musical styles. 

Borrowing from pre-existent sources is not new. However, the way that composers revise and 

re-create in their works is always new. The French writer, philosopher, and mathematician 

Blaise Pascal asserts that “there are no new thoughts. There are only new ways of combining 

the thoughts we know.”1 People borrow from the world that already exists. Writers borrow 

language that is already made when they write a story. Dress designers borrow fashion that is 

already in existence. Thus, probably there is no complete newness. Like other types of 

creations, musical composition always borrows from the past. 

Although composers borrow musical ideas from others, they still depend on their 

own creative process and are responsible for creating their own musical themes and motives. 

The process of composition is such that composers are inevitably drawn to pre-existing work 

during their own works’ early formative stages. This does not mean that the work of artists 

who use musical quotation lacks originality. Of composer’s creativity in musical borrowing, 

Carl Czerny in his School of Practical Composition remarks, “the ideas, melodies, passages, 

must be entirely different from the chosen original.”2 Thus, composers highlight the 

significance of their own musical ideas through their works. Musical creativity in 

composition represents not only new creations but also re-creations. The fundamental reason 

behind this is that composers can reinvent works with intended musical similarities with a 

different sense of colors and expressions.  

1 Eric Schwartz, Music since 1945 (New York: Schirmer, 1993), 261. 
2 Christopher Alan Reynolds, Motives for Allusion (London: Harvard University Press, 2003), 104. 
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The allusion to others’ music sometimes has raised criticism about the composers’ 

creativity and originality, casting doubt on their musical genius.3 For example, Jules Fontana, 

who was a friend of Chopin, published the Fantaisie-Impromptu after Chopin died because 

Chopin did not want this piece, which he considered to be imitative, to be published while he 

was alive. Ernst Oster pointed out the musical similarities between Chopin’s Fantaisie-

Impromptu and the Piano Sonata Op. 27, No. 2 by L.v. Beethoven.4 Oster (1947) stated that 

the reason Chopin did not publish the piece “is that Chopin possessed the modesty of a truly 

great man, and a feeling of responsibility toward art that did not permit him to publish the 

Fantaisie-Impromptu. To him it was not authentic, not an independently wrought 

composition.”5 Thus, it seems that Chopin already noticed the harmonic and structural 

commonalities of these two pieces himself, causing him to confront the anxiety of artistic 

creation and withhold the piece during his lifetime.  

Because of such anxiety, composers have tended not to admit their musical 

borrowings and sometimes deny them in public.6 However, a considerable number of 

composers still borrow musical ideas from each other in spite of this artistic anxiety. What 

are their intentions with the use of pre-existing musical sources? In what way do they 

demonstrate the creativity and authenticity of their own compositions while borrowing the 

musical ideas of others? With this in mind, in what way do artistic allusions feature in a new 

composition? 

First, musical quotation transcends time and space. Through their compositions, 

composers frequently express how much they admire their favorite composers and how they 

3 Ibid., 101. 
4 William Gregory Hussey, “Compositional Modeling, Quotation, and Multiple Influence Analysis in the 
Works of Johannes Brahms: An Application of Harold Bloom’s Theory of Influence to Music” (PhD diss., The 
University of Texas at Austin, 1997), 2. 
5 Ernst Oster, “The Fantasie-Impromptu: A Tribute to Beethoven,” Musicology, 1/4 (1947): 407-29, Reprinted 
in Aspects of Schenkerian Theory, ed. David Beach (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), 205.  
6 Reynolds, 102. 
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are inspired by masterpieces written by others. They pay respect to the master of the past by 

using and quoting pre-existing materials in the new works. The borrowed sources are 

reminiscent of the past and connect the present and past. For instance, many of the 

nineteenth-century composers such as Franz Liszt, Felix Mendelssohn, Johannes Brahms, and 

Robert Schumann were inspired by the eighteenth-century composer, Johann Sebastian Bach, 

who they admired, regardless of the genres and the period they were written in. The 

nineteenth-century composers used not only Bach’s melodies but also his harmonies, 

counterpoint, forms and other elements of his compositions. The musical borrowing of the 

Romantic period caused a revival of the masters of the past.  

Like music in the nineteenth century, the music of the twentieth century tended to 

return to classical principles. In particular, the neo-classical composers such as Béla Bartók 

often applied pre-existing sources such as forms and melodies to their compositions.7 In the 

early twentieth century, composers attempted to turn away from the traditional method, 

which was mainly focused in the German tradition. The shift away from traditions resulted in 

a dissolution of tonality and diversification of compositional style. However, although the 

twentieth-century composers continued experimental approaches, they also looked back 

toward the great masters of the past. They employed not only existing melodies but also 

sonorities such as the triad, forms, and structures.8  

For example, in Alban Berg’s Violin Concerto, we can hear his quotes of the Bach 

chorale Es ist genug in the end of the second movement and a Carinthian folk song in the 

second section of the first movement. In addition to the employment of melodic quotations, 

he uses not only triads, which are the traditional elements, but also non-triadic tones, which 

exist as suspensions. The tunes combine the triads and non-triadic harmonies and can be 

7 Mary Sharp, “A Survey of Musical Quotation from 1940 – 1975” (MM diss., University of Louisville, 1979), 
5 – 6. 
8 Joseph N. Straus, “The ‘Anxiety of Influence’ in Twentieth-Century Music,” The Journal of Musicology, Vol. 
9, No. 4 (1991): 431, accessed December 15, 2015, doi: 10.2307/763870.  
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heard independently. As a result, the traditional element of the triad is hidden, and a twelve-

tone row becomes a new feature in the composition. Thus, this example of Berg’s Violin 

Concerto shows how he reinvents the two different contexts9 and incorporates traditional 

elements into his own musical language. The scholar Straus (1991) states: “Twentieth-

century works often incorporate traditional elements that are structurally distinct from the 

prevailing musical syntax. Such works truly are relational events as much as they are self-

contained organic entities.”10 In this way, most twentieth-century works adopt both old and 

new musical features, but these two elements are not blended. Old and new materials exist in 

a musical tension with each other.11 

George Rochberg, the twentieth-century American composer, is known for 

developing the clashing juxtaposition between the traditional and contemporary materials. 

For example, Rochberg’s Nach Bach represents the musical styles of the Baroque era through 

forms and direct quotations. His musical language is contemporary based on the tradition of 

the past. He states, “I draw heavily on the melodic-harmonic language of the 19th century 

(even more specifically on the ‘styles’ of Beethoven and Mahler), but in this open ambience 

the tonal and atonal can live side by side — the decision of which to pursue depends entirely 

on the character and essence of the musical gesture.”12 Therefore, his music shares features 

of the two different periods while maintaining the distinctiveness of each. Musical allusions 

should be interpreted by how the earlier work influences the new work: in what way does the 

later composer represent his or her thoughts about the similarities, and whether the allusions 

are traditional or unconventional? Any allusions can dramatically reveal both a composer’s 

imagination and inspiration beyond their predecessors’ compositions, and their desire, 

9 Ibid., 432 – 435. 
10 Ibid., 437. 
11 Ibid., 437. 
12 George Rochberg, “Notes to String Quartet No. 3,” With the Concord String Quartet, recorded in 1973, 
Nonesuch Records H-71283, compact disc. 
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equally, to follow in their footsteps and pay homage. 

In addition to allowing composers to transcend time and space, musical quotation 

involves the relationship between contemporary composers and their social context. 

Sometimes composers unconsciously pattern their compositional styles according to the 

predecessors they are inspired by and these composers’. According to Johannes Brahms, 

musical borrowings occur within the unconscious and the conscious mind.13 He asserts 

“there is no real creating … without hard work. That which you would call invention, that is 

to say, a thought, an idea, is simply an inspiration from above, for which I am not responsible, 

which is no merit of mine.”14 For instance, Nikolai Medtner, who was a very close friend of 

his contemporary, Sergei Rachmaninoff, utilizes harmonic and melodic styles similar to 

Rachmaninoff’s in his works. In particular, the works of both composers include a wide 

variety of chromaticism, lyrical and expressive melodies, uses of dissonances and so on. 

What is more, Medtner cites Rachmaninoff’s musical signature, the Dies Irae motive, in his 

Fairy Tale Op. 26, No. 3. Rachmaninoff is one of the most well-known composers who 

frequently uses the Dies Irae theme in his pieces. The brief plainchant quotation serves as a 

symbolic signature of Rachmaninoff. Hence, Medtner sends a message to his old friend, 

Rachmaninoff, by borrowing this Dies Irae motive in his piece.  

Moreover, the use of pre-existing music sheds light on the composer’s national 

character, cultural associations, and personality.15 For example, The “Things” Our Father 

Loved, written in 1917 by Charles Ives, is a song that consists of quotations. All of the quoted 

tunes are employed to illustrate thoughts on his childhood, religion, patriotism, and hope.16 

13 Reynolds, 105. 
14 Ibid., 104. 
15 Tai-wai David Leung, “Memory, Aesthetics and Musical Quotation: Four Case Studies in 20th Century Music” 
(MPhil diss., The University of Hong Kong, 2008), 1. 
16 Ibid., 71. 
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His abundant use of quotation represents his “mental journeys” and evokes his memories.17 

Ives uses a series of six different styles of American pop and folk tune elements, which 

reflect the American vernacular tradition and describe his life.18 Ives’s technique of using 

existing music draws from diverse categories ranging from European music to American 

vernacular music, and from nineteenth-century music to familiar tunes such as traditional 

songs and hymns.19 According to Wiley Hitchcock (1977), Ives’s use of the American 

vernacular tradition is one of the important compositional genres in his artistic 

contributions.20 In The “Things” Our Father Loved, Ives describes “a complicated concept 

of human reality” and illustrates his own musical aesthetic by using pre-existing music and 

texts.21 Thus, borrowing from pre-existing sources conveys a composer’s personal life and 

the events surrounding him or her. 

In regard to the role and effect of musical allusions, the use of musical borrowing 

opens the channel of connection between composer and audience. The scholar Mary Sharp 

(1979) states, “the quotation must be of concert music that the composer expects the listener 

to recognize. It must have extra-musical significance within the context of the composition 

and may therefore be considered to be programmatic.”22 The use of a familiar musical 

quotation can serve a particularly significant role in filling the gap between listeners and 

musicians,23 as compositions utilizing an unfamiliar musical language tend to reduce the 

effect of the musical communication between the composer and the audience. In other words, 

when the audience recognizes the musical borrowing of another composer’s work, it enables 

the listeners to understand the reinterpretation of the piece being alluded to. Therefore, 
                                                             
17 Larry Starr, A Union of Diversities: Style in the Music of Charles Ives (New York: Schirmer Books, 1992), 
71. 
18 Leung, 70. 
19 J. Peter Burkholder, “Quotation and Emulation: Charles Ives’s Uses of His Models,” The Musical Quarterly, 
Vol. 71, No. 1 (1985): 3, http:www.jstor.org/stable/948169. 
20 Wiley H. Hitchcock, Ives: A Survey of the Music (London: Oxford University Press, 1977), 13. 
21 Leung, 70. 
22 Sharp, 1. 
23 Ibid., 18. 
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composers can benefit from evaluating how different composers use musical ideas and apply 

these techniques to their own pieces.  

In a letter to Clara Schumann, Robert Schumann writes concerning musical allusions, 

“so many other recent composers do not satisfy me, because ― in addition to all their lack of 

professional skill ― they enlarge on lyrical commonplaces. The highest level reached in this 

type of music does not come up to the point from which my kind of music starts. The former 

may be a flower. The latter is a poem; that is, belongs to the world of the spirit. The former 

comes from an impulse of crude nature; the latter stems from the consciousness of the poetic 

mind.”24 He believes that composers can use musical allusion to aid their spiritual expression; 

the allusions interact with and inspire one another in the mind of the composer. Therefore, a 

composer of genius reinvents past compositions by permeating musical allusions with a new  

“spirit” from them. The musical aim of the borrowed materials is not only to reminisce but 

also to develop further the inspired character of the works. 

1.1 Statement of Research 

Artistic allusions and the use of musical quotations are musical techniques that can 

demonstrate the creativity of composers. Whether consciously or unconsciously employed, 

musical allusions and quotations draw listeners’ attention to the homage that composers pay 

to their predecessors. Scholars have extensively documented pre-existing materials in a wide 

variety of composers’ works. Moreover, many scholars have demonstrated how composers 

use pre-existing music in various genres, explaining how the earlier and later works are alike. 

For example, Hsing-Yin Ko in her 2011 dissertation examines the musical influences of 

Richard Wagner, Russian music, and folk songs on the music of Claude Debussy. She studies 

the stylistic similarities of musical borrowings in two works by Debussy, the Children’s 

Corner and La Boîte à Joujoux. Ko’s dissertation provides a detailed account of Debussy’s 

24 Reynolds, 114. 
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life as a child and later as a father, and notes the various influences that American minstrelsy, 

Wagnerian music, and Russian composers, including Stravinsky and Musorgsky, have on his 

work. However, Ko only briefly mentions how Debussy utilizes pre-existing elements in his 

compositions, focusing mainly on the similarities of melodies.25 Although her study 

discusses borrowed sources, she does not explain the reasons behind and the purposes of 

Debussy’s use of particular musical borrowings.  

Additionally, in his 2008 dissertation, Tai-wai David Leung proposes that the sense 

of a quote derives from a composer’s personal ideas and his or her memory of the past and 

the present. He emphasizes the aesthetic significance of the musical quotation. His research 

illustrates the historical use of pre-existing elements in music from the early medieval period 

to the nineteenth century. In Chapters 2 and 3, he specifically examines the uses of musical 

quotations in the twentieth-century works of Charles Ives, George Crumb, Tan Dun and Tung 

Lai-Shing. Despite the dissertation’s detailed analysis, the purpose for and hidden meaning of 

using pre-existing music are not mentioned.26  

Michael Dustin Hicks (1984) discusses his concept of the “new quotation” as, that is, 

the creative use of musical quotation, possessing two principal tenets: to “pit” “emphatically” 

“the tonal or modal style of the old work against the non-tonal style of the new work” and to 

“quote standard works, pieces that by convention and common consent have come to be 

considered great works, epitomes of particular styles, or lesser-known works by composers 

who have been enshrined as masters.”27 Hicks also refers to his concept of the new quotation 

as a “stylistic movement in music, whose various manifestations are suggested.”28 Moreover, 

new quotation composers usually use the tonal or modal style of an earlier work and apply it 

                                                             
25 Hsing-Yin Ko, “Evocations from Childhood: Stylistic Influences and Musical Quotation in Claude Debussy’s 
Children’s Corner” (DMA diss., University of North Texas, 2011). 
26 Leung. 
27 Michael Dunstin Hicks, “The New Quotation: Its Origins and Functions” (DMA diss., University of Illinois 
at Urbana-Champaign, 1984), 8. 
28 Ibid.,8. 
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to a new work that is often non-tonal. Hick’s new quotation theory (1984) features “time-

concepts, symbolism, and new notions of structure.”29 However, this research focuses on 

orchestral pieces and instrumental music rather than solo piano music, which is the focus of 

this dissertation.  

In his 1997 dissertation, William Gregory Hussey discovers not only significant 

similarities but also dissimilarities between borrowed and newly-created works based on one 

of Harold Bloom’s theories. Hussey’s dissertation examines Bloom’s theory of poetic 

influence, which Bloom presents in his book The Anxiety of Influence. Bloom claims that 

present poems stemmed from the great poets of the past. Bloom states that “poetic 

Influence—when it involves two strong, authentic poets—always proceeds by a misreading 

of the prior poet, an act of creative correction that is actually and necessarily a 

misinterpretation.”30 Bloom’s concept is that a misreading of works by earlier poets allows 

artistic freedom. Hussey provides detailed accounts of compositional modeling, quotation and 

influence.31 Bloom indicates three aspects of poetic influences: “an idea of intertextuality,” 

“the anxiety of influence,” and “the form of misreading.”32 Hussey critiques these elements 

and then uses Bloom’s theory to determine compositional influences on Romantic music. 

However, Hussey’s dissertation focuses on the analytical approaches of only the Romantic 

period composers, such as those of Brahms, Chopin, and Beethoven. 

Although a considerable number of studies have dealt with various aspects of the 

uses of musical borrowings, the ultimate purpose of using pre-existing music has often been 

underexamined. Furthermore, there is a lack of research on the use of musical quotations in 

piano music. As such, this dissertation serves to focus on the historical use of musical 

quotation, its role, and the significance of its musical effects in several composers’ works. In 

29 Ibid.,12. 
30 Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (Oxford, 1973), 30. 
31 Hussey. 
32 Straus, 435 – 436. 
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addition, this study also examines how composers utilize existing music and what musical 

meaning they create in their music. In particular, my dissertation aims to investigate several 

scholars’ theories and to define various types of borrowings such as allusion and quotation. I 

also present a discussion concerning how composers highlight their uses of pre-existing 

materials in their representative pieces. 

1.2 Overview of the Dissertation 
 
 This dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 consists of a brief 

introduction to the many kinds of musical borrowings, including, as just mentioned above, 

quotations and allusions. Chapter 2 looks at the historical use of pre-existing sources from the 

medieval era to contemporary music. Chapter 3 explores the musical role and effect of  

artistic borrowings, including pre-existing materials. In particular, I examine composers’ uses 

of pre-existent sources within the context of Symbolism. Chapter 4 discusses the notion of 

musical quotation as a tribute in aspects of both thematic and stylistic influences. Chapter 5 

presents the conclusions and implications that can be drawn from this research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

HISTORICAL USE OF MUSICAL QUOTATIONS 

In this chapter, I present the history of the employment of pre-existing music from 

the early medieval monophonic chant to contemporary music. Each period includes the 

distinct style and genre of musical borrowing. I also examine how musical borrowing has 

evolved and what musical features have appeared. 

2.1 Trope 
 

Sacred music from early medieval times, which contained the use of pre-existing 

elements, could be seen as a type of trope composition. The term “trope” came to be defined 

as additional music to embellish before a pre-existing chant, or sometimes between phrases. 

Tropes derived from neumatic style with poetic texts, and were applied to antiphonal chants 

of the proper of the Mass. In the eighth and ninth centuries, musicians created the trope to 

develop liturgical services for the Mass as a standard chant repertory.33 The word “trope” 

was derived from the Greek term “tropos” that meant “a turn, a change.” Tropes served as a 

preface not only to an Introit but also to each psalm verse. Tropes belonged to Frankish 

chants, which were attached to the older chants in various ways.34 Three types of chants were 

composed: first, one in which text and music were added before an existing chant or 

sometimes between phrases, second, one in which a melisma was added or an existing one 

was extended, and the third being when only text was added to supply words to a melisma.  

Today, tropes still play a role in expanding the antiphonal chants of the Mass Proper. 

In order to become a part of the antiphon, composers have created a smooth connection by 

using the same pitch. For example, in Ecce pater cunctis, after the introductory trope ends on 

D, the whole choir sings “Resurrexi” in the same pitch, D, as shown below in Example 2. 1:  

                                                             
33 Leung, 12. 
34 David J Rothenberg, and Robert R Holzer, Oxford Anthology of Western Music, Vol. 1 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 21.  
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Example 2. 1: Ecce pater cunctis 

Ecce pater cunctis, which consists of three trope phrases, links the conjunctions with the 

pitches D and E. Only in the third trope, the last note, E, goes a third down to C where the 

antiphon melody enters on “mirabilis.”35 In addition, since a soloist finishes the introductory 

trope with the pitch, which is already set, the choir does not need the intonation of the 

antiphon when they enter.36 In terms of the use of pre-existing music, each phrase begins 

with the antiphon melody of the Introit and the trope comes between segments of the pre-

existing chant.37 A feature similar to this one in Ecce pater cunctis can be found in Quem 

queritis in sepulchro, which is the Introit trope to the Easter Sunday Introit, Resurrexi. 

Example 2. 2 demonstrates how the trope starts and ends on the same pitch, D, in order to 

create a smooth connection and the anticipation of the first pitch of the antiphonal phrase:  

35 Leung, 14. 
36 Rothenberg, and Holzer, 22. 
37 Leung, 13-14. 
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Example 2. 2: Quem queritis in sepulchro 
 

 

Unlike Ecce pater cunctis, which retains several segments of the Introit, Quem queritis in 

sepulchro applies its whole pre-existing Resurrexi antiphon to a newly written trope. The 

trope consists of a dialogue between the women who visit Christ’s tomb, and the angels who 

announce his resurrection. In the beginning of the Introit, the musical and literary texts serve 

to illustrate how Christ has risen from the tomb.38    

Thus, the use of pre-existing elements can give rise to the enhancement of an existing 

chant with the musical synthesis of the earlier musical material and the newly composed 

work that reinterprets it. The scholar J. Burkholder (2015) states that “similarities of contour 

in some chants of the same mode and function suggest that they were elaborated from an 

existing reciting formula, sometimes linked with characteristic melismas; this can be seen for 

example in Gregorian tracts, which are typically based on one of two melodic formulae.”39 

Therefore, the use of pre-existing music in the Easter Introit Resurrexi shows not only 

                                                             
38 Rothenberg, and Holzer, 22. 
39 J. Peter Burkholder, “Borrowing: Medieval Monophony,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford 
University Press, accessed November 9, 2015, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/52918pg2. 
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musical reworking but also musical elaboration of medieval music. 

2.2 Notre Dame Polyphony 

When the best-known Gothic cathedral, Notre Dame, was built between 1160 and 

1250 C.E. in Paris, a musical marvel was written and performed, simply called Notre Dame 

polyphony or the Notre Dame organum. While the cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris was 

being constructed, the highest development of polyphonic music was being written in the 

cathedral. In particular, the composers, Leoninus and Perotinus, were associated with 

composing polyphonic music for Notre Dame. The Magnus Liber Organi was composed at 

this time, mostly by Leoninus and Perotinus. The Magnus Liber Organi (Great Book of 

Organum) was based on Gregorian chants that were used for the important festivals of the 

church year. The musical tradition of using pre-existing chant melodies was similar to trope 

composition. The only dissimilarity between tropes and organi was that the new polyphonic 

music was composed vertically above the chant rather than in linear form or within it.40  

The musical style of Leoninus in organum typically features a two-part texture. In 

organum, the chant melody is called the tenor, and the added organal voice is known as 

duplum. The upper voice, duplum, sings a newly written phrase, and the lower voice, which is 

sung by a small choir, is called the tenor. A choir monophonically performs the choral 

phrases. The organum of Leoninus is divided into two styles: organum purum, which 

corresponds to syllabic portions of the chant and in which tenor is unmeasured, and discant 

style, in which both notes are sung at about the same rate and tenor is measured. Leoninus’s 

Viderunt omnes, which is organum duplum, is one of the excellent examples of enhancing the 

use of pre-existing material by adding something new to the old source.  

The Viderunt omnes, which is the first piece of the Magnus Liber Organi, is based on 

the Viderunt omnes, which came from the Gradual from the Mass for Christmas Day. In the 

40 Leung, 17. 
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Magnus Liber Organi, the chant Viderunt omnes is placed as the first part because the 

Magnus Liber Organi followed the church calendar, which began four Sundays before 

Christmas. Thus, it was the first polyphonic responsorial chant in the Mass during the service 

at Notre Dame for Christmas Day. The upper voice, which is sung by a small choir, is the 

tenor. The tenor is sung in relatively long values. The duplum is much more florid as is 

shown in Example 2. 3:  

 

 

Example 2. 3: Leoninus Viderunt omnes 
 

 



16 

There is an alternation between polyphony and monophony. Only the solo sections are placed 

in polyphony. The choral sections remain in plainchant. As a result of this alternation, 

Leoninus emphasizes the contrast between solo and choir portions, which already existed in 

the original chant. In addition to this contrast, Leoninus uses two other contrasting features of 

polyphony: florid organum and discant. The four notes of the tenor on “Viderunt” form 

unmeasured sustained notes. The newly composed melismatic portions, sung by a soloist, 

always keep the same syllable as the tenor. After “Viderunt,” the tenor begins moving faster 

at “omnes.” The duplum sings one to three notes against each tenor’s note. Both the tenor and 

the duplum move at almost the same rate and are placed in a measured repeated rhythm, 

which is called a rhythmic mode. There are six rhythmic modes, each mode consisting of a 

different pattern, as shown in Example 2. 4: 

Example 2. 4: Rhythmic Modes 
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The six Rhythmic modes feature a distinctive pattern of ligatures. The tenor in this piece, 

Viderunt omnes, is in mode 5, with a series of equal note values performed as dotted quarters. 

The upper voice is in mode 1, in which long and short notes alternate, and is performed long-

brave-long. The Notre Dame composers placed the horizontal brackets, known as ligatures, 

above the score in order to indicate the rhythmic modes. In Viderunt omnes, the pre-existing 

portion, the tenor, plays a significance role in the foundation of the polyphonic setting against 

the newly written upper voice. Moreover, the pre-existing chant creates the basis of the 

polyphonic texture under the fast-moving duplum.  

2.3 Motets and Cantus Firmus 

The motets came from the organum tradition of the two medieval French composers 

of the Notre Dame School, Leoninus and Perotinus. In the late twelfth century, adding new 

text to the duplum appeared. The texted line was the motetus. And the new work was called a 

motet. In the late thirteenth century, the motet gradually took the place of the organum as the 

main genre of polyphonic music, in both sacred and secular music. Thus, if the added texts 

were sacred, the motet might have been played in the church liturgy. The use of secular words 

in motets, on the other hand, possibly describing something scandalous in French, would 

therefore be sung for entertainment. The added secular words came from poetry, either Latin 

or French. The poems were often related to the subject matter and sound of the motet. The 

motet sometimes began and ended with the same consonants, using similar rhymes. The 

tenors of the motet derived from a variety of sources, such as Notre Dame clausulae, 

Gregorian chant melodies, and secular tunes. The tenor was practically always a melismatic 

phrase, which originated from Gregorian chant. During the early polyphony period, the motet 

brought melodies from Notre Dame clausulae and added texts, usually in Latin. Later in the 

Notre Dame period, the motet arose from the tenor of clausulae and also included one or two 

new voices in Latin or French.  
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During the Renaissance period, motets generally featured a cantus firmus in the tenor. 

Throughout the thirteenth century, the use of pre-existing melodies as the basis for added 

voices, known as cantus firmus, became the common genre in composition. The term “cantus 

firmus” was first used around 1270. Rhythms became faster and more complicated. Thus, 

more refined notation was required. A German music theorist, Franco of Cologne, codified a 

type of notation around 1260, known as the Franconian notation. The shapes of notes 

demonstrated four basic note values: double long, long, breve, and semibreve. Notre Dame 

polyphony, including the earliest motet, was written in a score. Later motets were generally 

written in a different area of the page with each of the three or more parts. Thus, for singers 

and scribes, it was much easier to read the music and was a more economical use of 

parchment.   

De ma dame vient/Dieus, comment porroie/Omnes by Adam de la Halle is one of the 

motets that uses Franconian notation. The refined notation creates more rhythmic varieties. 

To be specific, the tenor alternates between mode 1 in measures 2 – 4, and mode 5 in 

measures 17 – 19, as shown in Examples 2. 5 and 2. 6. What is more, the melody of the tenor 

is grouped in four-measure groups and repeats four times from the beginning to measure 16:   
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Example 2. 5: Adam de la Halle De ma dame vient/Dieus 
Reproduced by permission of A-R Editions, Madison from The Montpellier Codex, ed. Hans 
Tischler, vol. 3, 112.  
.  
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Example 2. 6: Adam de la Halle De ma dame vient/Dieus 
Reproduced by permission of A-R Editions, Madison from The Montpellier Codex, ed. Hans 
Tischler, vol. 3, 113.  

The motetus and the triplum have smaller note values, thus the two parts move faster than the 

tenor. The triplum moves fastest and the tenor has much longer durations than the two other 

parts. Throughout this song, the three voices seldom come together, as each voice features its 

own rhythmic qualities. The characteristic of the different rhythms in each voice implies a 

type of Franconian motet, in which the triplum has the fastest rhythm and the tenor sings the 

slow plainchant, as shown in Examples 2. 7 and 2. 8:  
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Example 2. 7: Adam de la Halle De ma dame vient/Dieus 
Reproduced by permission of A-R Editions, Madison from The Montpellier Codex, ed. Hans 
Tischler, vol. 3, 114.  
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Example 2. 8: Adam de la Halle De ma dame vient/Dieus 
Reproduced by permission of A-R Editions, Madison from The Montpellier Codex, ed. Hans 
Tischler, vol. 3, 115.  

Each identical melodic and rhythmic phrase is marked by a double bar. At measure 17, the 

new rhythmic pattern appears in the tenor. Adam uses the same process from measures 17 to 
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32 and from measures 33 to 48, as shown in the above examples. Each rhythmic pattern 

marked by a double bar occurs four times.  

More importantly, the tenor comes from the melisma on “omnes” from a pre-existing 

musical source—the Gradual, Viderunt omnes. In De ma dame vient/Dieus, comment 

porroie/Omnes, Adam transposes the original melody to a fifth down for the tenor part. The 

borrowed melisma includes a distinctive rhythmic pattern. Adam borrows the refrain from his 

own rondeau, Diex comment porroie, for the motetus. The refrain in his rondeau means “God! 

How can I endure without the one who is the source of my joy?”41 The text in his rondeau 

depicts a male subject. However, in De ma dame vient/Dieus, comment porroie/Omnes, 

Adam adds the new text that describes a female subject, “God, how can I find a way to go to 

him whose lover I am?”42 The new text changes meaning of the unrequited love in Adam’s 

rondeau, which expresses painful longing from a man’s point of view. The triplum comes 

from various phrases of poetry from other songs.43 Thus, these various musical quotations 

demonstrate that composers alluded to more than one source.  

Using the pre-existing sources from other songs brought intellectual appeal. 

Therefore, singing and listening to motets must have been a very cultured entertainment for 

people who were well educated and able to appreciate literature because they could recognize 

the allusions. The use of a wide variety of pre-existing materials shows that motet composers 

paid attention to composers’ allusions to various sources. The composers of motets expressed 

their musical potential by using a wide variety of pre-existing materials in their new works. 

2.4 Josquin des Prez 

Josquin des Prez was an important composer who caused a significant stylistic 

                                                             
41 Jennifer Saltzstein, The Refrain and the Rise of the Vernacular in Medieval French Music and Poetry 
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2013), 134. 
42 Ibid., 135. 
43 Peter Burkholder, and Claude V. Palisca, Norton Anthology of Western Music (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2014), 113 - 114. 
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evolution during the sixteenth century. Martin Luther described Josquin as “master of the 

notes, which must express what he desires: other composers must do as the notes dictate.”44 

Josquin composed masses, motets, and chansons. French chansons, especially, were famous 

at Italian courts. Josquin wrote the songs in Italian. From 1480 to 1520, all musical genres 

increased the use of imitation. Composers paid much more attention to expressing words 

clearly and correctly. Josquin, thus, depicted the words in musically various ways. 

Ave Maria...virgo serena was the earliest and the most popular motet by Josquin. The 

piece was placed in the first of Ottaviano Petrucci’s collections of motets. Petrucci was the 

first publisher of polyphonic music and printed three books of Josquin’s masses. Josquin 

borrowed the sources that existed before as a series of points of imitation. The text of Ave 

Maria...virgo serena derived from three sources: first, the Gregorian sequence; secondly, a 

Latin poem praising the Virgin Mary with reference to the five major Marian feasts in the 

church calendar, the Immaculate Conception, Nativity, and Annunciation, Purification, 

Assumption; and third, the prayer, “O Mater Dei, memento mei. Amen.” The first phrase in 

this piece uses the chant sequence, as shown in Example 2. 9: 

 

 
 
Example 2. 9: Opening of chant sequence Ave Maria…virgo serena 
Reprinted with permission from Alejandro Enrique Planchart 
 

 

                                                             
44 John Harbison, “Motet Notes Josquin des Pres: Dominus legnavit,” accessed November 14, 2015,  
http://emmanuelmusic.org/notes_translations/notes_motets/n_josquin_dominus_regnavit.htm. 
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Josquin’s setting of the words and the structure in this piece are suitable for liturgical 

music. Josquin treats each phrase as a unit and uses various imitations and paired imitations. 

For example, the song starts with a series of imitations from the beginning to measure 15. 

Each phrase paraphrases each voice’s melody. And each voice appears in turn before the end 

of the phrase from the highest voice to the lowest voice. A different part begins before the 

other phrase ends, as shown in Example 2. 10. Thus, the conjunctions among all four voices 

sound smooth and skillful, successfully maintaining musical continuity:  

 
  

Example 2. 10: Josquin des Prez Ave Maria…virgo serena 
Reprinted with permission from Alejandro Enrique Planchart 
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Josquin also uses paired imitation throughout this song by grouping duets alternately. From 

measure 31, the cantus and the contratenor start together and then the two other low voices 

are immediately taken up with homophony, as shown in Example 2. 11: 

 

Example 2. 11: Josquin des Prez Ave Maria…virgo serena 
Reprinted with permission from Alejandro Enrique Planchart 
 

 

The homophonic rhythm occurs from measure 40, which is one of the music features that was 

common between ca. 1480 – 1520. 

 In addition to this motet, Josquin composed two cantus firmus masses, Missa 

L'homme armé super voces musicales and Missa L'homme armé sexti toni, by using the pre-
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existing French secular song, L'homme armé (The Armed Man). The cantus firmus mass was 

a cyclic Mass that was written based on pre-existing sources such as chant, monophonic song, 

or the tenor of polyphonic song. The same melody is basically used as the cantus firmus in 

each of the five mass movements. The cantus firmus generally occurs in the tenor. 

Renaissance composers frequently used this monophonic L'homme armé as a cantus firmus 

for Mass compositions and nearly more than forty settings remained, including by Josquin’s 

Masses. The well-known French tune L'homme armé was associated with a chivalric order, 

the Order of the Golden Fleece. In Missa L'homme armé super voces musicales, the title, 

voces musicales, implies musical pitches. In other words, the cantus firmus rises a step in 

each Mass movement. The French melody is transposed to the degrees of a hexachord, 

starting on the C in the Kyrie, D in the Gloria and others.45 His treatment of the cantus 

firmus includes frequent use of imitation with rhythmic freedom in the other voices, which 

creates a musical unity. 

Josquin’s body of work demonstrates how a composer utilizes and combines pre-

existing musical sources with his or her own musical styles. Specifically, Josquin’s flexibility 

in the use of cantus firmus develops the use of imitation and the structuring of a Mass. 

Moreover, in his treatment of the literary text, he writes music to “fit” each phrase of text. 

Josquin not only quotes a medieval sequence in L'homme armé but also leaves an imprint of 

his own musical expression by setting the Mass’s texture and its words both musically and 

logically.  

2.5 John Dowland, Orlande de Lassus, and Luca Maranzio: the Tear Motive 

During the Renaissance, one of the common features of composition was rewriting or 

resetting an old piece into a new form such as arrangements or variations. John Dowland 

composed his lute song “Flow, my tears” around 1600, which was originally written for lute 
                                                             
45 Peter Burkholder, and Claude V. Palisca, A History of Western Music, 6th ed. (New York, W. W. Norton and 
Company, 2001), 165.  
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solo under the name, “Pavana Lachrimae” (“Pavane of Tears”), which became one of his 

most popular and well-known tunes. He also reworked the composition for viol consort and 

published it under the title Lachrimae or Seaven Teares in 1604. Around 1600, many 

composers transcribed vocal music into instrumental works. In this case, the instrumental 

music was composed first and the texts were added later. These arrangements were used in 

approximately one hundred manuscripts of different solo and instrumental music.46 During 

this period, music was usually sung by a solo voice with an accompaniment, such as the lute 

and the viol in many countries. This combination became especially popular in England 

during the sixteenth century, and John Dowland was one of the leading composers in this 

tradition. 

A pavane in the sixteenth century was a type of dance music with solemn duple-

meter in three repeated sections, AABBCC. Dowland was the first composer who used dance 

forms and variation in contrapuntal style. His lute music was written in dance forms such as 

pavanes, galliards, almains and jigs. The repeated patterns in his music showed that Dowland 

considered these works to be dance songs.47 Most of the pavanes in the sixteenth century 

featured functional dance music. This idea of using counterpoint came from the Sacred End 

by Thomas Morley.48 The descending fourth motive in the beginning of Dowland’s 

Lachrimae (which means “tears” in Latin) describes a falling tear and occurs several times 

throughout the piece in all four parts. In addition to reworking his own existing song, 

Dowland may have been inspired by a tear motive from a motet by Orlande de Lassus or 

Luca Marenzio’s madrigal, as shown in Examples 2. 12 and 2. 13.49 Lassus uses the falling 

tetrachord in his “Laboravi in gemitu meo” from Domine ne in furore tuo: 

46 Peter Holman, and Paul O’Dette, “Dowland, John,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford 
University Press, accessed November 18, 2015, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/08103. 
47 Burkholder, and Palisca, 204. 
48 Holman, and O'Dette. 
49 Ibid. 
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Example 2. 12 John Dowland Flow, my tears 
Reproduced by permission of Stainer & Bell Ltd, London, England. www.stainer.co.uk from 
Dowland: Second Book of Songs (edited E H Fellowes, revised Thurston Dart). 
 

 
 

 

Example 2. 13 Orlande de Lassus Laboravi in gemitu meo 
Peter Holman, Dowland: Lachrimae, 41. Reprinted by permission of Cambridge University 
Press. 
 
 
 

Lassus’s setting of words also relates to a tear motive: “I am weary with my groaning; all the 

night long I make my bed to swim; I water my couch with tears.”50 Like Lassus, Dowland 

would have recognized Morenzio’s “Parto da voi, mio sole” from the third book of his Six-

part madrigals (1585). As evidence of that Dowland was inspired by Marenzio, Peter 
                                                             
50 Peter Holman, Dowland Lachrimae 1604 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 40. 
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Holman stated that “he travelled to Italy in 1595 to study with the Italian and extolled his 

virtues in The First Booke, even printing a rather inconsequential letter from him, ‘not 

thinking it any disgrace to be proud of the judgement of so excellent a man.’”51 Furthermore, 

he based part of his song “Would my conceit that first enforce my woe” from his First Booke 

on Marenzio’s “Ahi, dispietata morte.”52  

  The song “Flow, My Tears” was also arranged by William Byrd, Jan Pieterszoon 

Sweelinck, and others. Specifically, William Byrd’s keyboard version of Dowland’s song 

was included in the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book, which was a large collection of English 

keyboard music possibly copied by Francis Tregian in the early 1600s.53 In the sixteenth 

century, harpsichord and English keyboard composers were called virginalists. The 

Fitzwilliam Virginal Book includes nearly three hundred pieces ranging from transcriptions, 

preludes, various sets of variations from folk tunes and familiar songs from the late sixteenth 

and early seventeenth centuries.54  

The song “Flow, My Tears” was originally for lute song and then Dowland made it 

into a vocal work. He arranged his various songs and instrumental works and popularized the 

adding of texts to pre-existing melodies and the reworking of existing music into new 

forms.55 His “Flow, My Tears” continued to be used in genres of variations or arrangements 

for many other composers, including William Byrd. The descending opening motive in the 

beginning of this song repeatedly appears throughout this piece. As mentioned earlier, it is 

possible that Dowland in fact borrowed this motive from a madrigal of Marenzio or a motet 

by Lassus. Therefore, Dowland borrowed from both pre-existing sources that included not 

only his own instrumental music and vocal song but also other composers’ works. 

                                                             
51 Idid., 41. 
52 Ibid., 41. 
53 Burkholder, and Palisca, 216. 
54 Ibid., 216 - 217. 
55 Ibid., 37. 
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2.6 Baroque Period: Johann Sebastian Bach and Antonio Vivaldi 
 
 After the sixteenth century, composers tended to avoid the style of using pre-existing 

melodies or tunes. In particular, the uses of Latin sacred texts from hymns, cantus firmus, and 

plainchant were no longer in favor. When it came to masses and motets a general 

compositional tendency for composers during the 1630’s was to avoid the uses of parody and 

paraphrasing. Rather, they preferred setting a new form and new materials in compositions of 

sonatas for instruments, toccatas, ricercares and others.56  

The Reformation and the Counter-Reformation caused this new compositional trend. 

The Reformation involved not only religious matters but also political and social movements. 

The Counter-Reformation began with the Council of Trent, which was a series of meetings to 

address Roman Catholic reform systematically in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

Catholic leaders such as Gian Matteo Giberti tried to abolish polyphony because they felt that 

it was hard to understand texts that were set to music. However, some other leaders such as 

Pope Marcellus encouraged polyphony because they, to the contrary, felt that it made the 

words to be more easily understood. Thus, the Council of Trent regularized the liturgy, but 

banned the performances of tropes. Although polyphonic music was not banned in 1562, the 

Council forbade “compositions in which there is an intermingling of the lascivious or impure, 

whether by instrument or by voice.”57 Therefore, this directive caused a decrease in the use 

of plainchants, which had been often added to liturgical music during the medieval period.  

Burkholder stated that, “settings of Latin liturgical texts such as hymns and the 

Magnificat were less likely to incorporate the original chant, partly because the modern style 

                                                             
56 J. Peter Burkholder, “Borrowing: The Baroque Era,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford 
University Press, accessed November 23, 2015, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/52918pg8. 
57 Robert F. Hayburn, Papal legislation on Sacred Music 95 A.D. to 1977 A.D., (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 
1979), 21. 
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differed radically from the old modal tunes and from earlier styles of elaboration.”58 When 

Johann Sebastian Bach used a cantus firmus and Gregorian chant in “Confiteor” of his B 

minor Mass, the use of pre-existing sources played the role of “a rhetorical gesture, an 

evocation of an archaic style regarded as especially dignified and sacred.”59 Their use 

supported Bach’s descriptions of words and his own compositional character, which 

encompassed both the old and new. Markus Rathey expressed that “the purpose of art at this 

time—in architecture, the visual arts, and music—was not to create something entirely new, 

but to reflect this divine perfection, and in this way to praise God.”60 In addition to his use of 

a cantus firmus and plainchant, Bach transcribed a substantial number of pre-existing works, 

especially works by Antonio Vivaldi.  

 J. S. Bach, the greatest composer of the Baroque period, was significantly influenced 

by Vivaldi. He paid great attention to following not only Vivaldi’s general musical styles but 

also his actual melodic materials, especially his concertos. Bach’s three organ concertos, 

BWV 593, 594 and 596, derived from Vivaldi’s Op. 3 No. 8 for 2 violins and basso continuo 

(RV 522), Vivaldi’s Op. 7 No. 5 for violin and basso continuo (RV 208), and his Op. 3 No. 

11 (RV 565). Furthermore, Bach transcribed six concertos for solo keyboard, BWV 972, 973, 

975, 976, 978, and 980, based on Vivaldi’s works, Violin Concertos in D major, Op. 3/9, RV 

230, in G major, Op. 7/2, RV 299, in G minor, Op. 4/6, RV 316, in E major, Op. 3/12, RV 

265, in G major, Op. 3/3, RV 310, and in B flat major, Op. 4/1, RV 381.61 Bach’s adaptation 

of violin concertos into organ concertos could be traced back to his childhood. Bach’s father, 

Johann Ambrosius Bach, who played string instruments, taught violin to Johann Sebastian 

Bach during his childhood. Most composers of violin music from the Northern school were 

                                                             
58 Burkholder, “Borrowing: The Baroque Era.” 
59 Ibid. 
60 Markus Rathey, “Johann Sebastian Bach’s Mass in B Minor: The Greatest Artwork of All Times and All 
People,” accessed November 23, 2015, http://bach.nau.edu. 
61 Aryeh Oron, “Concertos for Solo Keyboard BWV 972-987,” Bach Cantatas Website, accessed November 23, 
2015, http://www.bach-cantatas.com/NVD/BWV972-987.htm. 



33 

mainly organists and used various keyboard idioms when they composed for strings. 

Moreover, one of Bach’s duties in Weimar was playing in the Duke’s orchestra.62  

In 1708, Bach returned to Weimar from Mühlhausen for the organist position of the 

court chapel. His Weimar period led to prolific keyboard and orchestral pieces. German 

orchestras paid great attention to Italian music, especially Vivaldi’s concertos.63 Prince 

Johann Ernst, who was a nephew of the reigning Duke and whose several concertos were 

arranged by Bach, visited Amsterdam where Vivaldi’s twelve concertos were published in 

1711 under the title, L'Estro Armonico, Op, 3. The prince spent a large amount of money 

binding the scores of his own musical compositions and purchased Vivaldi’s manuscripts. 

The prince imitated Vivaldi’s concertos under the guidance of Johann Gottfried Walther, who 

taught composition and was a cousin of Bach.64 Walther and Bach began to arrange Italian 

concertos for the organ and clavier. Walther wrote sixteen transcriptions for the organ and 

Bach transcribed the same number of concertos for the clavier and three concertos for the 

organ.65 It seemed that the prince commissioned both Walther and Bach to imitate Vivaldi’s 

works for the organ and clavier because Walther and Bach did not arrange the same 

concertos.66 In addition to Vivaldi, Walther rewrote concertos by Albinoni, Manzia, Gentiili, 

Torelli, Taglietti, Gregori and so on.67 Bach seemed eager to transcribe various works of 

other composers. Albert Schweitzer stated “he liked other people’s music in the most 

uncritical way … simply because it stimulated his own creative activity.”68  

Bach’s passion for copying and transcribing began from his childhood. On moonlit 

62 Harvey Grace, The Organ Work of Bach (London: Novello and Company, 1922), 250 - 251. 
63 Hermann Keller, The Organ Works of Bach: A Contribution to Their History, Form, Interpretation and 
Performance (New York: C. F. Peters Corporation, 1967), 84. 
64 Vincent C. K. Cheung, “Bach the Transcriber: His Organ Concertos after Vivaldi,” accessed February 16, 

2016, https://www.sites.google.com/site/vincentckcheung/musical-writings. 
65 Keller, 84. 
66 Cheung, 4. 
67 Philipp Spitta, Johann Sebastian Bach: His Work and Influence on the Music of Germany, 1685 – 1750, Vol. 
1 (New York: Dover Publication, Inc, 1951), 411. 
68 Albert Schweitzer, J. S. Bach (London: Forgotten Books, 2013), 195. 
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nights, when Bach was a child, he tried to copy music such as Kerl and Pachelbel, to learn 

from them because it was difficult to possess printed music.69 Harvey Grace (1922) claimed 

“Bach was ever an enthusiastic copyist and transcriber of other composer’s works, from his 

boyhood … Bach seems to have been exceptionally busy in this direction, partly because of 

his consuming interest in music of all kinds, and also because he evidently found his own 

invention stimulated by the process.”70 A representative composer and transcriber, Ferruccio 

Busoni, asserted that all genres and forms of music are already one of “arrangement.” Thus, 

many composers recast each other’s works into their new music.71  

Bach continued to arrange Italian concertos as organ concertos, and particularly those 

of Vivaldi, because the way in which Vivaldi worked in the form of the concerto was one of 

the latter’s strong points.72 What is more, he re-used phrases such as repeated sixteenth notes 

and big leaps from Vivaldi’s violin concertos, which are difficult for keyboard players to 

play.73 Nevertheless, Bach did not mechanically copy all the notes from Vivaldi’s works in 

his transcriptions. He emulated the basic structure of Vivaldi’s pieces, but with his own 

musical ideas. Philippe Spitta (1951) stated that “all his (Bach’s) additions occur so naturally 

and inevitably, that the effect is produced of a mere flowing and facile transcription, which in 

itself proves that none but a skilled artist could have accomplished it.”74 Although Bach 

borrowed pre-existing music from other composers, he supplemented various devices such as 

changing a part and note values, transposing and adding new notes on the basis of the Italian 

concerto form.  

These concertos by Bach indicated his passion for arrangements although the pieces 
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were probably composed for Prince Johann’s satisfaction. Grace (1922) claimed, “as to taste, 

Bach appeared to have been far less critical of other men’s music than of his own. All was 

fish that came to his net.”75 Bach did not mechanically borrow from Vivaldi’s music. He 

looked at music from a keyboard player’s point of view and embodied the particular features 

of violin and keyboard instruments. These transcriptions are good examples of how a great 

composer created ingenious works by imitating pre-existing musical ideas in his own music. 

2.7 Joseph Haydn and W. A. Mozart: Folk Music in the Eighteenth Century 
 
 In the eighteenth century, the old way of using pre-existing music in the Baroque 

period and a new type of borrowing coexisted. Some of the old types continued while some 

disappeared. Some compositional styles newly emerged. To be specific, medlies, which were 

first used in the sixteenth century, were still practiced, especially in England. In the 

eighteenth century, in England, Richard Charke invented the medley overture, which 

included popular folk tunes, opera airs, and well-known dance tunes.76 Composers continued 

creating arrangements based on music of the medieval period, employing parts of early 

motets and trope in particular.77 For example, Joseph Haydn composed an orchestral piece, 

Die sieben letzten Worte unseres Erlösers am Kreuze (The Seven Last Words of Our Savior 

on the Cross) in 1786. Haydn arranged this composition for string quartet in 1787. In 1796, 

he reworked the same piece for oratorio with the assistance of Baron van Swieten, who later 

worked as a librettist for Die Schöpfung (The Creation) and Die Jahreszeiten (The Seasons).78  

Chorale tunes were no longer the preference of many composers in the eighteenth 

century. What is more, the genre of variations commonly based on ostinatos and chorales 
                                                             
75 Grace, 248. 
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declined in popularity after 1750.79 At the same time, composers frequently wrote melodic 

variations, which were modified and transformed in each variation and often borrowed 

themes from popular songs and well-known melodies. Specifically, Wolfgang Amadeus 

Mozart composed a considerable number of variations based on simple themes. His sets of 

variations were primarily written for the clavier. Mozart’s variations became one of his 

representative genres, acquiring a reputation as being some of his finest works. Elaine Sisman 

stated that “Mozart’s variation sets and movements were widely known and admired during 

and after his lifetime, as evidenced by contemporary accounts adducing the marvels of his 

improvising variations at the keyboard and by multiple editions of both independent sets and 

of piano arrangements of variation movements up to 1817.”80  

In addition to Mozart, Joseph Haydn, the prolific and representative composer of the 

Classical era, was a leader in using this new type of borrowed material successfully. In the 

eighteenth century, composers started to use folk tunes as a thematic source instead of 

treating pre-existing material as a basis for newly written polyphonic music. In general, 

polyphonic music expanded on the pre-existing source by adding a new melody or text. 

However, in the Classical era, the pre-existent material repeatedly appeared and was 

frequently modified. Specifically, Haydn played a pivotal role in setting the tradition of folk 

melodies as a thematic source in the Classical period. Henry F. Gilbert (1917) commented 

that, “Joseph Haydn was the first important composer of modern times to make use in his 

compositions of the songs and dances of the people with a true regard for, and an 

understanding of, their spiritual significance.”81 Haydn paraphrased popular songs as themes 

79 Peter Burkholder, “Borrowing: Late eighteenth century.”  
80 Elaine Sisman, “Variations,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed 
December 6, 2015, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/29050. 
81 Henry F. Gilbert, “Folk-Music in Art-Music: A Discussion and a Theory,” The Musical Quarterly, 3, No. 4 
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in his music to express folk-like moods or a certain national atmosphere.82 

 Haydn arranges a substantial number of Scottish, Irish, Croatian, and Welsh folk-

tunes. The feelings that he expresses in this music generally vary from a sense of witty humor 

to a sense of passionate drama. His use of folk tunes effectively enlarges these unique 

characteristics, especially natural human emotions, throughout these compositions. Gilbert 

contends that “the primitive cries of joy, wails of sorrow, or shouts of triumph which have 

been heard, noted, or told about by the early explorers should therefore possess a unique 

interest for us as being the very ancestors of our own folk-songs.”83 Haydn’s procedure of 

using folk songs in his works not only describes primitive or innate human feelings but also 

reflects a particular race and national culture. 

  Haydn’s use of folk-tunes from various countries related to his childhood 

background. His ancestry was always debatable because he was born in a small village of 

Europe where diverse populations lived, such as Austrian, Hungarian, Moravian, Slovak, and 

Croatian.84 His father, Mathias Haydn, was a folk musician. Joseph Haydn lived in various 

countries such as Austria, France, Spain, Portugal, Italy, Turkey and so on.85 Thus, he must 

have heard a wide variety of folk songs, which surrounded his childhood. Describing Haydn, 

Charles Burney (1773) wrote that, “his house is the rendezvous of the first people of Vienna, 

both for rank and genius; and his conversation is as entertaining, as his knowledge is 

extensive and profound. Among his other acquirements he has arrived at great skill in music, 

has a most refined and distinguished taste, and has heard national melody in all parts of the 

world with philosophical ears.”86 During his time in Spain, Haydn must have known 
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Domenico Scarlatti’s music. Some of his works represented imitations of various fragments 

of Bohemian, Spanish, Portuguese, and Turkish music, which appeared in Scarlatti’s pieces.87  

 In addition to Haydn’s background, his career as a composer was a relevant factor in 

how the folk tunes came to Haydn. Composers needed patronage in order to keep working as 

musicians and their music reflected their patron’s preferences. Around the 1750s, Haydn also 

obtained the support of noble and rich patrons. He became the Vice-Kapellmeister of Prince 

Paul Anton Esterházy, who was from the most powerful Hungarian noble family, in 1761.88 

For this reason, Haydn might have used various folk songs because it was well known that 

the prince was fond of the popular tunes. The prince did not like living in Vienna, and spent a 

lot of time at his palace Esterházy.89 When the prince came back home after trips, he told 

Haydn that a mass he listened to, which consisted of popular tunes, was even greater than 

Haydn’s music. Haydn immediately started to compose a mass, which contained several 

famous melodies, without telling the prince. When the prince left for a journey, Haydn 

secretly found out his destination. Then, Haydn requested his work to be performed in the 

place where the prince visited. After the prince returned again, he talked to Haydn about how 

amazing the mass he had just listened to was. Haydn promptly replied: “the music was mine, 

your Serene Highness, and I was the organist.”90  

Haydn’s use of popular tunes such as hunting songs, yodels, and dance rhythms 

appeared in a wide range of genres from orchestral works to keyboard solo pieces.91 For 

example, the Croatian folk song, “Divojčica potok gazi” (A little girl treads on a book), 

appears in the finale of his Symphony No. 103 in E flat Major.92 He also borrowed the 
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Croatian folk song, “Stal se jisem,” for the second movement of his String Quartet Op. 76, 

No. 3.93  

Haydn’s Capriccio in G major, Hob. XVII:1 written in 1765 contains the Austrian 

folk melody, “Acht Sauschneider müssen sein,”94 as shown in Examples 2. 14 and 2. 15:  

Example 2. 14 Haydn Capriccio in G major, Hob. XVII:1 

93 Ibid, 39. 
94 A. Peter Brown, Joseph Haydn’s Keyboard Music (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 13. 
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Example 2. 15: Acht Sauschneider müssen sein 
 

 

This Capriccio features a “forward-looking harmonic language”95 and effective sonorities in 

various key changes. His use of straightforward harmonies elaborates the folk tune in the 

tonal structure. What is more, he adopts a “metric organization” with these simple harmonies 

by dividing the movement into two equal sections: the first part is 189 bars out of 368 total. 

In the end of the first part, the long descending chromatic phrase, which resolves to C major, 

indicates his unique use of harmony and sonority, as shown in Example 2. 16:96 
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Example 2. 16: Haydn Capriccio in G major, Hob. XVII:1 
 

 

 Mozart, who epitomized the musical style of the Classical period along with Haydn, 

mainly earned his living by composing pieces, which were commissioned, in Vienna. 

However, publishing new compositions did not always guarantee his living. Thus, composers, 

including Mozart, devised a solution, which could solve the financial problem of writing 

more and more works. In order to increase the demand for their works, they tended to write 

variations based on popular melodies, dances, and opera arias for entertaining listeners and 

amateur pianists.97 Reworking their own earlier pieces into the new works was one of their 

measures to sell more music.98 For example, Mozart borrowed materials from his Mass in C 

minor, K 427, written in 1782 – 83, for his cantata, Davide penitente K. 469, composed in 

1785. His contemporary, Haydn, also recast the overture in C major of his opera buffa, Il 
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mondo della luna (The World of the Moon), Hob. 28/7 (1750), including parts of it in the first 

movement of his Symphony No. 63 Hob I/63 (1777). What is more, the finale of his 

Symphony No. 73 Hob 1/73, written in 1782, derived from the overture of his opera, La 

fedeltà premiata (Fidelity Rewarded), Hob. XXVIII/10, composed in 1781. Thus, imitation of 

a pre-existing melody, which Handel and Bach also had used, still existed. However, the 

musical setting and language were different in the Classical period.99 William Kinderman 

(2006) stated that “born just six years after the death of Johann Sebastian Bach and three 

years before the death of George Frideric Handel, Mozart remained at a distance from the 

Baroque idioms, for all his knowledge of strict church style and his later assimilation of Bach 

and Handel in the 1780s, mediated in part through Baron van Swieten.”100 Mozart continued 

the tradition of borrowing in a new setting. 

The musical setting of the variations in the Classical era differed from J. S. Bach’s 

form. For instance, in the Baroque period’s variations, composers repeated a theme five to six 

times without any modification. The type of variation highlighted the Alberti bass and 

crossing-hands.101 Whereas, Mozart’s approach contained less formal setting and rules that 

followed his own musical creativity. For example, if the theme was written in duple meter, at 

least one variation was composed in triple meter. If the theme started in a major key, there 

would be one variation in a minor key. The set of variation also included one slow 

variation.102  

Although Mozart was one of the composers who seldom reflected national 

characteristics, his compositional style implied the influences of his trips to various cities and 

countries such as the five months he spent in Paris, the fifteen months in London, the fifteen 
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months in Vienna from 1767 to 1768, and three trips to Italy in 1770, 1771, and 1772.103 

Specifically, the genre of variations was popular in Paris in Mozart’s era.104 While Mozart 

was living in Paris during 1778, he composed two sets of the variations based on French 

themes, a set of twelve variations in E-flat major, K. 354/299a on the romance “Je suis 

Lindor” from Le barbier de Séville (The Barber of Seville) by Antoine Laurent Baudron, and 

a set of nine variations in C major, K. 264 on the arietta “Lison dormait” from the opera Julie 

by Nicolas Dezède. Mozart moved to Vienna in 1781 and wrote two more variations, which 

used French folk songs, twelve variations on “Ah vous dirai-je, Maman,” K. 265/300e, and 

twelve variations on “La belle Françoise” K. 353/300f.105  

 Although Mozart adopted familiar folk songs, opera arias, and dances, his variations 

implied his unique uses of melodic and harmonic elaborations. Moreover, his structural 

setting and use of pre-existing melodies also became the common practice by twentieth-

century composers.106 Arnold Schoenberg contended that “variations are a kind of musical 

rhetoric, in which the given meaning is presented in different guises.”107 Since Mozart 

formed a close relationship with Haydn, they were influenced by one another and admired 

each other.108 Haydn’s creative writing, such as unusual key changes, dramatic dynamic 

contrasts, and the appropriate balance between technical matter and imagination was, like 

Mozart, adopted by his contemporaries. His allusions based on popular melodies, yodels and 

folk tunes evoked primitive human emotions.  

The use of pre-existing music in the Classical era was developed by Haydn and 

Mozart. In sum, popular tunes played a role in the basis of a whole new work, and integrating 

the two became a new high art. 
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2.8 The Expanded Use of Quotations in the Nineteenth Century 

The use of musical quotations continued in the nineteenth century. The traditional 

forms of musical quotations, which eighteenth-century composers had begun to employ less 

often, were revitalized. Burkholder remarked that “the revival of older music and the 

emergence of a permanent repertory of musical classics meant that new works were presented 

side by side with works of the past, and it was natural that composers would reflect on music 

of the past through borrowing in various forms, including reviving earlier styles of 

borrowing.”109 In other words, composers in the nineteenth century integrated the traditional 

ways of borrowing into their own compositional characters. As a result, the range of 

employing sources was expanded by composers in the Romantic period. This is largely 

because Romantic music often reflected not only a composer’s individual emotions but also 

his or her political and ideological thoughts.  

The German critic Herder asserted that “… geographical, ethnic, and linguistic 

identity was essential in shaping the culture and art of a people.”110 Arts more directly 

opened the channel of communication to connect with the real world. Artists more directly 

began to portray particular historical figures and events. What is more, composers presented 

their new works, which implied their individual characters, along with music of the past. The 

variation form still continued and was often used by composers at this time. Adopting a 

familiar theme and decorating the borrowed subject were no longer the primary goal for 

Romantic composers. The quoted materials were now developed and transformed in a new 

creative method.  

In the beginning of nineteenth century, Romantic music revealed the reaction by 

musicians and composers to the Enlightenment’s focus on “rationality and universality.” This 

109 J. Peter Burkholder, “Borrowing: 19th Century,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford 
University Press, accessed December 14, 2015, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/52918pg8. 
110 Walter Frisch, Music in the Nineteenth Century (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc, 2013), 125. 
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new tendency highlighted originality, creativity, the importance of natural emotions and so 

forth.111 However, music during this period did not only represent composer’s self-

expression or isolation from the real world, but rather was tied up with patriotic, political and 

social thoughts.112 In other words, Romantic music reflected not only composers’ individual 

feelings but also geopolitical factors. The concept of nationalism that embraced “an ideology 

or feeling based on strong identification with a people, land, or country, was not a new 

sentiment for artists.”113 In particular, a considerable number of artists in the nineteenth 

century were influenced by the French Revolution, including its concerns, values and ideals. 

Walther Frisch pointed out that, “the French Revolution also contributed to the rise of 

Romanticism. Writers, painters, thinkers, and musicians were inspired by the revolution to 

believe in the power of ideals and values, including artistic ones, to change the world.”114 

Artists at this time fashioned their works to reflect the surrounding social events. For instance, 

the painting, Liberty Leading the People (1830) by Eugène Delacroix, which was influenced 

by the July Revolution of 1830, depicts a woman who holds the French “three-color flag” and 

leads the crowd.115 Similarly, William Wordsworth, the representative English Romantic 

poet, wrote a poem about Napoléon Bonaparte because Napoléon proclaimed himself 

emperor in 1804: 

… ruthless, undismayed;
And so hath gained at length a prosperous Height, 
Round which the Elements of worldly might 
Beneath his haughty feet, like clouds, are laid.116 

111 Frisch, 13. 
112 Charles Hughes, “Music of the French Revolution,” Science & Society 4.2 (1940): 193, accessed December 
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The fact that Napoléon had crowned himself sparked many artists’ strong resentment. In 

addition to Wordsworth, Victor Hugo, the important French writer, strongly condemned 

Napoléon as a traitor and wrote Napoléon le Petit (Napoleon the Little) and Histoire d'un 

crime (A History of a Crime), which both criticized and satirized Napoléon’s monarchy.117  

Furthermore, Beethoven’s Symphony No. 3 in E-flat major, Op. 55 also called the 

“Eroica” Symphony connoted the significant influence of French post-revolutionary music.118 

The Eroica implied the significance of this first piece of Beethoven’s Heroic period but also 

his thoughts about Napoléon. The work was originally dedicated by Beethoven to Napoléon 

Bonaparte, but Beethoven revoked it after he learned Napoléon had crowned himself emperor. 

According to Ferdinand Ries, who was Beethoven’s student and secretary, Beethoven was 

extremely outraged, declaring, “so he too is nothing more than an ordinary man.”119  

Beethoven then dedicated his third symphony to his patron, Prince Franz Joseph von 

Lobkowitz. In spite of his withdrawal of the dedication to Napoléon, he wrote composta per 

festeggiare il sovvenire di un grande Uomo (Composed to celebrate the memory of a great 

Man) on the title page of the symphony. Of course, his pure intention remained unclear. 

Concerning this, it might be difficult to refer to Lobkowitz, whom Beethoven dedicated his 

work to, as a “great man.” Moreover, the word, “Uomo”, was singular. Thus, he did not mean 

an abstract idea or several men. Regarding the “great Man”, Carl Dahlhaus claimed that 

“Beethoven still acknowledged the work’s inner association with Bonaparte … it was 

ineradicable.”120 The last movement of the “Eroica” Symphony was an example of 

Beethoven’s re-using of his own earlier music. For this symphony, Beethoven reworked the 
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finale of his ballet, The Creatures of Prometheus (1801), and the theme of the Variations and 

Fugue for Piano in E flat major, Op. 35, called the Eroica Variations (1802).121 Dahlhaus 

also remarked that “what the ‘Eroica’ realizes aesthetically is not the image but the myth of 

Napoléon, which was associated with the myth of Prometheus.”122 Thus, Beethoven made a 

connection between a living figure and a myth in his music. 

The connection of the idea of heroism, the “Eroica” Symphony, and Napoléon is 

associated with Beethoven’s musical imagination.123 Similarly, Beethoven depicts 

Prometheus as a legend in his ballet, The Creatures of Prometheus. In Greek mythology, 

Prometheus creates mankind and gives stolen fire to them. But he is punished by Zeus who is 

outraged. The Titan is tied up to a rock where an eagle that Zeus sends eats his liver each day. 

But the liver regenerates every night. After years of this torture, he is finally released. Both 

Beethoven’s ballet and symphony are thematically linked. In his ballet, Prometheus is about 

to be killed for his sin, but he is restored. Beethoven uses the eighth piece of his ballet, 

“Danza Eroica,” in his third symphony. In addition to the “Danza Eroica,” the next two 

pieces, the “Tragica scene” and “Giuocosa scena,” also illustrate thematic similarities by 

describing how the dying Titan is re-born.124 Thus, Beethoven embodies the symbolic 

images of Prometheus and associates them with the political images of Napoléon in his 

“Eroica” theme.  

The thematic character symbolizes a suffering figure and simultaneously depicts a 

sense of the “heroic, tragic, joyous.”125 For example, Beethoven’s Eroica Variations begins 

with the basso del tema, which appears in his third Symphony as well. The theme possesses a 

sense of humor or of the comic, especially in the three B-flat eighth notes followed by rests, 

121 Burkholder, “Borrowing: 19th Century.” 
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implying humorous silences, as shown in Example 2. 17:126  

 

 

Example 2. 17: Beethoven Eroica Variations, Introduction 
 

 

His emphasis on expressive comic aspects is also active in his Symphony No. 3, which was 

just discussed above. Clubbe (2006) expresses that “Beethoven ruled the mighty domain of 

music as effectively Napoléon as had ruled Europe. His, he believed, would be the more 

lasting triumph.”127 Beethoven’s third symphony represents not only a remarkable change in 

his compositional style but also in his personal life and in the political situation surrounding 

him, including Napoléon, in particular.128  

 The use by a composer of another composer’s melody for a set of variations has, in 

most Western contemporary music theory and musicology, been considered a kind of 

borrowing, but not a musical “quotation.” This author has found this to be problematic, 
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because when a composer uses another composer’s theme (or his or her own), the theme 

often retains its basic character and structure. Even though the melody becomes the basis for 

the new composition, it innately harkens back to the original composition, as a quotation 

would. Also, according to Groves, “music scholarship has not always observed these 

distinctions, and the term ‘quotation’ has been used to refer to a variety of borrowing 

practices.”129 For the purpose of this dissertation, and for brevity, I therefore, choose to refer 

to the use of a pre-existing melody in a set of variations as a “musical borrowing.”  

Composers in the Romantic period often used variations, which borrowed a pre-

existing theme. However, the scope of the variations was expanded. Composers not only 

varied the borrowed melody but also elaborated the theme with their own compositional 

language.130 The many sets of variations composed during the eighteenth century mainly 

focused on elaboration of the borrowed theme with various harmonies and counterpoint.  

Nineteenth-century variations can be seen to indicate not only the decoration of the 

pre-existing theme but also the alteration of the character of the subject. Composers in the 

nineteenth century emphasized how a motive transforms throughout a set of variations.131 

The set that best implies the composer’s personal musical expression is considered the best 

set of variations. Robert Schumann asserts that “…variations should create a whole, whose 

centre is the theme … Now one strives for thoughts, for inner connections, with the whole 

bathed in fresh fantasy.”132 Schumann suggests the three categories of the set of variations. 

First, the original theme can be elaborated in a suitable way, but the center remains the theme. 

Schumann expresses, “this is clothed, as it were, in a new attire, but it is not disguised.”133 
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accessed February 25, 2016, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2257170. 
130 Burkholder, “Borrowing: 19th century.” 
131 Carl Brown Teel, “The Brahms Variations on a Theme of Paganini and the Rachmaninoff Rhapsody on a 
Theme of Paganini”(MA diss., North Texas State College, 1961), 13. 
132 Sisman.  
133 Ibid. 
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The second principle is that the theme is used as only the basis and is re-built on the newly-

invented structure, which, here, is more dominant. In the third category, the newly composed 

variation has to relate to the original theme. However, the pre-existing theme is placed on the 

new structure, which comes from the composer’s own realm. Schumann contends “just as the 

variation form in this genre achieves its highest significance, it reaches at the same time its 

outermost limits, striving to overcome them and to pass into the sphere of the free fantasy.”134  

Along with their own compositional styles, composers continue to pay great attention 

to the past music as a model and for melodic themes. For example, Franz Liszt revives the 

Baroque style in his pieces such as Variationen über das Motiv von Bach, S.180 and 

Präludium und Fuge über den Namen BACH.135 Liszt also uses the main theme from 

Rossini’s opera, La donna del lago, in his piece, seven Variations brillantes sur un theme de 

Rossini, S.149, R.148.136 Liszt’s Rhapsodie Espagnole (Folies d 'Espagne et Jota aragonesa) 

features not only the adopting of a pre-exiting motive but also the evocation of nationalism 

and exoticism. This work, which includes the Jota aragonese, consists of two sections: the 

first part, which represents the theme and the variation, and the second section that contains 

the Jota. The Jota is a folk dance piece, which originates in Aragon in northern Spain. Liszt 

also employs the well-known theme, La Follia, in the free variations of the Rhapsodie 

Espagnole, a theme which has often been borrowed by many composers from the Violin 

Sonata in D minor, Op. 5 No. 12 “La Folia” by Arcangelo Corelli, though it is believed by 

many scholars not to have been written by him. Thus, before Liszt’s use of it in his Rhapsodie 

Espagnole, many composers had adopted the La Follia melody, such as in keyboard pieces: 

D’Anglebert in Pièces de clavecin, Pasquini in Partite Diverse di Follia, and Alessandro 

Scarlatti in 29 Partite sopra l'aria della Folia. Johann Sebastian Bach’s vocal work, Mer 
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hahn en neue Oberkeet, BWV 212, also utilized this theme.137 In his Rhapsodie Espagnole, 

Liszt delineated the gypsy style, which brought forth nationalistic colors, and successfully 

developed the familiar theme throughout the piece.  

In addition to Liszt’s interest in the older music and its revival, one of his 

contemporaries, Johannes Brahms, also wrote the Variations and Fugue on a Theme by 

Handel, Op. 24, composed in 1861, and based on past compositional procedures. In particular, 

Brahms wrote in Bach-like counterpoint in the fugue section.138 The work’s theme was 

derived from the last section of Handel’s first suite, Suite de Pièces pour le clavecin in B flat 

major, written in 1733. Concerning both of these works, Handel’s suite contains five 

variations. The Variations and Fugue on a Theme by Handel, Op. 24, however, consists of 

twenty-five variations and ends with a fugue. The concluding fugue in this piece, which 

creates a majestic climax, signifies a compositional style and language that is reminiscent of  

J. S. Bach’s or Beethoven’s works rather than Handel’s.139 As the variation unfolds, Brahms 

adds contrasting sections and sometimes orchestrates each part. Gordon (1996) points out this 

work as being “a worthy successor to the monumental sets of former eras, the Goldberg 

Variations of J. S. Bach and the Diabelli Variations of Beethoven.”140 The fugue represents 

not only Brahms’s language of counterpoint but also his dramatic colors of harmony. More 

importantly, he beautifully blends the melodic framework, which he borrowed, with his own 

musical personality. In addition to his writing, he avoids binary form, which was used in the 

Baroque era. This feature also recalls Beethoven, especially his Eroica Variations, which also 

ends with a fugue.141 Thus, Bach and Beethoven become Brahms’s contrapuntal, structural, 

and harmonic models based on the theme of Handel’s suite. 

                                                             
137 Burkholder, “Borrowing: 19th century.”  
138 Ibid. 
139 Julian Littlewood, The Variations of Johannes Brahms (London: Plumbago Books, 2004), 92. 
140 Gordon, 339. 
141 Littlewood, 92. 



52 

To summarize this subsection, in much of Romantic music the use of quotation still 

continued in a highly ingenious way, such as an expansion of the genres, and of the thematic 

and stylistic characteristics. Composers’ interest in older music grew and enabled a revival 

and a re-invention of the conventional style. In addition to individual characters, artists began 

to be more closely linked with their societies through their work. As more artists drew 

attention to political and social issues, their musical quotations implied more symbolic 

meanings. Borrowed materials more directly started to reflect symbols of nationalism and 

patriotism.142 For instance, Beethoven’s “Eroica” Symphony included not only his own 

music’s quotation but also his thoughts and feelings about Napoléon. His “re-using” of his 

own pre-existing melody, which first appeared in his ballet, Die Geschöpfe des Prometheus, 

involved not only his musical ideas but also the historical circumstances surrounding them. 

Beethoven’s reflection on the historical background also established mythical features. He 

also described his thoughts concerning European social circumstances by illustrating 

Prometheus, the mythical figure of the past.  

Moreover, Romantic composers continued the tradition of variations that were based 

on pre-existing themes. However, the nineteenth-century variation differed with earlier 

variations. Variations in the nineteenth century developed the theme and alternated the 

characters of the original theme throughout a set.143 For example, in the Variations on a 

Theme by Handel, Op. 24, Brahms began with the same manner as Handel, but Brahms’s 

compositional language was closer to Beethoven and Bach, both of whom Brahms admired. 

Julian Littlewood (2004) described this work, writing, “these variations capitalize on the 

transparent contrast and dialogue between Baroque and Brahmsian styles.”144 Composers in 

this period, including Brahms, adopted sources from their predecessors and created a musical 

142 Burkholder, “Borrowing: 19th century.” 
143 Teel, 13. 
144 Littlewood, 92. 
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connection with their creativity. 

2.9 Musical Quotations in the Twentieth Century  
 
 In twentieth-century music, composers continued to use traditional materials and 

recast them into their own new work. Their compositions kept communicating with past 

music evoking allusions to older works. However, in much of twentieth-century music, the 

old material existed independently, and the old and new sources were not melded to each 

other, whereas compositions written before the twentieth century assimilated musical 

similarities between contemporary elements and older materials.145 For example, 

Beethoven’s musical language influenced Brahms’s music. When Brahms composed based 

on Beethoven’s musical language and ideas, he placed his piece within “norms of common-

practice tonality.”146 Brahms adopted not only structural similarity but also Beethoven’s 

harmonic styles in his various pieces. However, the allusion to Beethoven was “clearly not 

intended to be audible to the general public.”147 Unlike nineteenth-century music, in 

twentieth-century music, new idioms and original materials were not often combined in the 

works. The juxtaposition of two disparate materials caused musical tension and a collision 

between atonality and tonality. 

Furthermore, composers incorporated folkloric idioms, which were excluded from 

the traditional compositional style in order to avoid German hegemony. The early twentieth- 

century composers including Vaughan Williams, Béla Bartok, Joseph Canteloube, Ruth 

Crawford Seeger, Charles Ives, and Zoltán Kodály frequently fused folk tunes into the 

conventional music of their new works.148 The folk and national melodies conveyed not only 

exotic moods but also the composers’ own individual memories of the past. Specifically, the 
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familiar tunes shed light on the composers’ national character, cultural associations, and 

personality.149  

 In nineteenth-century music, borrowed sources were combined into new works 

without big stylistic differences both musically and aesthetically. The nineteenth-century 

composers treated past music as their consistent musical language. Thus, the new work, 

which used the old materials, seamlessly remained. And the old and new music presented the 

musical unity.150 On the other hand, twentieth-century composers did not blend the music of 

the past and the present. Straus (1991) pointed out, “twentieth-century works often 

incorporate traditional elements that are structurally distinct from the prevailing musical 

syntax. Such works truly are relational events as much as they are self-contained organic 

entities.”151 When twentieth-century composers used the traditional sources, musical clashes 

broke out between the old and new materials. Unlike nineteenth-century music, the two 

entities caused musical tension rather than synthesizing.  

For example, the Berg Violin Concerto demonstrates a musical conflict between the 

old and the new. From measure 11, each measure contains a traditional sonority, triads, and G 

minor, D major, A minor, and E major, as shown in Example 2. 18:  
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Example 2. 18: Berg Violin Concerto, 1st mvmt., mm. 11-14 
Composition by Alban Berg, Violinkonzert für Violine und Orchester © Copyright 1936, 
1996 by Universal Edition A.G. Wien Complete edition © Copyright 1996 by Universal 
Edition A.G. Wien 
 

 

The tonal harmonies unfold as simple triads. But when the solo violin enters in measure 15, 

the tonal sonorities disappear. The violin plays a significant role in not only tracing the series 

of the triads but also introducing the series of the twelve-tone. The first measure of the solo 

violin is accompanied by an arpeggiated G minor chord. The second triad, D major, starts 

from the last note of measure 15 in the solo violin. With the overlapped note, A, in measure 

16, the solo violin plays the third triad, in A minor, which appears at measure 13. The fourth 

triad, in E major, continues from the last note of the solo violin in measure 16 to the next 

measure. Thus, the violin recapitulates the harmonic progression in the same order, but with a 

different perspective. The vertical series of the triads in the introduction is now horizontalized 
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from measure 15. The violin part, which reiterates the triads, simultaneously presents the 

statement of the twelve-tone. Therefore, both the accompaniment and the solo violin part 

relate to each other in the traditional musical syntax, but do not sound like tonal sonorities.152 

Straus (1991) supports this feature, writing, “the triads lie within the twelve-tone frame, but 

simultaneously point outside it, back toward the world of traditional tonality. There is thus an 

irreconcilable conflict in this work ― a conflict between the traditional formations and the 

post-tonal context that subsumes them.”153 Berg’s musical language in this piece represents 

that the old and the new sources coexist without losing their natural characters. 

 Multi-stylistic music, which causes a collision between the old and new sources, is 

also seen in George Rochberg’s works. He synthesizes a wide variety of musical borrowings 

spanning from structural quotations to melodic quotations in his compositions. For instance, 

his Nach Bach (After Bach, in German), subtitled Fantasia for harpsichord, is based on the 

setting of the prelude of the sixteenth century, or the fantasy of the Baroque era.154 In general, 

C.P.E. Bach’s fantasias and Louis Couperin’s preludes are unmeasured. Rochberg’s Nach 

Bach is also written unmeasured except for the quoted phrases.155 In addition to the structural 

quotation, Rochberg quotes the exact phrases of the Toccata and Sarabande from Partita No. 

6 in E minor, BWV 830 by J. S. Bach. In the end of the Nach Bach, he also inserts the 

Intermezzo Op. 117, No. 3 by Brahms. The melodic fragments, which Rochberg borrows, are 

generally exact, but the pre-existing melodies, which he adopts, appear in atonal context. 

Thus, due to his unique musical language, the Baroque sources sound different. The old 

materials and his own style coexist throughout Nach Bach.  

 In the early twentieth-century, such use of folk tunes increased. Composers often 
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obtained musical ideas by creating the character of works from familiar folk songs or well-

known legends.156 The growing interest in folk music contributed to the establishment of 

national and regional expressions in twentieth-century music. In the first half of the twentieth 

century, the field of ethnomusicology became an established field where researchers collected 

folk songs from a certain region, transcribed the familiar tunes, and added 

accompaniments.157  

As the concept of nationalism grew, spreading from Russia, to eastern and northern 

Europe, and many countries in North and South America,158 Béla Bartók, the Hungarian 

composer, became an influential composer in the twentieth century and a founder of 

ethnomusicology. He incorporated folkloric elements, especially from Hungary and Rumania, 

with twentieth-century techniques and frameworks.159 His great attention to Hungarian folk 

music resulted in a considerable number of works, which conveyed the distinctive national 

characters. Particularly, since he was not only a great composer but also a virtuoso pianist, he 

wrote a substantial number of piano works based on folkloric sources. His piano pieces 

written around 1905 represented the folk music from central Europe. For example, the three 

Hungarian Folk Songs from the Csik District, the six Romanian Folk Dances, and the twenty 

Romanian Christmas Songs of Hungary were written in folk-song settings.  

Moreover, sometimes Bartók creates his own folk tunes by improvising on the 

melodies. For instance, his Two Rumanian Dances written between 1909 and 1910 contain 

folk-like sounds. However, these are Bartók’s creations.160 Furthermore, in the eight 

Improvisations on Hungarian Peasant Songs, Op. 20, he adopts creative folk settings and 

156 Gordon, 447. 
157 J. Peter Burkholder, “Borrowing: Twentieth-Century Art Music to 1950.” 
158 Gordon, 447. 
159 Ibid., 451. 
160 Gillespie, 375. 
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folk qualities based on folk themes.161 This work demonstrates not only his use of traditional 

folk-like music but also various twentieth-century pianistic techniques, such as frequent 

changes of meters and tempos, rhythmic repeated groups, many dissonances and so on. He 

combines European traditional songs with his compositional style. 

In the first half of twentieth century, the American composer Charles Ives was also 

known for his frequent quoting of folk songs, dances, and hymns, as well as the classical 

repertoires, in particular, the music of Beethoven and Bach. The existing musical sources he 

borrowed from served as a foundation of the work rather than a simple fragment of the piece. 

He often arranged and paraphrased the borrowed materials and developed them within his 

musical language.  

Charles Ives’s piano sonatas demonstrate these features, especially his affinity for 

musical quotation. In the first piano sonata, which consists of five movements, he uses pre-

existing hymns and songs: “Bringing in the Sheaves”, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus”, 

“How Dry I Am” and “O Susannah.” His two Scherzos are written in ragtime style. His best-

known Sonata No. 2, Concord, Mass., which requires one hour to play, contains the opening 

four-note motive from Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5, Op. 67. He quotes this motive in each 

movement.  

In addition to a simple quotation, Ives created a striking invention called “collage.”162 

The term, “collage”, from coller in French, means “pasting, sticking or gluing.”163 According 

to Burkholder (1994), in a collage, “a swirl of quoted and paraphrased tunes is added to a 

musical structure based on modeling, paraphrase, cumulative setting, or a narrative 

program.”164 In collage quotation, the borrowed tune is overlapped with another quoted tune. 

161 Ibid., 376. 
162 J. Peter Burkholder, “Borrowing: Twentieth-Century Art Music to 1950.” 
163 Leung, 63. 
164 J. Peter Burkholder, “The Uses of Existing Music: Musical Borrowing as a Field,” Notes, Second Series, Vol. 
50, No. 3, Music Library Association (1994): 854, accessed December 22, 2015, doi:10.2307/898531. 
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With this collage effect, Ives expresses his personal memories, especially his childhood, such 

as in his orchestral works, Washington’s Birthday, The Fourth of July, and his unfinished 

symphony, Universe. Each quoted tune is linked with his past and present.165  

Charles Ives represents his memories by using the pre-existing melodies in The 

Things our Fathers Loved, which consists of only quotations. He often quotes familiar tunes 

in order to illustrate a text. All the quoted tunes described his childhood, religion, patriotism, 

and hope.166 His use of quotations evokes his memories and intensifies his “mental 

journeys.”167 In this work, Ives adopts a series of six different styles of American pop and 

folk tune elements, which reflects his life.168 According to Wiley Hitchcock (1977), the use 

of the American vernacular tradition was one of the important compositional genres in Ives’ 

artistic contributions.169 The fragments of the songs, which are used in this piece, play a 

pivotal role in demonstrating his ingenuous aesthetic and connecting his memories through 

this medium. 

In sum, twentieth-century composers continued the use of the old and new musical 

materials. However, the two different entities independently coexisted, i.e., the two elements 

were not blended, and caused a musical tension and conflict.170 Furthermore, composers’ 

interest in traditional folk tunes kept growing, especially at the beginning of the twentieth-

century. Various arrangements, transcriptions, and accompaniments for folk songs 

emerged.171 For instance, Bartók intensively focused on collecting folk music. He borrowed 

the melody or the motive of folk tunes and incorporated their conventional style with 

twentieth-century techniques. Such use of folk melodies denoted a national or region, exotic 
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characters, and also the composer’s individual thoughts or memories.  

As already mentioned above, the works of Charles Ives include a wide variety of 

musical quotations ranging from popular tunes to classical repertoires. Larry Starr (1992) 

explains how “hearing quotations is not hearing a composition, and listing quotations is not 

analyzing a composition. The interest must lie in how the composer uses the material to make 

an aesthetic statement.”172 Ives’s use of collage quotation sparks his ingenious creativity and 

reminds the listener and himself of his childhood through overlapping borrowed materials. 

The “foreign” materials recall the unique expressions of the past and transcend the limits of 

time and space. Composers express their creativity and imagination by blending the old and 

new in order to invent their own musical aesthetics. 

2.10 Chapter Summary 
 
 The use of pre-existing material can be clearly seen in music of the early medieval 

era. In the eighth and ninth centuries, musicians used tropes, i.e., music that was added to 

embellish before a pre-existing chant or between the phrases. Tropes enriched the musical 

elaboration in medieval music. Similar settings of trope composition appeared in the Notre 

Dame school of polyphony. While the cathedral of Notre Dame was being constructed in 

Paris, Leoninus and Perotinus composed the Magnus Liber Organi, which was based on 

Gregorian chants.  

In the late thirteenth century, motets replaced organum and conductus as the primary 

genre of polyphonic music. The tenor of the motet came from various sources such as Notre 

Dame clausulae, Gregorian chant melodies, and secular tunes. Between 1480 and 1520, this 

musical genre developed the use of imitation. Specifically, Josquin des Prez paid attention to 

imitating pre-existing sources. His song, Ave Maria…virgo serena, derived from the 

Gregorian sequence, as well as a Latin poem praising the Virgin Mary and the prayer, “O 
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Mater Dei, mement mei. Amen.” Furthermore, Josquin composed two Masses based on the 

pre-existing French secular song, L'homme armé (The Armed Man). In the Renaissance era, 

the common style of composition was rewriting or resetting an old work into a new form. 

Around 1600, many composers arranged vocal music for instrumental music. John Dowland 

was a representative composer in this tradition. After the sixteenth century, composers 

avoided the parody and paraphrasing. They started to be fond of the setting of new forms 

such as toccatas, sonatas, recercares. Along with the appearance of new genres, Bach 

arranged a considerable number of works by Vivaldi. He was highly interested in not only 

Vivaldi’s musical style but also his actual melodic materials.  

In the eighteenth century, composers such as Haydn continued writing arrangements 

that first appeared in the medieval era such as motets and trope. Furthermore, the use of pre-

existing melodies continued. Specifically, Mozart wrote various variations that included pre-

existing tunes. In the nineteenth century, composers combined the traditional ways of musical 

borrowing with their own compositional style. Thus, the scope of pre-existing sources was 

expanded. The genre of self-quotation was also used. For example, Beethoven re-used the last 

movement of the “Eroica” Symphony that had already existed in his ballet, The Creatures of 

Prometheus and in the Variations and Fugue for Piano in E major, Op. 35, often called the 

Eroica Variations. Variations were continued to be written into the later Romantic period. 

Nineteenth-century composers not only used the pre-existing theme but also embellished and 

modified the theme such as in the Variations and Fugue on a Theme by Handel, Op. 24 by 

Brahms.  

In the twentieth century, the old and the new sources existed with the distinctive 

features of each period and created musical tensions. The twentieth-century composers 

frequently used folk tunes and national melodies, which created exotic and national moods. 

For example, Bartók paid great attention to the use of Hungarian folk music. He composed a 
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substantial number of piano pieces based on folkloric materials. In the beginning of the 

twentieth century, Charles Ives also frequently employed pre-existent materials such as folk 

songs, dances, and church music. He paraphrased and arranged quotations within his own 

musical language. These “foreign” sources stimulated unique impressions and freely 

“travelled” the different time periods. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE SYMBOLIC USES OF MUSICAL BORROWINGS 

Performers bear the responsibility of interpreting a composition by tracing the 

musical contents back to the composer’s intention and thoughts, which may be easy to detect 

or may remain concealed. Performers can also understand the work by inferring the particular 

meanings behind a musical idea or expression, which composers repeatedly use, or by 

investigating hidden meanings that composers have created. The great German writer, Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe, asserts that “the use of symbols transforms the phenomenon into an 

idea, the idea into an image, and in such a way that the idea still remains infinitely active and 

inaccessible in the image so that, even expressed in all languages, it remains 

inexpressible.”173 In other words, composers begin with their life, an event, or a memory 

when they write music. Then, they represent the particular phenomenon with a musical 

motive. Very often, the motive being used is linked to a specific memory in a composer’s life, 

and the idea implies a particular image and meaning.174  

Krystyna Tarnawska-Kaczorowska (2009), a musicologist, explains the reasons why 

composers are fond of using pre-existent material by examining its functions. First, in terms 

of social criticism, composers sometimes ridicule authority and principles or values that are 

questionable by parodying and satirizing in their works. Secondly, composers pay tribute to 

predecessors whom they admire by borrowing pre-existing music and absorbing the music 

into the new work. Lastly, there are brief quotations, which act in music like a Leitmotif, 

which conveys a definite message and symbolizes a specific meaning. Tarnawska-

Kaczorowska defines “quotation-symbols” as possessing “a very clear sound-physiognomy 

with a great capacity for meaning, accumulated over many years. Their message is quite easy 
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to decipher, and they thus grow to be universal property. They are recognizable even in a 

slightly modified or simplified shape.”175  

A particular motive can also symbolize a particular meaning as a form of not only 

repeated Leitmotif but also as a repetition of a unit.176 One representative example of 

quotation-symbols is the fragment of the medieval chant, the Dies Irae.177 One of the 

advantages of the motive, Dies Irae, is that the tune is familiar to listeners, so its literary 

meaning, which implies the Day of Judgment and symbolizes death, can be readily conveyed 

to an audience. Forrest Irving Wanninger (1962) points out that “the use of Dies Irae in the 

picturesque music associated with skeletons and witches, and of Death and the symbol of the 

supernatural … became a symbol of the supernatural at a time when composers needed a 

symbol, idée fixe, or leitmotif to give their music form and significance.”178 Thus, a 

considerable number of works by composers of all different periods express a single 

symbolic meaning by quoting this ancient plainsong motive.  

Composers indicate a motive in various ways such as canon, inversion, retrograde, 

changing rhythms and so on.179 Tarnawska-Kaczorowska introduces the term, “para-

quotations” or “quotation-signatures”, which indicates a quotation that is associated with a 

certain composer and plays an equivalent role as his or her name.180 For example, the Dies 

Irae motive, possibly the most borrowed motive, serves as not only a symbol of a particular 

image but also a musical signature for Sergei Rachmaninoff. 

3.1 The Symbolic Meanings of Dies Irae 

The Dies Irae was a liturgical sequence in the medieval era most often attributed to 

175 Krystyna Tarnawska-Kaczorowska, “Musical Quotation an Outline of the Problem,” Contemporary Music 
Review, Vol. 17, No. 3 (2009): 81, accessed October 12, 2015, doi: 10.1080/07494469800640211. 
176 Ibid., 7. 
177 Tarnawska-Kaczorowska, 80 – 81. 
178 Forrest Irving Wanninger, “Dies Irae: Its Use in Non-Liturgical Music from the Beginning of the Nineteenth 
Century” (PhD diss., Northwestern University, 1962), 51. 
179 Malcom Boyd, “Dies Irae: Some Recent Manifestations,” Music & Letters, Vol. 40, No. 4 (1968): 348, 
accessed October 13, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/732291. 
180 Tarnawska-Kaczorowska, 83. 
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Thomas of Celano, who was a follower and the first biographer of Saint Francis of Assisi in 

the thirteenth century. The poetic text, which was ascribed to Thomas of Celano, was inspired 

by the second verse of the responsory, Libera me, and the poem written by Thomas consisted 

of eighteen rhymed stanzas.181 Other parts of the text stemmed from the Old Testament, 

mainly from Zephaniah 1:15 – 16.182 The title, Dies Irae, is translated as “Day of Wrath.” 

These words point to the Day of Judgement, which connotes a frightful day for man. The 

sequence, which was initially written for private devotions on the Last Judgement, started to 

be officially included in the Requiem Mass (the Mass of the Dead) in the early fourteenth 

century.183 In the fifteenth century, using the sequence became popular all over Europe.  

Thus, as the tropes and sequences became more predominant, the meaning of the 

liturgy seemed to suffer. Therefore, the Council of Trent from 1545 to 1563 banned all 

sequences except these for the following four: Victimae paschali laudes, Venisancte Spiritus, 

Lauda Sion Salvatrem, and Dies Irae.184 In the late fifteenth century, the first setting of the 

Dies Irae in polyphony appeared in the Requiem by Antoine Brumel, who was a Franco-

Flemish polyphonist who worked at Chartres in 1483, Notre Dame in Paris from 1498 to 

1500, and served as chapel master for Duke Alfonso I of Ferrara.185 In this work, the alto 

first stated the melody and the soprano imitated it in the original mode, as shown in Example 

3. 1: 
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Example 3. 1: Antoine Brumel Missa Pro Defunctis, Sequentia 
  

 

The rhymed sequence was also written in the polyphonic settings of the Requiem Mass in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, such as those of Jean-Baptiste Lully. While the structure 

of the seventeenth century’s Requiem was predominantly set in four voices, in the eighteenth 

century, highly dramatic orchestral settings of the Requiem were prevalent, including those of 

Mozart.  

Composers adopted the Dies Irae in the two different ways: in the adaptation of the 

text into the Requiem Mass or the adaptation of the plainchant motive without the text. 

Mozart’s Requiem is one of the significant examples of the first category, in its free settings 

of the text. His Requiem represents his dramatic use of orchestral effects and frequent 

repetition of the words for emphasis, huge dynamic expansion and so forth. In the nineteenth 
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century, the interest in the Dies Irae became more extensive and varied by composers such as 

Berlioz, Verdi, Dvořák, Saint-Saëns, Fauré and others. Both nineteenth-century and 

twentieth-century composers began to consider not only the music itself but also the meaning 

of the words of the liturgical sequence.  

The text of the Dies Irae was frequently employed for secular music and reflected the 

images of death, which related to the devil and witches.186 The symphonic Requiems in the 

nineteenth century also served for “ecclesiastic and artistic profundity” in church music.187 

Furthermore, the title of the Dies Irae became a great tool to describe death, the funereal, and 

damnation, such as in the Isle of the Dead by Rachmaninoff, Walpurgis Night by 

Mendelssohn, Death and Transfiguration by Strauss and so on.188 Therefore, in the 

Romantic period when literature was often combined with music, the sequence, Dies Irae, 

was a great medium, which could open the channel of the imagination to show a composer’s 

creativity both musically and aesthetically. 

3.1.1 Dies Irae in the Romantic Period 
 
 Romanticism in music enabled composers to express their emotions and stretched the 

limits of the imagination. Franz Liszt pointed out that “music embodies feeling without 

forcing it to contend and combine with thought … Reason, after all, is restricted in the 

diversity of its means … Music, on the other hand, presents at once the intensity and the 

expression of feeling.”189 Romantic music sought natural emotions and emphasized wilder 

feelings rather than the intellect and reality.190 The Romantic composers were fond of a 

personal musical approach based on impressions, thoughts, dreams, beliefs and so forth. 
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Arthur Schopenhauer explained that “music was the incarnation of the innermost reality.”191  

 Along with this tendency, emotionalism resulted in deep interest in both nature and 

dramatic stories. The elegant beauty of music of the Classical period was replaced by 

Romantic music, which could describe a tale, create an atmosphere, and symbolize a certain 

meaning.192 In addition to the expansion of the scope of music, people experienced radical 

political changes in the Western world, such as the French Revolution, the independence of 

Greece, and the Russian Revolution. Technological and scientific improvements continued, 

such as the discovery of vaccinations and ultraviolet rays, and the building of the first railroad 

and the electric motor.193 According to Forrest Irving Wanninger (1962), although the great 

development of these inventions brought many conveniences and enriched all people’s lives, 

on the other hand, these huge changes caused a feeling of loneliness and lack of spirit. Thus, 

some artists and writers looked back to the past in order to solve the deficiency.  

Some looked back toward to the medieval era. Others looked toward the ancient 

Greeks. This propensity resulted in the revival of Greek knowledge, as well as medieval 

legends such as that by Dante in his Divine Comedy about the Day of Judgement, 

Shakespeare in Hamlet, which centered on a ghost and Macbeth, which depicted witches and 

darkness. For Romantic artists, this tendency was connected to the interests in the mysterious, 

the inexplicable, and the supernatural. The topics such as God, the Devil, death, heaven and 

hell, and witchcraft became a great fondness for composers in the Romantic period.194 

Composers and writers often adopted contrasts between heaven and hell, God and the Devil, 

good and evil. For example, the play Faust by Goethe depicts a Christian, the Devil, the 

philosophy of salvation, forgiveness, and so forth. The Devil character is represented by 

Mephistopheles, who makes a bet with Faust and leads him to a tragic lustful love for 
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Gretchen, an innocent young lady. This story included ideas of medieval and Roman 

literature.  

The interests in the supernatural and the satanic also intrigued Romantic painters. For 

instance, Francisco Goya, the most significant Spanish painter of the late eighteenth and the 

early nineteenth century, reflected his anxieties toward his mental and physical health in his 

works. Specifically, an undiagnosed illness left him deaf in 1793. Thus, his drawings became 

dark and somber. His fear and anxiety became linked to imagery of witches such as in the 

“Witches’ Sabbath” in 1798, and also in the “Witches’ Sabbath” (also called “The Great He-

Goat”) of 1821–1823 from the Black Paintings, a set of fourteen paintings created between 

1819 and 1823. In the Black Paintings, his fear also made Goya depict the atrocities of war 

and the dismal life he saw around him. 

As in literature and art, the imagery of the supernatural appeared in music as well.195 

The macabre image was also seen in the music of Liszt, Berlioz, Saint-Saëns and so on. For 

example, the Requiem Mass gave way to the strict form of Mozart’s time and was not 

generally used for religious music. However, the solemn character of the Mass still remained. 

This type of music played a significant role in expressing theatrical characters and displayed 

the musical creativity of the composer. In particular, the Dies Irae was a suitable reference 

for the Romantic composers to represent their individuality. The Dies Irae originated in the 

medieval era and was used as a sequence in the Roman Catholic Requiem Mass. This melody 

reflected macabre moods and created a mysterious story.196  

The use of the Dies Irae, which composers employed as an idée fixe or Leitmotif, 

also became a symbol of the death and the Last Judgement. Berlioz described the effect of the 

Dies Irae on him, saying that “… the poem of the Dies Irae so intoxicated and excited me 

that nothing lucid came to me. My head boiled, I felt dizzy. Today the eruption is under 
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control and, God willing, all will go well.”197 This illustration appeared in Berlioz’s 

Symphonie Fantastique composed in 1830. 

3.1.2 Hector Berlioz: Symphonie Fantastique 

 In 1827, Berlioz fell in love with Harriet Smithson, who was an Irish actress who 

played the role of Ophelia in Shakespeare’s Hamlet when he attended the play. Unfortunately, 

his numerous love letters remained unanswered. Berlioz decided to write this Symphonie 

Fantastique in order to portray his unrequited love. In the program note for the first 

movement, he wrote, “the author imagines that a young musician, afflicted by the sickness of 

spirit which a famous writer has called the wave of passions [la vague des passions], sees for 

the first time a woman who unites all the charms of the ideal person his imagination was 

dreaming of, and falls desperately in love with her. By a strange anomaly, the beloved image 

never presents itself to the artist’s mind without being associated with a musical idea, in 

which he recognized a certain quality of passion, but endowed with the nobility and shyness 

which he credits to the object of his love.”198 He subtitled this composition “An Episode in 

the Life of an Artist, in Five Parts.” Thus, the subject for this piece involved a poor and 

despairing young composer’s hopeless love.199 He wrote his own program notes for each 

movement. The five titles, “Rêveries” (Passions), “Un bal” (A Ball), “Scène aux champs” 

(Scene in the Fields), “Marche au supplice” (March to the Scaffold), and “Songe d'une nuit 

du sabbat” (Dream of the Night of the Sabbath), illustrated his emotions and the events 

taking place in each scene. 

 Berlioz was also highly influenced by the writers such as Shakespeare, Goethe, 

Byron and so on. In particular, he received great inspiration from Goethe’s Faust. He 

expressed that Goethe’s characters were “the silent confidants of my suffering; they hold the 
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key to my life.”200 Berlioz read Faust in 1827 and commented at this time that “the 

marvelous book fascinated me from the first. I could not put it down, I read it incessantly, at 

meals, at the theatre, in the street.”201 When he composed the Symphonie Fantastique, he 

mentioned he was influenced by Goethe, especially Faust.202 Perhaps, he tried to describe 

both Faust and Mephistopheles with his expressive orchestral effects and richly creative 

imagination. Thus, his Symphonie Fantastique involved the fantastic characters that appeared 

in Faust, such as spirits and witches.  

Berlioz’s profound interest in macabre imagery is revealed in the fifth movement of 

the Symphonie Fantastique, the “Witches’ Dance.” It can be considered one of the first 

“fantasy” dance compositions and the first use of the thirteenth-century Dies Irae chant 

sequence of the Roman Catholic Requiem Mass, mentioned above, as a principal theme.203 

In the fifth movement, Berlioz indicates the statement of the Dies Irae with the use of the 

accents in the score, played by the tubas and bassoons, as shown in Example 3. 2: 

 

Example 3. 2: Berlioz Symphonie Fantastique, 5th mvmt., mm. 127-145 
Reprinted by permission of Ludwig Masters Publications. 
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One note is sounded out per measure. Shorter durations of the same chant melody follow in 

the trombones and horns, as shown in Example 3. 3:  

 

 

Example 3. 3: Berlioz Symphonie Fantastique, 5th mvmt., mm. 146 - 158 
Reprinted by permission of Ludwig Masters Publications. 
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The Dies Irae serves as a thematic fragment in the development of the work and then 

combines with the “Sabbath Round” in the recapitulation, as shown in Example in 3. 4:204  

 

Example 3. 4 Berlioz: Symphonie Fantastique, 5th mvmt., mm. 414 - 422  
Reprinted by permission of Ludwig Masters Publications. 
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The recurring theme, the idée fixe, provides the unity of music in the work, which possesses a 

large structure.  

3.1.3 Franz Liszt: Totentanz 
 
 Franz Liszt derived inspiration from the use of the Dies Irae by both Berlioz and 

Saint-Saëns. First, Liszt was impressed by the first performance of the Symphonie 

Fantastique in 1830. In addition, because of Berlioz’s macabre and grotesque images, Liszt 

ascribed the subtitle, “Paraphrase on Dies Irae” to the title of his new work, Totentanz, in 

1849. Liszt transcribed a substantial number of orchestral works, songs, such as German 

lieder, and instrumental works by many composers, as well as his own works, and other 

composers’ works for the piano or for the piano and orchestra. One of the reasons for these 

countless arrangements was that these transcriptions enabled him to fully display his 

ingenious compositional style and his unique technique as a pianist.205 His massive virtuoso 

devices integrated with his ability to freely improvise in which he transformed the theme or 

motive based on borrowed materials.206 Specifically, his transcription of the fourth 

movement, “Marche au supplice”, from the Symphonie Fantastique, S 470/ R 134-136 was 

more well-received than the original orchestral work when both pieces were performed on the 

same concert.207  

After the premiere of the Danse macabre, Op. 40 written in 1874 by Saint-Saëns, 

which also used the Dies Irae motive, Liszt also transcribed it (the Danse macabre) for solo 

piano. Forrest Irving Wanninger (1962) stated that Liszt “was evidently impressed with the 

dark shades of the somber theme [of the Danse macabre] for he used it in his own 

composition, Totentanz.”208 Totantanz was composed in 1859 and contains a variety of 

transformations of the Dies Irae motive as well as six variations and a coda. Along with 
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Berlioz’s inspiration, Liszt’s work was also influenced by a famous fourteenth-century fresco 

titled the “Triumph of Death” by Francesco Traini.  

In Totentanz, the first two phrases of the sequences predominantly serve as a 

thematic subject throughout. In the introduction, the first statement of the plainsong Dies Irae 

appears in the strings and clarinets, bassoons, trombones, and tubas accompanied by a 

chromatic figure in the solo piano, which leads to musical tension, as shown in Example 3. 5:  

 

 

Example 3. 5: Liszt Totentanz, mm. 1-8 
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In the short first variation, the cellos and basses play the Dies Irae motive over the 

accompaniment of the strings and bassoons. In the second variation, as shown in Example   

3. 6, the solo piano, especially the bass notes of the piano, takes over the Dies Irae theme 

with sixteenth-note passages in the right hand and splendid glissandos: 

 

 

Example 3. 6: Liszt Totentanz, Variation II 
 

 

In the third variation, the plainchant melody is announced by bassoons and basses with 

reduced note value. The solo piano emphasizes the theme that is elaborated in dotted figures, 

first in the low register and afterwards in the upper register. In the fourth variation, the Dies 

Irae theme is played by the solo piano in canonic form with counterpoint, as shown in 

Example 3. 7: 
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Example 3. 7: Liszt Totentanz, Variation IV 
 

 

After the contrapuntal figure of the solo piano, the solo clarinet enters in the middle of this 

variation. The clarinet then sings the liturgical theme accompanied by solo piano, as shown in 

Example 3. 8: 

 

 

Example 3. 8: Liszt Totentanz, Variation IV 
 

 

The fifth variation in a rapid tempo begins with the solo piano, which plays the Dies Irae 

theme with repeated notes in fugato form, as shown in Example 3. 9:  
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Example 3. 9: Liszt Totentanz, Variation V 
 

 

The theme is freely transposed in both the solo piano and strings and is embellished with 

chromatic figures and key changes. The last variation starts after the cadenza, with various 

transformations of the Dies Irae motive. The dramatic ending is elaborated with full orchestra, 

brilliant glissandos, and extended chromatic passages. Susan Jeanne Woodard (1984) 

describes Liszt’s virtuoso compositional features as “a constant display of power, sudden 

shifts in dynamics and articulations, a strongly articulated staccato touch, patterns of off-beat 

accent at fast tempi, and contrasting material alternating the demoniacal with the expressive 

and poetic.”209 A wide variety of the percussive techniques of the piano is required to elevate 

the dramatic mood and to build up a climax in a rapid tempo. The heroic and triumphal 

characters also appear in the transformation of the theme. 

The large-scale work, Totantanz, includes all of these various characters through the 

full thematic use of the Dies Irae motive. The broad composition displays all the 

combinations of Liszt’s imagination and his virtuoso piano writing based on the Dies Irae 
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motive with various representations. His use of the first four notes of the melody later 

inspired Rachmaninoff. Although Rachmaninoff’s first exposure to Totentanz has not been 

clearly found, he might have known the work through his cousin, Alexander Siloti, who was 

a student of Liszt. Siloti revised Totantanz and published his revision in 1911.210 

Furthermore, Rachmaninoff performed Totantanz three times as a conductor with Siloti as the 

soloist between 1902 and 1904. Thus, it is likely that Rachmaninoff was influenced by the 

Dies Irae of Liszt. 

3.1.4 Sergei Rachmaninoff: Expressing a Fear of Death 
 
 In addition to Rachmaninoff’s performances of Symphonie Fantastique and 

Totentanz, his conducting of Night on Bald Mountain by Modest Musorgsky, which was to 

some degree influenced by Totentanz, brought Rachmaninoff a major step closer toward 

employing the Dies Irae melody. Three common features also appear throughout these three 

works: “the suitability of the Dies Irae for depicting the fantastic, the potential for virtuoso 

keyboard figures, and an identifiable four-note motive.”211 Thus, it is likely that 

Rachmaninoff would have recognized the Dies Irae motive’s expressivity very clearly and 

would have imagined the Dies Irae quotation within his own musical style. He has been 

noted by scholars as one of the composers who frequently employed this plainchant melody 

in their compositions. Rachmaninoff’s works, which contain the Dies Irae motive, have often 

delineated the somber, macabre, and diabolical images, which he further elaborated on in 

splendid and virtuoso writing, which originated from his brilliant pianistic art.  

Isle of the Dead, Op. 29 

Before starting work on The Isle of the Dead, Rachmaninoff noted he might “soon go 

to the Devil.”212 In fact, he constantly struggled with depression, which made him deeply 
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aware of death. When he was young, his poor health often plagued him. In particular, a brain 

fever during his youth sometimes did not enable him to work on any musical activities. This 

period of inactivity endangered Rachmaninoff both physically and psychologically. He 

became obsessed with the idea of sudden death. However, overcoming this, a few years later, 

he used the Dies Irae theme to symbolize death.213 What is more, he was also very afraid of 

the dark, being alone, raindrops, mice and rats, and so on. He even believed that ghosts lived 

in his dark attic. He expressed once, “how can I explain why I am afraid in the daytime when 

I am alone?”214 Thus, his compositions such as The Isle of the Dead and The Bells, reflect his 

fears and thoughts of death. His depressive emotions strongly relate to the Dies Irae motive. 

Furthermore, his use of this thematic application based on the plainchant melody creates a 

unity throughout each piece. Joseph Yasser, who was a musician, music theorist and author 

and a friend of Rachmaninoff, described Rachmaninoff’s acquaintance with the Dies Irae 

fragment: “he began to tell me that he was then very much interested in the familiar medieval 

chant, Dies Irae, usually known to musicians (including himself) only by its first lines, used 

so often in various works as a ‘Death theme.’ However, he wished to obtain the whole music 

of this funeral chant, if it existed (though he wasn’t sure of this). He also asked about its 

origin—without offering a word of explanation for his keen interest in this.”215 

Rachmaninoff effectively utilized the Dies Irae chant melody throughout a considerable 

number of his works, with a wide variety of musical applications. When it came to his 

compositional style, he stated that each of his musical outcomes became better when his idea 

was more definite and concrete.216  

One of the representative examples of Rachmaninoff’s interest in the Dies Irae 
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motive was The Isle of the Dead, composed in 1908. This work was inspired by the painting 

of the same title by Arnold Böcklin. Rachmaninoff first saw a black and white reproduction 

of the famous painting in the summer of 1907, and was fascinated by it. Even later he 

preferred the reproduction rather than the original. He pointed out, “I was not moved by the 

color of the painting. If I had seen the original first, I might not have composed my Isle of the 

Dead. I like the picture best in black and white.”217 According to Patrick Piggott (1974), in 

this “atmospheric picture he found everything he needed: somber shadows; a sense of the 

presence of death and of the mysteries beyond it.”218 At this time, Rachmaninoff was 

extremely stressed due to the anxiety of the offering of twenty-five concerts in the United 

States.219 He received the Glinka Award in 1904 with a cash prize of five hundred rubles as a 

result of the huge success of his Piano Concerto No. 2. However, he felt considerably more 

pressure because he was still not satisfied with his writing, especially with his second 

symphony. He revised his Symphony No. 2 and premiered the work as conductor in 1908. It 

was well-received, and the masterpiece brought a second Glinka Award. However, 

Rachmaninoff still struggled with the fear of death, and was afraid to the point that he 

discontinued his musical activity at this time.  

Even in this psychologically unstable condition, Rachmaninoff embarked on the 

symphonic poem, The Isle of the Dead. Thus, this masterpiece reflects his psychological 

status at this time. In this piece, Rachmaninoff implied endless silence and loneliness, an 

isolated feeling around a wide and calm ocean, and a fear of lifelessness with the fitting 

application of the plainchant motive.220 Writing about The Isle of the Dead, Piggott (1974) 

pointed out, “The ‘Dies irae’ motive and the ‘theme of life’ battle desperately together; there 

is a final, and even more hectic, climax, followed by an extraordinary passage in which the 
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words ‘Dies irae’ seem to be muttered by a host of mysterious voices.”221 In the beginning, 

muted cellos and harp depicted the gentle sound of waves. The Dies Irae melody was then 

played by the oboe after the introduction.  

Like Liszt, Rachmaninoff transforms the Dies Irae motive and develops the melody 

as the work unfolds in various ways to achieve musical tensions and emotions. He builds up 

dark moods through long pedal notes, frequent uses of the low registers, and descending and 

ascending chromatic passages, which are all based on the four notes of the Dies Irae motive. 

The motive is varied in both diminution and augmentation as the piece progresses. 

Rachmaninoff modifies the Dies Irae throughout each piece, but sometimes does not allow 

the listener to identify the familiar figure in its new transformations. Malcolm Boyd, a British 

author, calls it “the appearance of the Dies Irae borderline.”222 Thus, it is not always clear 

whether the chant material was intentionally used or not because of various modifications, 

transformations of the melody, and reduced, expanded rhythmic patterns. Moreover, his use 

at times of only a few notes from the plainchant Dies Irae motive makes it especially hard to 

recognize. The figure is often mutated throughout the piece. The musical configurations 

enrich Rachmaninoff’s colorful harmonies and embellish his splendid melodies.223  

At the end of the piece, the clear statement of the melody appears and provides the 

listener with a hint about the borrowed material. Piggott (1974) describes this section, writing, 

“the boat glides to it mooring; there is a last warning echo of the ‘Dies irae,’ and then, as the 

dark cypress grove is entered, there comes a passionate outburst which expresses the 

departing spirit’s last reluctant farewell to the earthly joy and sorrows it is leaving 

forever.”224 This musical device transmits Rachmaninoff’s imaginative message. His last 

statement of the Dies Irae motive reveals his interest in the Dies Irae motive to create a 
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mysterious mood. This effect reminds listeners of the old plainchant melody and then 

gloomily fades away. The old plainsong motive and its musical transforming appears again in 

his other works. The quotation of the Dies Irae theme, which Rachmaninoff inserts at the end 

of these works, always increases musical intensity and reminiscence. 

The Bells, Op. 35 

 A substantial number of Rachmaninoff’s works included the musical influence of 

chants, which derived originally from the traditions of the Russian Orthodox Church. Sergei 

Bertensson and Jay Leyda stated that “since January of 1895 all of Rachmaninoff’s energies 

and hopes had been concentrated on a symphony based on traditional chants of the 

Russian/Eastern Orthodox Service.”225 Since his childhood, Rachmaninoff was highly 

fascinated with the sound of church bells. In particular, he was fond of the sound of bells 

ringing the four notes at Saint Sophia Cathedral in Veliky Novgorod. His grandmother, 

Madame Boutakova, went to the cathedral church with Rachmaninoff on special feast days. 

The ringing of Saint Sophia’s bells made him imagine human tears. Similarly, in his Suite No. 

1 for two pianos, in the third movement titled “The Tears” Rachmaninoff included the four 

notes of the sound of the bell, as he also did in his opera, The Miserly Knight.226  

In his four-movement choral symphony, The Bells, composed in 1913, Rachmaninoff 

employs the sound of bells, but in a different way. The Bells depicted the life cycle of human 

beings through the four movements, titled: “The Silver Sleigh Bells”, “The Mellow Wedding 

Bells”, “The Loud Alarm Bells” and “The Mournful Iron Bells.” Subsequently, each 

movement implies “birth, marriage, terror, and death”, respectively.227 The bell in each 

movement portrayed a different bell and its symbolic meaning: silver – birth, gold – marriage, 
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brass – terror, and iron – death.228 Along with the bell, the Dies Irae frequently appears both 

thematically and symbolically in this piece.  

The atmosphere of the work is varied, ranging from the joyous to the somber because 

each movement illustrates each different picture of the four aspects of human life. The 

Scherzo first movement recalls fairy tales. Rachmaninoff’s usual dark mood is also found 

here. In the end of the first movement, the statement of the Dies Irae motive occurs. The 

quotation of the Dies Irae causes musical unity because it links to the second movement. The 

second movement begins with the four-note Dies Irae motive played by the violas. The 

strings then take over the familiar Dies Irae material in reduced note value, as shown in 

Example 3. 10:  

 
 

 

Example 3. 10: Rachmaninoff The Bells, 2nd movement 
 

 

The second movement contains Rachmaninoff’s signature dark and heavy 

atmospheres. This fragment of the chant frequently appears throughout the second movement 

in both the choral and instrumental parts. In the dramatic third movement, the Dies Irae 

occurs in the low strings and woodwinds.  

The most impressive use of the Dies Irae comes toward the end of the third 
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movement. The borrowed material is used as accompaniment and sometimes sung by the 

chorus. The sound of the bells reaches a climax and adds its weight. The appearance of the 

Dies Irae seems to serve for uniformity with the previous movements. Unlike the first three 

movements, in the fourth movement, Rachmaninoff attempts a modification of the Dies Irae 

by changing the rhythmic figure, and adding contrastingly upbeat or gloomy texts to the Dies 

Irae fragment. The Bells ends with the same key in which it had opened. Throughout the 

entire work, the familiar four-note chant motive generally serves as a thematic material. 

However, Rachmaninoff does not employ a complete statement of the Dies Irae melody. The 

important role of the chant fragment is to create musical unity and to connect each movement. 

Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, Op. 43  

 In addition to the familiar melody of Paganini’s twenty-fourth, and last, caprice, the 

Dies Irae material plays a pivotal role in being a counter-melody to the theme of Paganini 

and building up the harmonic structure. Unlike Berlioz and Liszt, Rachmaninoff does not 

often employ the full statement of the Dies Irae melody. However, he seems to imagine the 

standard idea of the Dies Irae when he works on this piece. The variations, which contain the 

Dies Irae motive, illustrate an “evil spirit.”229 The other variations, which do not include the 

Dies Irae material, describe different images such as love and Paganini himself. The first 

appearance of the Dies Irae is in the seventh variation, as shown in Example 3. 11:  
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Example 3. 11: Rachmaninoff Paganini Rhapsody, Variation VII 
 

 

The eight measures of the Dies Irae are played by the solo piano in thick texture and are 

connected with the Paganini theme as the variation unfolds. The light texture of bassoon and 

strings accompany the diminution of the opening motive. The second use of the Dies Irae 

motive occurs in Variation X sounded by the solo piano part with simple rhythmic figures. 

The rhythm of both the Paganini theme and the Dies Irae material is modified in 

augmentation or diminution by the strings, bells, tuba, harp, and trombones.  

Rachmaninoff describes Variation XIII as “a conversation between Paganini and a 

woman.”230 The Paganini theme is frequently played by flutes, clarinets, piccolo and so on. 

The Dies Irae motive appears in the strings and symbolizes the evil spirit. Rachmaninoff also 

uses the Dies Irae material as a counter-melody, especially in Variations XXII and XXIV. 

The solo piano plays the various modifications of the Paganini theme and the quotation of the 
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Dies Irae is sounded by the brass.231 In the last variation, the Dies Irae motive represents an 

emotional outburst as if Rachmaninoff proclaims the last memory of the piece at the dramatic 

ending. Piggott (1974) demonstrates that “the terrifying old chant might very easily have 

been allowed the last word, but the conclusion of this unique work is as unusual as it is witty: 

the piece ends, not with the crash of bravura, but with a last mocking snatch of Paganini’s 

theme …”232 The main role of the Dies Irae motive throughout this work is to depict the 

image of an evil spirit rather than to simply serve as thematic material, and always to create a 

tremendous effect aesthetically.233   

Piano Sonata No. 1 in D minor, Op. 28 

 Rachmaninoff composed the Piano Sonata No. 1 with two other of his pieces, his 

Symphony No. 2, Op. 27 and the Isle of the Dead, while staying in the city of Dresden, 

Germany. The three-movement sonata was premiered by the pianist Konstantin Igumnov in 

1908. Thus, this work became one of the few piano works that Rachmaninoff did not perform 

himself at the premiere. This sonata was initially inspired by the tragic play, Faust, by Goethe, 

already discussed above. Igumnov stated that “I learned from him (Rachmaninoff) that when 

he composed this Sonata he had Goethe’s Faust in mind, and that the first movement 

corresponds to Faust, the second to Gretchen, and the third, to the flight to Brocken a 

mountain, and Mephistopheles, which also follows the exact order of Liszt’s ‘Faust’ 

Symphony.”234  

The Faust idea also appears in the Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, which also 

includes the Dies Irae. Although Rachmaninoff becomes less inspired by Faust soon after he 

started to work on the Sonata No. 1, the listener can readily trace the various influences of 

Faust throughout this work. Rachmaninoff confessed that “when composing, I find it of great 
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help to have in mind a book just recently read, or a beautiful picture, or a poem. Sometimes a 

definite story is kept in mind, which I try to convert into tones without disclosing the source 

of my inspiration.”235 This is one of his compositional methods for borrowing. 

Along with the other works, which include the Dies Irae, the reference is related to 

the entire mood of the Sonata No. 1. The Dies Irae fragment plays an important role in not 

only creating a programmatic unity but also as thematic material. In the beginning of the first 

movement of this sonata, the Dies Irae first occurs and frequently reappears. This short 

motive serves as a primary theme and leads toward the recapitulation. A very clear statement 

of the Dies Irae is heard in the third movement. Here, the reference to the Dies Irae first 

starts with contrapuntal texture in both the middle and the lower registers, as shown in 

Example 3. 12:  

 

Example 3. 12: Rachmaninoff Sonata No. 1, 3rd mvmt., mm. 85-87 
 

 

In the development of the third movement, the full statement of the Dies Irae is played in 

simple half note figures. The use of the borrowed Dies Irae creates a cyclic structure that 

adds to Rachmaninoff’s musical color in this piece. 

In conclusion, Rachmaninoff’s use of the Dies Irae motive expressed somber and 
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gloomy qualities in his various works. The depressive emotions symbolized his fear of death 

and reflected his psychologically unstable condition. His interest in the Dies Irae also exerted 

a strong influence on many other composers even in the different periods. In particular, 

Nikolai Karlovich Medtner who, as was mentioned earlier, was a very close friend of 

Rachmaninoff, cited Rachmaninoff’s use of the Dies Irae in his (Medtner’s) Fairy Tale Op. 

26, No. 3. At the end of piece, from sempre piú mosso, as shown in Example 3. 13, Medtner 

wrote the Dies Irae motive: 

 

 

Example 3. 13: Medtner Fairy Tale Op. 26, No. 3 
 
 

The Dies Irae motive is played by the left hand as if Medtner is sending a tender message to 

his old friend, Rachmaninoff. 

3.2 The Four-Note Signature Theme 
 
 Musical symbolism implies extramusical information, which is not explicitly 

recognized in music, but which a composer intends to communicate. Particularly, a musical 

symbol is connected with a certain person, object, or idea and gives the listener a hint, which 

the composer has hidden inside the music. Frequently, the symbolic material repeatedly 
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occurs throughout various works, or even various periods and recalls the past symbolic 

meanings. In other words, the symbolic figure can evoke musical allusions. Thus, musical 

symbolism plays a significant role in linking the different eras of composition and their music. 

Discovering hidden meanings in music aids performers in better understanding and 

interpreting works. In the Baroque era, the great examples of symbolism are found in many 

works by Johann Sebastian Bach. An example of this is his “interpretation” of the four letters 

of his surname as associated with the German note names of the musical scale. According to 

Albert Schweitzer, 

 

In the Weimar days Bach had remarked to his colleague Walther upon the peculiarity 
of the four letters of his name as accounting for the musical aptitudes of the Bach 
family. Walther mentions … that the “Remarque” came from Herr Kapellmeister 
Bach himself. This makes it all the more curious that Bach should have waited until 
the last year of his life before making a fugue on this interesting theme.236 
 

 

Thus, Bach interpreted his surname as being characterized by the following notes: B-flat, 

which is represented by the letter B in German musical notation, A as A – natural, C as C – 

natural, and B – natural, which is referred to as H in German usage. More importantly, this 

presence of the B-A-C-H motive contains a chromatic idiom, which consists of two 

descending minor seconds and an ascending minor third. Kaczorowska states that “a 

quotation-signature evokes, pars pro toto, a concrete personality taken in his or her physical 

and spiritual dimension. By musical means it invokes or ‘adduces’ an individual who for 

some reason or other deserves to be regarded as ‘quotable.’”237 The B-A-C-H motive implies 

the musical symbolism of Bach, and the place where his piece is composed due to the use of 

German notation.238 This formula based on the German musical scale is frequently found in 
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not only Bach’s works but also in the works of composers from later periods, such as 

Schumann, Liszt, and Shostakovich in particular.   

B-A-C-H Motive 

 Bach himself employs the B-A-C-H motive in the third subject of “Contrapunctus 

XIV”, which is unfinished, from the Art of Fugue. Max Graf (1947) asserts that “if death had 

not prevented Bach from elaborating upon this triple fugue, he would have bequeathed to the 

world a cathedral crowned with his name in notes.”239 The Art of Fugue consists of fourteen 

fugues and four canons. Bach’s initials serve as a counterpoint in each four-part fugue. In 

addition to the Art of Fugue, he utilizes the B-A-C-H melody in both his six-part Ricercar 

from the Musical Offering and the Canonic Variations for organ, BWV 769.240  

One common characteristic among these three works is that Bach places the B-A-C-

H theme near the end of the pieces. Thus, Bach seems to sign his autograph with the motive 

at the conclusion of these compositions.241 In addition, he utilizes the B-A-C-H motive in the 

duet aria of the first movement of his Cantata, Du wahrer Gott und Davids Sohn (You true 

God and Son of David), BWV 23; the chorale prelude, Gott, durch deine Güte (God, through 

your goodness), BWV 600 for organ; the last two measures of the chorale prelude (Fantasia 

super) Komm, Heiliger Geist (Come, Holy Ghost, God and Lord), BWV 651 for organ; the 

final bar of the chorale prelude, Komm, Gott Schöpfer, heiliger Geist (Come, God Creator, 

Holy Ghost) (III), BWV 667 for organ; and other compositions. Specifically, regarding the 

last measure of Komm, Gott Schöpfer, heiliger Geist, Thomas Braatz states that “the close 

proximity of the notes vertically and horizontally along with the B-A-C-H motive’s location 

in the final measure of the composition, enhances the probability that this is an intentional 
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musical signature located at the conclusion of a significant work, one that had a special 

importance to Bach.”242 Later composers have also sometimes signed their names in a similar 

way in tribute to Bach and for the revival of his music.  

Due to the difficulty of the arrangement of the B-A-C-H theme, when composers 

sought to utilize it they faced a great challenge to show their contrapuntal ability.243 

Contrapuntal pieces, which were written based on a B-A-C-H figure, could be divided into 

the two fugues: strict fugue and free fugue.244 The strict fugue consisted of borrowed 

material, which came from the subject and countersubject in an original work. On the other 

hand, the free fugue contained new material, which included material found outside the 

subject and countersubject.245  

Thus, the intractable motive affected the creative contrapuntal and homophonic 

styles of later composers. Specifically, the chromatic effect of the B-A-C-H fragment could 

be applied and modified in various styles of contrapuntal movements. This exploration of the 

B-A-C-H motive drew the attention of many composers, especially in the late eighteenth and 

the nineteenth centuries. In the Classical period, composers after J. S. Bach, including some 

of Bach’s sons, and teachers and pupils of Bach and his family, attempted to make a bridge 

between their new works and the B-A-C-H motive, transferring it to the Classical sphere, 

which then continued into the Romantic age. In addition to its use by the nineteenth-century 

composers, the use of the B-A-C-H motive continued to be used into the twentieth century.246  

B-A-C-H in the Twentieth Century 

 In the case of a twentieth-century work, motivic allusion not only served as the 
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medium of a particular image but also affected the musical structure. Dmitri Shostakovich, a 

prominent composer and pianist of the twentieth century, used a considerable number of 

allusions, ideas, and structures from works by many composers of the past in his own 

compositions. Specifically, his Twenty-Four Preludes and Fugues, Op. 87, which consists of 

twenty-four preludes and fugues paired in each major and minor key, and written between 

1950 and 1951, represents the traditional allusions of his predecessor’s work. The piece is 

divided into two groups, alternating preludes and fugues from 1 to 12 and from 13 to 24.  

The Well-Tempered Clavier, which was composed by Bach as a set of forty-eight 

preludes and fugues, served as a special guide to Shostakovich. Lee Johnson (2009) states 

that “the presence of Bach in the music of Shostakovich takes the strongest possible form of 

allusion: it becomes a deep allusion.”247 The Twenty-Four Preludes and Fugues, Op. 87 was 

written in the fugal structure, in which Bach’s writing style became the ultimate model.248 

Similarly, Eric Roseberry asserted that “the model of Bach’s ‘48’ became the means of 

asserting his [Shostakovich’s] creative identity at a mid-way point in it through the Twenty-

Four Preludes and Fugues in 1953.”249 To be specific, the first prelude of Shostakovich’s 

work begins in C Major, which is the same key as that of the opening of Bach’s The Well-

Tempered Clavier.  

In a broader aspect, in the first fugue of Bach, the theme begins on all of the white 

notes of the C-major scale, and, in Shostakovich’s C-major prelude, similarly to Bach’s piece, 

the subject appears on all white notes of the C-major scale as well. In fact, Shostakovich’s 

fugue does not even utilize black notes whereas the fugue of Bach is played on both black 

and white notes. The subject of Bach’s fugue is played in stretto in contrapuntal form. 

Following this, the fugue in Shostakovich’s work also contains a stretto section, which 
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frequently recurs throughout the entire set of fugues.250 Johnson (2009) points out that “the 

presence of Bach in the very method of Shostakovich’s fugue is innate and gives the 

beginning of the later composer’s work its main methodological substance.”251 In other 

words, in Shostakovich’s contrapuntal works, the general structure and creative use of 

counterpoint are highly inspired by the methods of Bach. The music theorist and historian 

Yuriy Kholopov (1995) notes that “Shostakovich, having tasted the temptations of New 

Music in the twenties, deliberately turned thereafter towards the world of traditional forms. 

The point of this path was ‘to be old in a new way’. Many of Shostakovich’s compositions 

are chefs d’oeuvre of modern music in classical-type forms.”252 Shostakovich borrows not 

only the Baroque style’s musical form in the aspect of broad scope and texture but also 

Bach’s idea of a musical signature.  

Although he was a Russian composer, Shostakovich chose the German notation for 

his cryptogram: D-S-C-H, which he formed from the first letter of his first name, Dmitri, and 

the first three letters of his last name in the German spelling, Schostakowitsch. Kristian 

Hibberd (2005) holds that “a ‘signature’ is a ‘framed’ utterance ― one that stands out from 

its surroundings as distinct and complete ― that denotes the presence, at some earlier point, 

of the author.”253  

Shostakovich’s thoughts about his own signature, or even a name or remembrance 

are implied especially in the second song “What is my name to you?” from Four Monologues 

on Texts of A. Pushkin (1952), Op.91:  

 What is my name to you? 
 It will die, like the mournful echo of 
 Waves breaking on a distant shore, 
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 Like a forest sound heard in the night. 
 Leaving only a lifeless trace on 
 The page of memory, like the remnant of  
 A gravestone epitaph, inscribed 
 In an unknown language 
 What is it? Long forgotten 
 In the wave of new storms 
 And disturbances, it brings to your spirit 
 Recollections neither pure nor tender. 
 But on a day of sorrow, in the quiet, 
 Pronounce it with yearning, 
 Say: There is a remembrance of me, 
 I do yet live in one heart in the world.254 
 

Shostakovich seems to argue with himself about recollection and the genuine meaning of a 

name. He uses his D-S-C-H motive as his signature in his works as Bach had.  

Concerning the musical aspect of his signature, in several of his works, the D-S-C-H 

motive played a crucial role in thematic transformation and motivic material. For 

Shostakovich, the four-note acronym served as a musical symbol heard in various 

permutations, such as in the second movement, Scherzo, of his Violin Concerto, No. 1, Op. 77. 

What is more, the four-note cryptogram was combined with his symbolic idea, a Jewish 

theme. In this Violin Concerto, Op.77, which was an autobiographical work, the D-S-C-H 

motive appeared with Jewish tunes, which were well-known as being Jewish melodies. 

Shostakovich wrote this piece during the post-war years between 1947 and 1948 in Soviet 

Russia and dedicated it to the famous Soviet violinist, David Oistrakh. Sofia Moshevich 

(2004) asserted that “Shostakovich interweaves Jewish themes with his D-S-C-H monogram. 

It is difficult to overlook” “Oistrakh.” The work “was written when anti-Semitic 

discrimination and harassment were on the upswing in the Soviet Union, and Shostakovich 

himself” (though he was not Jewish, note by M.J.L.) “was being persecuted as a 
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cosmopolitan enemy.”255  

In this violin concerto, Shostakovich expresses this motive as “the figure of the 

persecuted Jew.”256 In the third movement, the two themes reoccur in a further modified 

shape during the large cadenza section. Indeed, this work resembles the last movement of his 

Piano Trio No. 2 in E minor, for violin, cello and piano, Op. 67, which also contains Jewish 

melodies. The Jewish theme of the last movement is also used in the second movement of the 

String Quartet No. 8 in C minor, in which Shostakovich’s musical signature D-S-C-H 

pervasively appears in all five movements of the piece. The String Quartet No. 8 is also 

subtitled as “to the victims of fascism and war.” Thus, the D-S-C-H motive serves as not only 

his musical signature but also as the symbolization. Later, Alfred Schnittke, who admires 

Shostakovich, composes his Prelude in memory of Dmitri Shostakovich, which blends the 

two motives, B-A-C-H and D-S-C-H. 

3.3 Claude Debussy: Conveying Poetry and Nationalism 
 
 Although Claude Debussy, one of the greatest composers in French music, was 

known as a leading figure of Impressionism, he actually complained of the term. He 

expressed this, saying that “I am trying to do ‘something different’ ― in a way, realities 

―what the imbeciles call ‘impressionism’, a term which is as poorly used as possible, 

particularly by art critics.”257 Symbolism simultaneously appeared with Realism and 

Impressionism as a “cultural watershed” in the early nineteenth century.258 In particular, the 

movement of Symbolism flourished in France in the later nineteenth century. Symbolism, 

which flourished in France, was a literary movement led by such writers as Charles 
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Baudelaire.259 Debussy was also inspired by the Symbolist poets such as Verlaine, Mallarmé, 

and Louÿs.260 Debussy attempted to describe poetic texts in his music. Debussy’s friend, 

Paul Dukas, stated that “the most powerful influence on Debussy was that of writers, not of 

composers.”261 During this time, the Symbolist poets included in their works not only visual 

but also auditory, scent and tactile sensations.262 Symbolist writers and painters also avoided 

extreme and excessive emotions. Moreover, the common themes of humanity, such as love, 

religion, and grief were not always the Symbolists’ main aim. Painters no longer used black 

color for a shadow. They added and mixed colors together. Writers expressed visual and 

tactile senses instead of events and personalities. The Symbolists pursued feelings that 

stimulated the sensory reactions. They preferred an implication rather than a clear 

demonstration. They also preferred to be reticent rather than outspoken. They were fond of a 

kind of vagueness of images, thoughts, and emotions. Writers in Symbolism avoided naming 

or defining. They believed that “to name was to destroy, but to suggest was to create.”263  

These aesthetic features were often found in Debussy’s music. Debussy transmitted 

these reticent and obscure sensations in his own unique style, as the Symbolists did. He 

suggested the images and atmospheres throughout pictorial titles rather than illustrating a 

standard story. Instead of repeating a theme clearly, he attempted to depict fleeting moods 

and blurred feelings as Symbolist writers did. Like painters in Symbolism, he did not provide 

a stereotype or outline of music. He allowed listeners to imagine and perceive their images.  

As such, this is the reason why each descriptive title of his Préludes is shown at the 

end of each prelude. After the music first is heard as a pure music, Debussy suggests a 

description. Each title illustrates art, poetry, natural scenery, and so forth. His close friend, 
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René Peter, speaks of this, writing that, “to judge by his works, and by their titles, he is a 

painter and that is what he wants to be; he calls his compositions pictures, sketches, prints, 

arabesques, masques, studies in black and white. Plainly it is his delight to paint in music.”264 

His compositions frequently describe not only literature but also painting instead of music 

itself. Debussy writes in one magazine: “I wanted from music a freedom which it possesses 

perhaps to a greater degree than any other art, not being tied to a more or less exact 

reproduction of Nature, but to the mysterious correspondences between Nature and 

Imagination.”265 He does not define a nature in his music. He attempts to suggest landscape 

through and within music.  

     Debussy conveys visual images and poetic sources in his music. Charles Morice 

relates that the “external nature and the internal imagination of the artist (whether painter, 

poet, or musician) combine to form the work of art” in which “the artist in some way alters, 

even distorts, reality to find a higher truth. This is the essence of Symbolism and an idea 

central to the thought of Debussy.”266 Debussy depicts the emotions that he feels, sees, hears, 

smells, and touches.267 He also blends these emotions with his musical techniques in his 

music. His teacher, Émile Durand, who is a professor at Paris Conservatory, states that “with 

his feeling for music and abilities as an accompanist and sight-reader, Debussy would be an 

excellent pupil if he were less sketchy and cavalier.”268 Debussy combines the features of the 

old musical sources and the new compositional sources. 

 In his Préludes, Debussy also borrows from the pre-existing genre of the prelude and 

writes twenty-four short pieces in which each work has a poetic title, as just mentioned. The 

music genre of the prelude originates in ancient music. It possesses a kind of introductory and 
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improvisatory style. In the seventeenth century, composers added the prelude to the 

beginning of a suite or before a fugue. In the Romantic period, this genre developed highly, 

such as in Chopin’s twenty-four Préludes. In addition to this pre-existing genre, and the 

modal scales and harmonies, which Debussy frequently uses, is the harmonic structure of 

Gregorian chant. Debussy creates an oriental atmosphere with pentatonic scales.269 What is 

more, he utilizes organum, which, as discussed earlier, comes from the Middle Ages.270 This 

blending of modality effectively expresses seemingly intangible impressions and also 

Debussy’s musical color. For instance, “Des pas sur la neige” (Footprints in the Snow), 

which, as mentioned earlier, is the sixth piece from Préludes Livre I, includes an ostinato and 

pedal point in contrapuntal writing.271 He employs not only these technical devices, but also 

a musical signature, which Bach does. In the piece, “Des pas sur la neige” (Footprints in the 

Snow), the opening syncopated rhythm in the left hand contains the first two letters of his 

name, D and E. The third initial of Debussy, B flat, appears in the next measure in the right 

hand, as shown in Example 3. 14:  

 

 

Example 3. 14: Debussy Des pas sur la neige, mm. 1-3 
 

 

In German key notation, B flat is referred to by the letter B, as mentioned earlier. Debussy 

does not engrave his full name in this piece. The three letters of his name are a hidden 
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signature. Debussy does not repetitively reveal his name such as Bach at times does. He 

cautiously implies the first three letters of his name because he wants his music to sound 

immediately as a pure music.  

 As a representative composer in Impressionism and Symbolism, Debussy is highly 

affected by the French national arts and aesthetic appeal. Under these influences, his music 

implies the styles of national French character and pictorialization. Debussy’s visual illusions 

and patriotism in his musical language are displayed in “Feux d'artifice” (Fireworks), 

Préludes Livre 2, No. 12. He describes not only the splendid sounds and images of fireworks 

but also the atmosphere of fireworks. In the beginning, the alternation of white notes in the 

left hand and black notes in the right hand depicts “the sizzling of a fuse.”272 What is more, 

he reflects his patriotic enthusiasm throughout this piece, and particularly at its conclusion, 

when he quotes the French national anthem, “La Marseillaise”, as shown in Example 3. 15:  

 

 

Example 3. 15: Debussy Feux d'artifice 
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The title Fireworks refers to the annual celebrations on Bastille Day, July 14, which is the 

French holiday commemorating the destruction of the Bastille in 1789 during the French 

Revolution. Both the themes of this piece and “La Marseillaise” are in C major. The two C 

major themes conflict in the long D flat – A flat tremolo in the left hand. The piece represents 

Debussy’s clever blending of pre-existing materials and his own unique musical language. 

Christopher Reynolds (2003) asserts that “if composition involved the symbolic use of 

motives, then the choice of symbols directly affected the music in a way that for a composer 

could not be separated. … a symbol is what it represents. The choice of symbol could 

therefore have determined the motive.”273 Debussy shows his creative visual feats of illusion 

and pianistic virtuosity throughout this piece.   

3.4 Chapter Summary 
 

In conclusion, composers identify themselves by using their own special musical 

language in order to reveal their significance as an “inventor” or a “creator” in their works. A 

musical signature symbolizes a composer as himself or herself in particular and serves as a 

musical medium, which delivers the mood of a piece and the particular idea of the composer 

throughout each work. To be specific, the application of the musical motive Dies Irae in a 

work represents a depiction of the subject of death and creates a somber and macabre 

atmosphere. Rachmaninoff employs the Dies Irae motive in over forty-five pieces, which are 

a third of his compositions. His uses of the Dies Irae theme not only imply the mood of the 

music but also stand for his musical signature.  

In addition to presentations of the Dies Irae, composers often have created their own 

musical signature from their own names and have engraved it in their works. For example, 

the B-A-C-H cipher has become a germinal signature in compositional styles. After Bach, 

many composers who included members of his family, pupils, and many others who admired 
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the old master, retained this four-note tradition. In the twentieth century, Shostakovich 

borrowed not only the structure and texture from Bach but also the idea of representing his 

(Shostakovich’s) signature in German orthography. His musical monogram, D-S-C-H, 

identified himself as the composer of a work and brought an image or a symbol into his 

music.  

Symbolists preferred “transitory emotions” that stimulated the five senses, such as 

seeing a landscape, smelling a flower, feeling the cold wind and so forth.274 Debussy, who 

was highly inspired by writers and painters, reflected these features of Symbolism in his 

music. Specifically, his two piano pieces, “Footprints in the Snow” and “Fireworks”, display 

not only his blending of the old and the new but also his patriotic enthusiasm. Musical 

Symbolism therefore conveys Debussy’s particular meanings and images and affects the 

entire form of the piece. Hence, symbolic allusion intersects and bridges the boundaries of 

different time periods. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE USE OF MUSICAL BORROWINGS AS A TRIBUTE 

 
Composers express their utmost respect to a specific figure or a specific innovation by 

using a quotation in their music. The new work, which is written for another composer, 

reflects the personal values of its composer. Not only for the composer who pays homage, but 

for the composer who is honored, the borrowed, pre-existent material sheds new light on the 

new musical feature. Therefore, borrowed music from another composer means a musical act 

of homage and a musical remembrance. Any allusions also can dramatically reveal a 

composer’s imagination and inspiration beyond the works of predecessors.                    

Christopher Reynolds (2003) asserts that “composers, no less than artists and writers, have 

employed various strategies for honoring themselves, their patrons, friends, and loved 

ones.”275 The interaction in music between the different time periods is indispensable for 

artistic creativity.  

A considerable number of works are written based on a theme by another composer or 

contain pre-existing material such as a motive or structural form from a composer who is 

admire. Sometimes, composers reveal their tribute first in the title of their compositions, such 

as in Debussy’s Hommage à Rameau, which is the second piece from Images, Livre I, Robert 

Helps’s Three Hommages: Hommage à Fauré, Hommage à Rachmaninov, Hommage à Ravel, 

and so forth. Moreover, composers can modify the pre-existing theme they borrow and write 

a set of variations, such as the Diabelli Variations by Beethoven and Brahms’s Variations on 

a Theme by Haydn, Op. 56. As was discussed earlier, composers sometimes engrave a 

spelling of a name in their work in order to illustrate a particular person whom they admire. 

Specifically, nineteenth-century composers recognize well that Bach sometimes inserts his 

name in his works and uses it as a musical motive. Therefore, the use of a cipher from Bach 
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presents a musical challenge to later generations of composers.  

      The scope of a musical quotation or borrowing for homage is varied, ranging from the 

Baroque to contemporary pieces. Sometimes, allusions restrict the musical structure of a genre 

because the borrowed-material references also play a role in the new work’s musical 

framework, such as the style and structure of the piece.276 Thus, understanding the 

interactions between the old and new pieces allows the audience to be aware of connections to 

works outside the new work and to recognize the older work that is being reinterpreted.  

4.1 Thematic Tributes to Johann Sebastian Bach in the Nineteenth Century 
 
 Robert Schumann, the well-known composer of the Romantic era, was highly 

interested in Bach’s letter-pitch equation. Malcolm MacDonald (1990) pointed out “the 

Romantic enthusiasm for symbolism stimulated afresh the possibilities of musical ciphers, 

and no composer was more passionately devoted to them than Schumann, whose love of 

codes and cryptograms found its way into the very structure of his music.”277 More 

importantly, Schumann learned many of his musical ideas from Bach, although they did not 

live in the same period. Schumann continued his love of Bach after he married Clara Wieck. 

They were very enthusiastic about developing Bach’s ideas and studied his music with an 

utmost respect. Their marriage diary indicated how much they admired Bach’s musical 

language. Clara stated that “we have started with the Fugues of Bach from The Well-

Tempered Clavier; Robert marks those places where the theme always returns―studying 

these fugues is really quite interesting and gives me more pleasure each day.”278 They 

studied Bach together daily, especially Bach’s masterful counterpoint from The Well-

Tempered Clavier.  

Schumann did not officially experience a music education. His writing of the fugues 
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derived from Bach’s language.279 Specifically, he began to work on the Six Fugues on B-A-

C-H, Op. 60, in which he was not only influenced by Bach’s contrapuntal style but also the 

letters of the name BACH. In fact, Schumann’s use of musical permutation could be traced 

back to his earlier pieces; The Variations on the Name “Abegg” Op. 1 represented the 

surname, Abegg, of either a fictitious friend, Meta Abegg, or possibly of the countess, 

Pauline von Abegg, and his Carnaval Op, 9 used an anagram, A-S-C-H, which represented 

his own name and the name of the city, Asch, where his then fiancée Ernestine von Fricken 

came from. In addition to these two works, Schumann encoded the letters G-A-D-E, which 

derived from the name of his Danish friend and composer, Niels Gade, in Nordisches Lied 

from Album for the Young, Op. 68.280  

Schumann experimented with the idea “What’s in a name” throughout his 

compositions, as Bach had musically deciphered the letters of his surname in his works.281 

Schumann’s Six Fugues on B-A-C-H, Op. 60 is based on the B-A-C-H motive, and 

demonstrates combinations of contrapuntal and homophonic writing, which could be found in 

the Baroque period.282 However, in Schumann’s Fugues, the musical character is different 

compared with Bach. For example, Schumann’s subject sounds much more Romantic and 

high-powered. The range of the contrast between the dynamics and the mood is extended in 

his writing. The subject’s recurrence musically unifies the entire work within chordal 

accompaniment. This successful work based on the B-A-C-H motive contains a considerable 

number of motivic combinations in Schumann’s own style of fugue writing. Klaus Trapp 

(1958) stated that “the BACH fugues are Schumann’s ‘Kunst der Fuge’ (The Art of Fugue) 

… The fugues follow the prototype of J. S. Bach in the retention of a theme for the entire 

                                                             
279 Michelle Rasmussen, “Robert and Clara Schumann, and Their Teacher, J. S. Bach” EIR Culture (2010), 41. 
280 Robinson, 34. 
281 Smith, 10.  
282 Robinson, 39. 



 

 106 

cycle and in the consecutive fugues without preludes.”283 Thus, Schumann combines the 

Baroque style of fugue writing with the musical language of Romantic counterpoint. His 

fugues become a musical departure for extended fugal structure in freer and more Romantic 

styles.  

In Schumann’s work, the B-A-C-H motive possesses a central importance in the 

beginning of each subject, and determines the character and the mood of the phrase.284 

Hence, the traditional method of the use of the borrowed material unifies the work and serves 

as a motivic junction.285 What is more, Schumann’s use of pedal point, which frequently 

accompanies the subject, creates a harmonic foundation. His use of pedal point generates 

musical tension and emphasizes the texture. Later, Mendelssohn is influenced by the concept 

of this organ point.286  

 Just as Schumann had, Felix Mendelssohn paid his respects to Bach in the early 

nineteenth century with a sense of awe for the great master by using Bach’s musical ideas in 

his works. Mendelssohn also wrote a work based on the B-A-C-H theme, though the 

manuscript did not survive. His engagement with the B-A-C-H motive could be traced back 

to his organ concert in 1840.287 He improvised on the B-A-C-H theme at the end of his 

concert just as Bach had signed his name at the end of his works. Schumann recalled the 

organ concert: 

Mendelssohn finished the concert with a fantasia of his own, when he displayed the 
fullest glory of his art: if I am not mistaken, it was based on a chorale, with the text 
‘Head, stained with blood and wounds,’ into which he afterwards introduced the 
name Bach and a fugued movement, rounded to such a clear and masterly whole, that 
if printed it would have appeared a finished work of art.288 
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His improvising reopened another effective revival of the forgotten master. What is more, in 

1829, Mendelssohn created a sensation by conducting Bach’s great work, The Saint Matthew 

Passion, at the Berlin Singakademie.289 Through other successful “revivals” in his concerts, 

Mendelssohn obtained a reputation as not only a conductor but also a composer who 

stimulated the musical rebirth of movements of the past. 

Franz Liszt lived in Weimar for thirteen years from 1848 and inspired a great interest 

in German music. He also became one of the important figures in the New German School 

although he was born in Hungary. Specifically, his work, Präludium und Fuge über das 

Motiv B-A-C-H, caused a revival of Bach’s music, as Mendelssohn had earlier. The work was 

a fantasy for organ and was composed in 1855, which was ten years after Six Fugues on 

B.A.C.H., Op.60 by Schumann. Liszt later arranged Präludium und Fuge über das Motiv B-A-

C-H for solo piano in 1871.The piece was written based on the B-A-C-H motive, but Liszt 

transferred the idea into a flamboyant Romanticism by adding his brilliant virtuosity and 

applying his musical ingenuity. Hector Bellman expressed that “this fantastic piece 

epitomizes the strengths and the weaknesses of full blown romanticism: It is brilliant, 

unstable, full of sudden climaxes and equally sudden calms, violently extroverted moments 

turning to deeply pensive withdrawals.”290 More importantly, the two descending minor 

intervals, which create a chromatic sound, are well-matched with Liszt’s writing. Blair 

Johnston considers that “the Prelude and Fugue is Liszt’s most thoroughly chromatic essay 

up to that point.”291  

In this work, the B-A-C-H motive is frequently repeated in massive diatonic chords 
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as the piece unfolds. What is more, he uses extended diminished chords, which causes his 

unique sonorities. This piece contains the extreme changes of tempo from Andante to Allegro, 

dynamics from the pianissimo to triple forte, and moods from sotto voce to maestoso. His 

uses of rhythm and harmony mainly unfold in homophony. The motive and subject are 

connected in counterpoint.292 This fugue based on the B-A-C-H exploitation does not seem 

to occupy a large part of the work compared with Schumann’s work on the B-A-C-H motive, 

discussed above. Klaus Trapp (1958) described the work as “pseudo-fugue.”293  

In this work, Liszt shows his creative ideas with the use of the traditional motive. His 

improvisatory scope incorporates the old material within the contrapuntal writing. He was 

actually aware of the previous works that utilized the B-A-C-H motive. As with so many 

other composers, Bach’s compositional style served as a model for Liszt’s music. In 

particular, Liszt’s use of the harmonies in the fugue resembles Bach’s chromaticism, such as 

the descending semitones of the B-A-C-H motive. In addition, Liszt extends the structure of 

the fugue form.294 He modifies the four-note motive in various ways, but all his 

manipulations unfold in the fugue. His treatment of the fugato subject and thematic 

relationships in the fugue is similar to the Baroque style, especially Bach’s writing.295 The 

formula B-A-C-H appears in the end of the fugue, just as Bach sometimes left his “fingerprint” 

in the conclusion of his works. Liszt’s imaginative idea of using the former motive in this 

work greatly inspired twentieth-century composers and encouraged the participation in the 

revival of Bach. 

4.2 A Circular Relationship in Brahms’s Music 
 

One of the most representative and leading composers in the Romantic period, 

Johannes Brahms, embraced music of the past by modelling his music after his predecessors. 

                                                             
292 Robinson, 69. 
293 Trapp, 107. 
294 Blair Johnston. 
295 Trapp, 68. 



 

 109 

He also linked his music with music of the present by borrowing from his contemporaries. 

His music demonstrates a musical correlation of the past and present. Specifically, his 

musical borrowing from his precursors and contemporaries implies surrounding events and 

moods. An American musicologist, Leon Plantinga, states that “the process of creation fuses 

musical and non-musical components in an indefinable way: external factors affect the 

composer’s soul, and the moods of the soul or psychological states are then conveyed through 

his or her music.”296 Brahms’s musical allusions contain his psychological reaction that 

conveys his particular mental states in response to surrounding events. The well-known 

relationship between Brahms, Robert Schumann and Clara Schumann is one of the examples 

that demonstrates his psychological moods and homages to particular people. 

Brahms’s music was intertwined with the musical admiration between Brahms and 

Robert and the close “circle” relationship among Brahms, Robert and Clara. In 1853, the 

twenty-year-old Brahms met Robert and Clara in Düsseldorf. Robert and Clara were highly 

impressed by the young Brahms’s music.297 Robert described Brahms as “destined to give 

ideal expression to the times.”298 When Robert attempted suicide, Brahms stood by Clara. 

Helping and consoling Clara, Brahms deeply fell in love with her. Brahms’ passion for Clara 

burned more after Robert died in 1856. Only a few weeks after Clara’s death in 1896, Brahms 

began to become ill as well. Brahms died less than one year later.299 Kathleen Dale described 

this relationship: 

Brahms’s utter devotion to Clara had originated in his gratitude and his sense of 
responsibility to Schumann who had so generously launched him upon his career, but 
it had subsequently developed from a different source. After sharing Clara’s daily 
life for many months, Brahms remained with Clara during Robert’s illness and 
experiencing countless opportunities for admiring her courage and the extreme 
nobility of her character, he had fallen deeply in love with this beautiful woman … 
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Even as early as December he had written to her that he was “dying of love for you,” 
and this emotional tension continued until after Schumann’s death.300 
 
 

Although Brahms’s romantic love for Clara was undoubtable, it was not reciprocated by her. 

When these significant events happened in Brahms’s life, he composed his two early 

works, the Piano Concerto No. 1 in D minor, Op. 15 (1858) and the first version of the Piano 

Trio in B major, Op. 8 (1854). In both these two pieces, Brahms quoted the beginning 

passage of the sixth song from An die ferne Geliebte (To the distant beloved), Op. 98 by 

Ludwig van Beethoven. Brahms inserts the opening phrase of Beethoven’s song in the fourth 

movement of the Trio in B major, Op. 8 and in the second movement of the Piano Concerto 

No. 1 in D minor, Op. 15, as shown in Examples 4. 1, 4. 2, and 4. 3: 

 

 

Example 4. 1: Beethoven An die ferne Geliebte, Op.98/6, mm. 8-11 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Example 4. 2: Brahms Piano Trio in B Major, Op. 8, 4th mvmt., mm. 104-110 
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Example 4. 3: Brahms Piano Concerto No. 1, Op. 15, 2nd mvmt., mm. 15 - 19 
 

 

The text of Beethoven’s song describes one lover begging another to sing a song every night. 

This romantic reference from Beethoven was closely related to the relationship between 

Robert, Brahms and Clara. While composing the Piano Trio in B major, Op. 8, Brahms heard 

the news of Robert’s attempt at suicide.301 The quotation of Beethoven in Brahms’s pieces 

was closely associated with Robert. This was largely because Robert used the same phrase of 

Beethoven’s song at least four times in his own works: in the first movement of the Fantasie 

in C major, Op. 17; in his song, Süßer Freund; in the fourth movement of the String Quartet 

No.2, Op.41; and in the second movement of his Symphony No. 2, Op. 61.302  
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What is more, Brahms’s borrowing from Beethoven also related to Clara. While 

composing his Piano Concerto No. 1 in D minor, Op. 15, he wrote a letter to Clara, stating, “I 

am painting a gentle portrait of you which will then be the Adagio.”303 Beethoven’s melody 

appears in the second movement of Brahms’s Piano Concerto No. 1 in D minor, Op. 15, 

Adagio. Brahms’s borrowing from An die ferne Geliebte (To the distant beloved) in the Piano 

Concerto No. 1 in D minor, Op. 15 and the Piano Trio in B Major, Op. 8, which related to 

Robert, was also romantic and suitable to represent his emotions toward Clara, because the 

text in Beethoven’s song described a “hopeless” circumstance. Moreover, there was another 

reason why Brahms borrowed a passage from An die ferne Geliebte. Before Brahms’s use of 

this quotation, Robert had first inserted this passage of Beethoven in the first movement of 

his Fantasie in C major, Op. 17, written in 1836: 

 

 

Example 4. 4: Schumann Fantasie in C major, Op. 17, 1st mvmt., mm. 295-300 
 

 

Robert wrote to Clara “the first movement may well be the most passionate I have ever 

composed — a deep lament for you.”304 Thus, Brahms’s allusion to his friend, Robert, was 

tied to his circumstance and his contemporary life. More importantly, the romantic inspiration 

of Brahms was revealed by his use of Beethoven, who was also important to Robert and 
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Clara. 

 Brahms’s music, which was affected by his external circumstance, portrays particular 

people who surrounded him and produces a magnificent homage. Kenneth Ross Hull (1989) 

states that “the music of Brahms resonates with echoes from the past, echoes that embrace 

through both a broad spectrum of historical style periods and a wide variety of musical 

means.”305 The usage of musical borrowing in the Piano Concerto No. 1 in D minor, Op. 15 

and the Piano Trio in B Major, Op. 8 creates an intimate relationship between the past and 

present. The passage by Beethoven that both Robert Schumann and Brahms used was closely 

related to their musical approach and inspiration. Brahms inserted the beginning phrase of 

Beethoven’s song cycle in order to represent his “distant beloved” although he knew that 

Schumann quoted the same passage in his Fantasie in order to allude to his love, Clara. 

Brahms expressed his homage to Robert by borrowing the same phrase, but secretly sent a 

tender message to Clara. The allusion served as a medium of depicting particular people. 

Brahms’s borrowing of his predecessor’s predecessor demonstrated his early compositional 

maturity.   

4.3 Stylistic Tributes to Ludwig van Beethoven in Tsontakis’s Ghost Variations (1991) 
 

The major work, Ghost Variations, written by an American-born composer George 

Tsontakis, reflects Beethovenian reminiscences. The key theme in this piece not only recalls 

a “ghost” as the title indicates but also reminds us of another musical giant, Beethoven. As 

the pianist Stephen Hough believes, this piece recalls “memory … dreams; and a play within 

a play.”306 Tsontakis, who is a highly active contemporary composer and conductor, has 

composed several well-known pieces that possess musical allusions to many other composers 

whom he admires. These include the Ghost Variations, which uses a Mozart theme, his piano 
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concerto Man of Sorrows, which refers to Beethoven’s last quartet and the Diabelli 

Variations, his own Claire de Lune, which is a symbolic homage to Debussy, and Four 

Symphonic Quartets, inspired by T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets. A critic, Richard Scheinin, notes 

that “Tsontakis has taken his own path. You don’t hear Minimalist pulsing in his music. You 

don’t hear the turn-back-the-clock yearnings of Neo-Romanticism. Instead, you hear a 

connection to Messiaen’s stasis and spaciousness, to Webern’s concision, to Beethoven’s 

way of spinning cells of material ― melodic gestures and figurations ― into large-scale 

organic structures.”307  

The Ghost Variations in particular represents Tsontakis’s viewpoint about artistic 

reminiscence in terms of musical structure, inspiration, and use of melodic phrases. Of all his 

compositions, Tsontakis’s Ghost Variations (1991) is a piano work of outstanding 

significance. His unique compositional style, including his harmonic language, melodies and 

his musical themes, is reflected in this work, which reminds us of a musical style he embraces 

in the mid-1980s. Moreover, Tsontakis’s compositions stand virtually unrivaled today in the 

manner in which they extend the development of unique tonalities and traditional formal 

structure in music.  

 The Ghost Variations consists of three movements. Although the piece is entitled 

“Variations”, the form of this piece does not follow a traditional variation structure. 

Moreover, Stephen Hough, who first recorded the work, points out that the word “Ghost” in 

the title is used in a different sense, as it invokes the spiritual experiences of one’s memory 

and dreams.308  

In this piece, Tsontakis also borrows the theme of the third movement from the 

Piano Concerto in E-flat Major, K. 482 by Mozart, as shown in Examples 4. 5 and 4. 6:  
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Example 4. 5 George Tsontakis Ghost Variations, 1st movement 
Reprinted by permission of Carl Fisher, LLC. 
 
 
 

 
Example 4. 6 Mozart Piano Concerto in E-flat Major, K. 482, 3rd movement 
 

 

Mistaking this theme as Beethoven’s, Tsontakis has earlier remarked, “when I thought of 

using the Mozart E-flat Piano Concerto theme in the work, which I had already begun, I 

actually thought it was a Beethoven theme.”309 Tsontakis’s comment reflects his deep 

affinity with Beethoven’s musical style. Indeed, he composed the Ghost Variations after his 

String Quartet No. 4 (1988), which also closely resembles Beethoven’s themes and style.310 

As American composer Steven Stucky observes, “George Tsontakis, eschewing the popular 

altogether, has instead been conducting an idiosyncratic but highly sophisticated conversation 

with the shade of Ludwig van Beethoven.”311 In other words, the title of “Ghost” implies 

another “ghost”, which refers to and captures the musical spirit of Beethoven himself. The 

first movement presents several musical characteristics of Beethoven by creating and 
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sustaining a strong tension between chords and maintaining an intense atmosphere 

throughout the piece. For example, in this movement, when Beethovenian harmonies and the 

rich masculine energy of thick heavy chords emerge, Tsontakis utilizes suggestive words 

“increasing in mass…”, “pushing ahead impulsively…”, “broaden; quasi maestoso”, 

“robust!”, “intense.”   

In 2006, the Cypress String Quartet presented a “Call and Response” concert series, 

in which the quartet performed Beethoven’s last two string quartets and Tsontakis’s String 

Quartet No. 5 at the Yerba Buena Center for the Arts in San Francisco. Joshua Kosman, a 

noted music critic from the Chronicle writes: 

  

Hearing the piece after Beethoven’s last two string quartets helped underline the 
similarities -- Tsontakis begins with bare octaves that are a direct cop from 
Beethoven, and his blend of chorale-like textures and floating counterpoint harks 
back to the expansive slow movements of Beethoven’s late period. The catch is that 
Beethoven’s slow movements tend to occupy the inside of longer works, flanked by 
more vigorous outer movements. Tsontakis’s two slow movements, standing alone, 
sound naked and unprotected.312 
 

According to Hough, the Ghost Variations represents contrasting psychological 

elements such as passionate devotion and “dissipation, clear-sightedness”, and “hallucination, 

and firm purpose and aimlessness.”313 Tsontakis considers these contrasting elements in his 

music as representative of a dialog between East and West. According to him, Greek music 

has a “connection from the East”, but the “driving element” in his music as he aptly puts it, 

mirrors Beethoven.314 Uses of tritones and major chords describe these contrasting ideas. All 

three movements start with a tritone and end in a major tonality. The first movement ends in 

B-flat Major while the endings of two scherzi are in A-flat Major. In terms of key 
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relationship, Tsontakis states “I never thought about what ‘keys’ the movements ended in. 

They just got to that point ― but I do like the warmth of A-flat major for the endings and the 

fact that the highest ‘C’ is the median of an A-flat chord. But the last ‘variation’ is G Major 

against the A-flat ― until it goes off the keyboard into ‘the afterlife.’”315  

The first movement consists of a theme and six variations in free fantasy structure. It 

is followed by two scherzi. According to Hough, the fantasy section depicts three musical 

ideas: a semi-aleatoric section, which implies a rolling of dice; a gradual intensifying with a 

syncopated triplet fanfare motive; and a jagged motive based on broken chords and fourths.316 

These three features raise tensions and elevate intensity in progression. The Mozart theme 

erupts during the highly-elated intensity of the first movement. Tsontakis describes the entry 

of this theme as appearing “gaily, but, at first, beneath the aura of what came before; 

emerging.”317 Right after the chromatic and fast sixteenth notes with subito fortissimo, 

Tsontakis’s instructive words on the Mozart theme arouse a sense of humor. The first 

movement ends with a B-flat major chord with resonating vibrations.  

Following the first movement, Tsontakis inserts two scherzi into movements two and 

three as a tribute to Beethoven, who often presented second movements in scherzo form 

during his late period. The second and third scherzi in the Ghost Variations also parallel the 

way in which Beethoven’s later compositions feature the scherzo, and how he gives this form 

a pivotal role in the musical structure of many later works. Tsontakis compares the first two 

movements of his Ghost Variations to “Beethoven-like scherzos”, which he thinks capture 

elements of the composer’s unique style, such as the “tremendous energy and drive, but not 

aggressively so powerful.” Indeed, the scherzo plays a key role in imparting meaning and 

depth to the work of Beethoven. Likewise, Tsontakis emphasizes its compositional structure 
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by utilizing two scherzi that become “the cornerstone of his building.”318 The first movement 

scherzo begins with broken octaves. The first scherzo concludes with plucked chords, where 

Tsontakis instructs the performer to play the sound “hollow, as if into an abyss.”319 In terms 

of rhythmic structure, the second movement features a considerable number of syncopations, 

effectively creating musical characteristics similar to jazz and folk styles. 

The third and last movement of Ghost Variations begins with a theme inspired by the 

third movement of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Op. 13, as shown in Example 4. 7: 

 

 

Example 4. 7 George Tsontakis Ghost Variations, 3rd movement 
Reprinted by permission of Carl Fisher, LLC. 

 

 

This third movement alternates between a duple meter and the compound meter. Regarding 

the rhythmic figures in this piece, Tsontakis frequently uses dotted figures, especially in 

places such as the climax and the final reappearance of the Mozart theme, as shown in 

Examples 4. 8 and 4. 9:  

 

                                                             
318 Stephen Hough, 2. 
319 George Tsontakis, 43. 
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Example 4. 8 George Tsontakis Ghost Variations, 3rd movement 
Reprinted by permission of Carl Fisher, LLC. 
 

 

Example 4. 9 George Tsontakis Ghost Variations, 3rd movement 
Reprinted by permission of Carl Fisher, LLC. 
 

 

Tsontakis confesses that these dotted rhythmic figures are related to Mozart as well. He states 

that they are allusions to “Masonic themes and [musical] tendencies by Mozart…”320 

Mozart’s music shows the strong influence of Masonic themes, which originate from the 

Masonic ceremony in which the candidate knocks three times at the door and asks permission 

to enter. Tsontakis directly writes “knock” on the score when the dotted rhythm and the 

Mozart melody appear in the last page of the third movement, as shown in Example 4. 9.  

In the Ghost Variations, the features of the Masonic elements are less virtuosic, less 

ornamented than the Gallant style of the eighteenth century, and express semiotic meanings. 

For this reason, the theme of Beethoven’s Sonata Op. 13 is transformed into compound meter. 

These rhythmic figures emerge in not only the last movement but also in the Mozart theme. 

                                                             
320 George Tsontakis, email message to author, April 21, 2014. 
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The triplet rhythm is sometimes expanded into fours and then contracted into two. However, 

the Ghost Variations is not entirely an imitation of the work of Mozart and Beethoven. For 

instance, in contrast to Beethoven’s Sonata Op. 13, in which the right hand leads to the 

melody and the left hand accompanies, both hands often play the same melodies and rhythms 

in the Ghost Variations. Moreover, the accents, which he inserts, bring syncopated sounds. 

Tsontakis uses long pedals from the beginning of the last movement. While the keys in the 

last movement of Beethoven’s sonata are dark and heavy, they become lighter and faster in 

the Ghost Variations. Unexpected uses of subito and sforzando create a sense of humor.  

At the climax, Tsontakis uses chorale-like chords that are highly reminiscent of 

Beethoven’s harmonies. Within an established tempo that has been marked to be played as 

“weighty, profound” the left hand continuously plays a ground-bass until the end of the piece 

where the last variation is played on the wood of the piano frame. In the closing remarks, 

Tsontakis writes, “the player ‘runs out’ of keyboard, and knocks on the piano’s outermost 

wood frame, to the right of high C, with the knuckles, creating a sharp but ‘delicately eerie’ 

sound (not a ‘thud’)ˮ321 in the very end of this composition. Hough describes the wood of the 

piano frame as “the ghost’s first appearance in the flesh as it were.”322 

Tsontakis undertook the composition of the Ghost Variations because of a commission 

by the Fromm Music Foundation to write a sizeable work for the Soviet-born Israel-

American pianist Yefim Bronman. However, the premiere of the Ghost Variations was 

instead performed by the English pianist, Stephen Hough, who then recorded the work.  

Tsontakis intentionally uses both the Mozart theme and Beethoven’s musical ideas as 

representative of memory, dreams, and the spirit in the Ghost Variations.323 The title, 

“ghost”, embodies allusions, which Tsontakis intends, and plays a key role in describing 

                                                             
321 Ibid,. 64. 
322 Stephen Hough, 2. 
323 Ibid., 2. 
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musical reminiscences. Tsontakis emphasizes the structure of Beethoven by adding two 

scherzi. In addition to the musical structure, he inserts similar harmonies and counterpoints 

from Beethoven. However, the Ghost Variations possibly possesses more variety of 

borrowing because the piece borrows musical ideas from Beethoven, while bringing in 

Tsontakis’s own colors and ideas. Tsontakis creatively integrates Mozart’s Masonic themes 

and Beethoven’s stylistic intensity. In the process of the Ghost Variations’ integrative style, 

Tsontakis invents a novel and meaningful composition.  

4.4 Chapter Summary 
 

In conclusion, composers simultaneously use their inventions and re-inventions of the 

pre-existing materials. Thus, a new work consists of the pre-existent sources and newly 

invented ideas. The borrowed sources often derive from a great master of the past, who is a 

favorite of a present composer. Brahms expresses that a melody in a variation is that on 

“which I build my stories.”324 Thus, composers imply their “story” by utilizing a particular 

motive or quotation. For example, in the Piano Concerto No. 1 in D minor, Op. 15 (1858) 

and the first version of Piano Trio in B major, Op. 8, Brahms borrows the same phrase, 

which Robert Schumann had first referred to in his Fantasie, in order to express his romantic 

feelings for Clara. Brahms’s usage of a passage from Beethoven’s An die ferne Geliebte 

represents not only his homage to Robert but also his secret message to his distant beloved, 

Clara. His musical borrowing from Beethoven connects his past and present musical 

expression.  

Moreover, one can trace the very significant effects of Bach’s music through the way 

in which composers have utilized the B-A-C-H motive in different musical periods. Thus, the 

application of this old motive unites both the past and the present in music.325 In addition to 

the particular enthusiasm of nineteenth-century composers for Bach’s music, composers 
                                                             
324 Reynolds, 163. 
325 Sharp, 11. 
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continue to honor the great master still today.  

In another example of borrowing, in Tsontakis’s Ghost Variations, the Mozart theme 

that he uses symbolizes an homage to Beethoven because Beethoven is Tsontakis’s favorite 

composer. Even though in this piece the melodic material comes from Mozart, Tsontakis 

embodies Beethoven’s inspirations that symbolize the spiritual memory of the ghost in the 

piece. Therefore, listeners need to evaluate how differently composers use musical ideas from 

others and how they develop them throughout their own pieces.  

Furthermore, in addition to musical quotation and images, composers consciously 

borrow musical structure from others. For instance, in the Ghost Variations, Tsontakis 

utilizes the structure of the scherzo, which played a more important role in Beethoven’s late 

period of composition, in order to highlight the style of Beethoven. Consciously, what 

Tsontakis intends is to imply Beethoven and Mozart’s images, develop their works’ musical 

similarities and reconstruct the pre-existing sources toward his new composition. Concerning 

the aspect of using a pre-existing material, Schumann asserts that “why does it happen that so 

many characters only display their originality after they have looked to others for support? 

Like the great Shakespeare himself, who, it is well known, found much of the material of his 

plays in novels and works of older writers.”326 

The interaction between an earlier work and a later work generally stimulates artistic 

creativity. The works discussed in this chapter embody musical allusions harmonically, 

melodically, and structurally. Overall, Tsontakis’s work expands on his musical possibilities 

of the predecessors and reaches a new height of artistic re-creation and value.   

 

                                                             
326 Reynolds, 101. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 In the science fiction film, Interstellar, the protagonist, Joseph Cooper, was able to 

travel through a wormhole and later discover the tesseract, both of which were created and 

put there by fifth-dimensional beings to help with the survival of humanity. The tesseract, 

which was located within a black hole called Gargantua, provided a fifth dimensional space 

in which time was dilated to the point where all of the key events in the childhood of 

Cooper’s daughter, Murphy, intersected. As such, the tesseract enabled Cooper to 

communicate into the past at points in time when Murphy was still a child. In this way, the 

role of music acts like a tesseract, opening a channel of musical communication between the 

reminiscent past of existing music and the imaginative present of contemporary composers. 

Composers carefully choose the pre-existing reference, which contains in itself a musical 

connection between the old work and the new work. Musical borrowings that composers 

utilize transcend time and space. Composers use musical borrowings not only to convey a 

specific meaning, but also to pay homage to their predecessors. In this way, the old sources 

are constantly renewed with new meanings. 

According to a scholar Mary Sharp (1979), composers’ use of pre-existing musical 

materials ties the different time periods together, creating a sense of awe toward the past.327 

This sentiment is shared by the contemporary composer George Rochberg, who states that he 

“came to realize that the music of the ‘old masters’ was a living presence, that its spiritual 

values had not been displaced or destroyed by the new music.”328 In general, composers 

often choose pre-existing materials that are musically and aesthetically related to their work. 

The common sources tend to include folk tunes, church music, and national anthems. In 

                                                             
327 Sharp, 11. 
328 George Rochberg, “Notes to String Quartet No. 3,” With The Concord String Quartet, recorded in 1973, 
Nonesuch Records H-71283, compact disc. 
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many cases, using such appropriate and familiar pre-existing melodies is a valuable 

opportunity for composers to increase their musical appeal to their audience. For example, 

both Romantic and twentieth-century composers employ J. S. Bach’s “signature” B-A-C-H 

theme as part of a musical challenge to incorporate the motive in a contrapuntal style. In 

particular, the use of the B-A-C-H motive has become a standing tradition that was initiated 

by J. S. Bach’s admirers, which include Franz Liszt, Robert Schumann, Felix Mendelssohn, 

and Dmitri Shostakovich. As such, the musical eras of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

are linked by the tradition of composers borrowing the pre-existent material and reabsorbing 

it into new works.  

 Musical borrowings can be used to deliver particular expressions or meanings that 

composers can feature openly or keep concealed in their music. The borrowed musical 

material can symbolize a specific event, figure, or image, and composers may provide hints 

to reveal their intentions for quoting the music. For example, French composer Claude 

Debussy inserts a quote from the French national anthem “La Marseillaise” in “Feux 

d’artifice” (Fireworks), Préludes Livre 2, No. 12. This brief quotation represents Debussy’s 

patriotism. The title “Fireworks” refers to the annual celebrations on Bastille Day, which 

commemorate the storming of the Bastille in 1789 during the French Revolution. Similarly, 

in his “Des pas sur la neige” (Footprints in the Snow) from Préludes Livre 1, Debussy 

cautiously engraves the three letters of his name at the beginning. As French Symbolism, the 

three letters are not directly spoken or readily clear, but rather are stated reticently.  

The Russian composer Shostakovich also borrows and adapts the name motive. He 

frequently and clearly adds a cryptogram: D-S-C-H, which represents the first letter in his 

first name, Dmitri, followed by the initial three letters of his last name in the German spelling, 

Schostakowitsch. His recurrent use of the D-S-C-H motive serves as thematic material in 

many of his compositions, creating a motivic unity throughout his music.  
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Additionally, Sergei Rachmaninoff provides yet another example in which a musical 

signature has been borrowed from previous works, and is transformed and modified in a 

composer’s own compositions. In the case of Rachmaninoff, his musical signature does not 

directly translate into the alphabetical letters of his name. Instead, he is known for employing 

the brief quotation of the motive, Dies Irae, which is one of the most well-known melodies of 

the Gregorian Chant. The somber musical style of Rachmaninoff mixes very well with the 

mood of the macabre images conveyed in the Dies Irae, and as such the occurrence of this 

plainchant melody in his music has become a representation of Rachmaninoff’s musical 

signature. The extent of this musical influence can be illustrated by tributes from others, such 

as Rachmaninoff’s close friend, Nikolai Medtner, who quotes the Dies Irae in the end of his 

Fairy Tale Op. 26, No. 3 as a way of paying tribute to Rachmaninoff. Moreover, this 

plainchant motive also symbolizes the “death theme” for many composers. Also, a  

considerable number of works that include this ancient plainsong motive are programmatic in 

nature and depict certain topics such as the devil, death, and witches. Such works contain 

suggestive titles such as Totantanz and Isle of the Dead. In short, the use of musical 

quotations offers a way for composers to engage their listeners, much like an aural riddle 

game of hidden musical quotations used to satisfy an audience’s musical curiosity as well as 

their own.  

 The borrowing from an earlier composer’s works is an act of musical reminiscence 

by the contemporary composer. The musical allusion plays the role of sending a tribute or 

honorary message from the present to a master of the past. For example, Schumann was 

highly enthusiastic in his study of J. S. Bach’s music and as such frequently employed the use 

of counterpoint in his work. Schumann wrote his Six Fugues on B-A-C-H, Op. 60 as a tribute 

to J. S. Bach, in which the B-A-C-H motive features heavily. Furthermore, Liszt, who was 

one of the most prominent composers in the New German School, also composed his 
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Präludium und Fuge über das Motiv B-A-C-H based on the formula of the B-A-C-H motive.  

In another form of tribute, Brahms uses the opening passage of the sixth song from 

Beethoven’s song cycle, An die ferne Geliebte (To the distant beloved) in his early two pieces, 

the Piano Concerto No. 1 in D minor, Op. 15 (1858) and the first version of Piano Trio in B 

major, Op. 8. The text of the song represents Brahms’s limitless unrequited love for Clara. 

However, the quotation was first used by Robert Schumann in his Fantasie in C major, Op. 

17, which depicts his own passionate love for Clara. Thus, Brahms’s borrowing demonstrates 

his homage to Robert with whom he shared a close friendship, and his unceasing love for 

Clara. 

Finally, the Ghost Variations by George Tsontakis was composed as a tribute to 

Beethoven, who is Tsontakis’s favorite composer. According to Tsontakis, Beethoven’s 

music comes across as being some of the most raw and visceral music, and yet out of this raw 

power, Beethoven is able to juxtapose great lyrical beauty. Tsontakis borrows the theme of 

the third movement from the Piano Concerto in E-flat Major, K. 482 by Mozart because he 

had first thought the theme to be composed by Beethoven, not Mozart. The last movement of 

Tsontakis’s Ghost Variations also begins with a theme that is inspired by the third movement 

of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Op. 13. In his Ghost Variations, Tsontakis uses not only 

musical quotations from melodies in Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Op. 13, but also features the 

use of Beethovenesque harmonies, such as the placement of a dominant seventh chord in all 

positions while simultaneously employing a walking bass up and down the scale in order to 

emphasize the passing form of each dominant chord. The characteristics of Beethoven’s 

musical style are echoed throughout Tsontakis’s music. Musical allusions travel through the 

past by borrowing masters’ pre-existing materials.  

As stated earlier in the introductory chapter, this dissertation has set out to investigate 

the practice of employing musical borrowings in Western music. In particular, I examine the 
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reasons and the inspirations behind the uses of particular musical borrowings by 

representative composers in each musical period. Chapter two presents a historical survey of 

this rich tradition, beginning with the earliest documentation of tropes in the eighth and ninth 

centuries, the Notre Dame polyphonic music and motets in the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries, Josquin des Prez and John Dowland in the sixteenth century, transcriptions and 

arrangements in the Baroque period, folk music and variations in the Classical period, the 

extended realm of quotations in the Romantic period, and the musical tensions between the 

pre-existing material and the newly written work in the twentieth century. In chapter three, I 

discuss the symbolic uses of musical quotations such as the Dies Irae motive and composers’ 

utilization of their own musical signature. Finally, chapter four shows the uses of musical 

quotations as thematic and stylistic tributes to the past. As such, the scholarly contribution of 

this dissertation lies in the analyses of compositions, especially of Western music in which 

the presence of musical quotation has been underexamined. Recommendations for future 

research may include examining the hidden themes or motives in compositions in order to see 

how musical ideas have evolved after being quoted through many generations. 

 The practice of musical borrowing over the centuries in Western music has become a 

rich tradition of musical intertextuality. As Busoni asserts, all genres of music are already a 

form of “arrangement.”329 The reworking of the pre-existing sources opens the channel of 

communication between the older and the present composers, and thus, the past music and 

the present music make possible the fluidity of layers of time. In this regard, a quote by 

Luciano Berio captures the rich history of this musical practice particularly well: “We 

compose music but also we are composed by history.” (Berio, 1974)330 

 

                                                             
329 Busoni, 87. 
330 Luciano Berio, “Music, Musicians and Communication: An Interview with Luciano Berio, with the 
Participation of Vittoria Ottolenghi,” in The World of Music 16 (Spring 1974), 50. 
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