
edward top

Expectation and Treatment of Dissonance in 
Wolfgang Rihm’s Third String Quartet 

In his Third String Quartet, as in many of his works, composer Wolfgang Rihm demonstrates 
his fascination with the unexpected. It appears that in order for expectation to be thwarted, 
a passionate, though highly sophisticated level of expectation first has to be established. 
In the second movement, he employs a classical tonal progression to conjure up the 
expectation of resolution, without necessarily fulfilling it. In this article, it is shown how 
the major seventh appoggiatura is used as the driving force behind these expectations in 
the post-Darmstadtian stylistic context of the other sections of the work. To show how the 
major seventh can be employed as the antidote to the appoggiatura, the first of Webern’s Six 
Bagatelles, Op. 9, is briefly analysed.

‘Laughter arises (…) from things contrary to expectation.’1 Although humour might not 
necessarily be what he has in mind, German composer Wolfgang Rihm (b. 1952) would 
no doubt consider laughter as an element of amazement or surprise, and subsequently 
of engagement.2 In many of his works, he has demonstrated a fascination with the 
unexpected. In Kein Firmament (1988), for example, the unexpected is realized in an 
extreme way, where seemingly randomly applied eruptions and explosions shatter the 
predominantly silent form. This emphasizes an important feature of Rihm’s aesthetic: 
isolated musical events are experienced from moment to moment. In the earlier Third 
String Quartet, subtitled Im Innersten (1976), it appears that in order for expectation 
to be thwarted, a passionate, though highly sophisticated level of expectation must first 
be established. The work gives the impression that, rather than simply proceeding from 
moment to moment, there seems to be something linking individual events together. 

‘In tonal music, the present functions as a mobile link between the past and the future 
events. It embodies the sense of expectation (of what is supposed to come or what should 
recur). This is what the mechanism of the tonal development is for, and there is usually a 
whole set of devices (thematic, textural etc.) in tonal music supporting harmony in reali-
zing this function.’3

On the surface, Im Innersten seems to present typically ‘avant-garde’ features such as 
harsh dissonant gestures and – although not as ‘broken’ as Kein Firmament – an open, 
fragmented form. The many gestures containing intervals such as major sevenths may 
at times remind us of Webern. However, despite the atonal surface and the apparent 
formlessness, after repeated listening, an overarching sense of tonal awareness seems to 
make itself felt. Within the fragmented landscape of the piece as a whole, several sections 

1 Aristotle 1987, pp. 44-45.

2 When I heard Rihm speak during the Rihm Woche in 2003 (see note above), the element of the unexpected 

was clearly one of his hobbyhorses.

3 Neytcheva 2001, p. 103.

143dutch journal of music theory, volume 14, number 3 (2009)

 Several statements in this paper are my personal interpretations and translations of those made by Wolfgang 

Rihm during the Rihm Woche in the Musikhochschule Winterthur Zürich, Switzerland (9-15 February 2003).

 With special thanks to Karst de Jong for assisting in preparing this article for publication, and to Lloyd Moore 

for proofreading the English.

TvM_14_#3_november_2009_6.indd   143 09-11-2009   15:49:41



expectation and treatment of dissonance in wolfgang rihm’s third string quartet 

144

appear as tonal ‘islands’ consisting of sequences directly based on traditional functional 
harmony. Could it be that, even in isolated gestures that seem to be anything but tonal, 
the treatment of dissonance and its expected resolution commonly associated with 
tonality has once again been brought into play? Though reminiscent of, for example 
Webern’s Six Bagatelles, Op. 9, for string quartet, major sevenths in Rihm’s quartet seem 
to fulfil a role quite contrary to that appointed by Webern, in that they have regained 
their traditional role of appoggiaturas. In Webern, the major seventh as sound term – a 
word used by musicologist Leonard B. Meyer to describe a musical gesture as a sound 
or group of sounds ‘that indicate, imply, or lead the listener to expect a more or less 
probable consequent event’ – perhaps solely confirms a negation of any sense of tonic 
or hierarchical pitch structure.4 However, in Rihm, the likely consequent event expected 
from a major seventh is resolution. As Meyer writes: ‘the same sound stimulus may give 
rise to different sound terms in different style systems (…).’5 The major seventh can 
therefore be used both as protagonist of atonality and as appoggiatura. The following 
analysis will focus on the behaviour of the major seventh (and its derivatives such as the 
minor second, ninth and diminished octave) and its expected resolution in functional 
harmonic contexts in Rihm’s Third String Quartet. To show how important the stylistic 
context is in determining the role of the major seventh, we will also take a brief look at 
the first of Webern’s Six Bagatelles where the major seventh proves to be the antidote 
to the appoggiatura. 
 In short, elements of the unexpected, amazement and engagement in Im Innersten 
exist because a clear sense of expectation is established. The appoggiatura, with its inbuilt 
urge to resolve, ‘personifies’ expectation in this work. Let us take a closer look at how such 
a feature can be effective in a supposedly modernist work such as Rihm’s Third String 
Quartet.

I. The Work: Features of Tonality in a Post-Darmstadtian Framework
In the post-Darmstadt era of the 1970s, Wolfgang Rihm appeared as one of the 
first composers to bring a new awareness of pre-serial traditions back into musical 
composition. Although Bernd Alois Zimmermann had already incorporated historical 
elements in his pluralistic, but still basically ‘Darmstadtian’ approach in the preceding 
decades, the rather different attitude of Rihm was that his way of working was similar to 
that of action painters: that is, the form emerges in the moment of creation, instinctively 
and with little-or-no pre-planning of structure. Im Innersten – which translates as ‘to the 
core’ or, perhaps better, ‘to the depths of one’s being’ – is a work which refers to traditional 
tonality and its instinctive application in a post-Darmstadtian context. This is what is so 
fascinating about the work for me: how a Darmstadtian methodology with mathematical 
procedures and the rejection of tonality or tradition is now intuitively applied without 
the restrictions that lay at the very heart of it. The use of tonality has become an integral 
part of the style. Martin Wilkening has expressed this as follows:

‘When one listens to, or takes a look at a piece like the Third String Quartet, one can 
see that, despite all the subjective arrangements, this music is ‘evidentiary’, for example 
harmonically: throughout the entire piece there is an inclination towards the eventual con-
clusion in C major, which always sets out from ab and a gravitating as appoggiaturas for 
g – right from the start in bar 1 all through the entire piece. (…) Well, it was a language that 
was discovered whilst composing, but naturally was then continuingly spoken.’6

4 Meyer 1956, p. 45.

5 Ibid.

6 Wilkening 1988, p. 209, my translation.
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The opening movement converges around the note ab as mentioned in the above remarks. 
Harmonically, the first three bars contain a condensed version of the entire structure of the 
work (in so far as ‘structure’ is an appropriate term in the universe of Rihm): ab moves to g which 
resolves onto C major. The second movement is basically divided into two halves; the first 31 
bars are chromatic and bars 32-54 contain functional harmonic progressions reminiscent of 
the slow movement of a late Beethoven quartet including, as we shall see, different appearances 
of the so-called ‘Tristan chord’. Harmonically similar, but on the surface different from the 
opening bars of the first movement, this second half contains the cadential diminution of 
the entire work. The third movement is roughly a mirror of the second movement: it starts 
slowly, continuing the tonality that ended the previous movement, only to abandon it, ending 
fast and chromatic. The fourth movement falls into five sections with alternating tempi. 
It is characterized by stretched-out lines (äußerst gedehnt) played very quietly (sehr ruhig), 
reaching a climax in the third section, again with a clear reference to tonality. In contrast, 
the fifth movement is very brusque, chromatic and multi-layered. As we shall see, the key 
to the appoggiatura thinking in the work can be found in the Zwischenspiel, despite the fact 
that it is a static interlude consisting of just three sustained clusters played senza tempo. The 
closing movement is a through-composed piece consisting of different, seemingly non-related 
sections in different tempi. The harmonic curve of the entire work finds its climax around bar 
88 of this closing movement with a passionate violin solo that is harmonically guided by a 
stretched-out cadence leading to C major.

II. The Role of the Appoggiatura
The kind of tonal writing associated with nineteenth-century ‘pathos’ is at the core (or 
perhaps even better ‘im innersten’) of the musical language of this quartet. This is clearly 
demonstrated by Rihm’s quotation of the ‘Tristan chord’ in the second half of the second 
movement (Example 1). 

Vc.

Vla.

Vln. II

Vln. I

44

© 1978 Universal Edition A.G., Vienna/UE 16638. Reprinted by permission.

Example 1
‘Tristan-chord’ progression in the second movement of Im Innersten.
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In bar 44, a half-diminished seventh chord appears on f # with an appoggiatura on b 
that resolves onto a in the first violin. The e then becomes an appoggiatura resolving 
into d # on the last beat in the second violin, creating a diminished seventh chord in first 
inversion. This chord enharmonically resolves onto a G dominant seventh chord in third 
inversion in the next bar with an appoggiatura on c resolving onto b in the first violin. 
The second violin moves to harmony note f via passing note e. Another half-diminished 
seventh chord, this time on e, moves to a diminished seventh chord on the final beat of 
bar 46, after which Rihm diffuses the Tristanesque environment into a diatonic (though 
non-functional) harmony in bar 47. The conscious decision to refer to such an iconic 
archetype whose harmonic drifting is characterized by the appoggiatura, and the fact that 
it is seamlessly incorporated in this movement, confirms Rihm’s motivation for using the 
appoggiatura elsewhere in the piece.
 Though a powerful element in tonal music, the force of the appoggiatura, establishing 
tension between dissonance and its resolution, also features in the atonal sections of 
Im Innersten (for example in the opening movement). Because resolution is expected, 
non-resolution is turned into the unexpected; consequently, non-resolution creates in 
the listener the element of surprise. Therefore, the tonal sections of Im Innersten could 
be regarded as prototypes for the function of the appoggiatura in the atonal sections. 
In the (tonal), ‘Tristan’ atmosphere of Example 1 the appoggiatura mostly appears as a 
minor (and sometimes as a major) second, but in the atonal environments it seems to 
occur mostly in its inversion, the major seventh. To further support the idea of expected 
resolution in Im Innersten, in the following sections I will start from the bottom with 
the issue of non-resolution in the Zwischenspiel, working my way to the top through the 
traditional resolution of major sevenths in the second movement and their relevance in 
the atonal context of the first movement. In order to show how the major seventh can 
appear as a force contrary to how the appoggiatura operates, I will briefly analyse the first 
of Webern’s Six Bagatelles.

III. The Zwischenspiel: Absence of Expectation
The Zwischenspiel has a clear and simple form and is the only ‘movement’ of the quartet 
where the tension associated with expected resolution is absent.7 Also, the interaction 
of the harmonies can be regarded as a model for how the appoggiatura acts in other 
movements. This short interlude has three sections: two pending diatonic clusters form its 
middle section, while each of the two outer sections consists of a chromatic cluster. These 
two outer clusters will be distinguished as cluster 1 and Cluster 2 respectively (Example 
2). Cluster 1 is built up of two of the same pitch-class sets – a fifth apart on g and d – 
each of which contains three minor seconds: g - a b- a - bb and d - e b - e - f.  Cluster 2 is a 
harmonic contraction of cluster 1, with two of the same pitch-class sets a fourth apart on 
g# and c#: g# - a - bb- b and c# - d - eb- e. 
 Despite the fact that these clusters are as densely chromatic as it is possible to be, 
their realization shows none of the harmonic tension that is usually associated with such 
dissonance. Cluster 1 is scored in such a way as to ‘comfortably’ suit the string instruments. 
All four play a different perfect fifth, lying easily under the players fingers: g - d is played 
by the second violin, ab- e b by the first violin, a - e by the viola, and the cello plays bb- f. 
Tension and relaxation are, as it were, combined within one single harmony.
 When the independent voices of the pending clusters in the middle section are 
considered in isolation, it can be seen that each instrument is playing an interval of a 
minor second: the violins play descending semitones, f - e in the first violin and eb-d in the 

7 This is not the case when it is heard in the context of the entire quartet, where its withdrawnness creates a 

contrast and it does conjure up tension and expectation of a different order. But this is the kind of expectation 

I do not wish to discuss further at this point.
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second, and the viola and cello play ascending semitones, g - ab and a - bb respectively. The 
first note could be regarded as a leading note or appoggiatura followed by its resolution. 
This is a misleading conclusion, though, since the first diatonic cluster does not have 
the same tension as the second: there seems to be no real need for resolution. This near 
absence of tension distinguishes the Zwischenspiel from the rest of the work, amplified by 
the fact that these two clusters only remain pending (resolving onto each other perhaps) 
in distinct motion until the moment where asynchron werden calls for them to become 
non-synchronized. The individually moving notes no longer form separate harmonies, 
but have rather become independent, static sound (see footnote 18).  Perhaps this shows 
that the Zwischenspiel could have been the last (or first) movement of the work to be 
composed, as it both contains the appoggiatura-functions of other movements whilst at 
the same time fulfilling another need: in a shrill contrasting way, its stasis condenses the 
anxious drifting of the previous movements and the conclusion.

IV. The Second Movement: Expectation in Conventional Harmonic 
Progressions
To show how Rihm applies the appoggiatura in a more conventional way (as in functional 
harmony), the tonal part containing the ‘Tristan’ section of the second half of the second 
movement discussed earlier, can be used as a testing ground. It also provides a miniature 
model of the harmonic arch of the entire work, as mentioned above. This section has 
an introduction that starts with an sfffzp on ab in bar 32, six bars before the actual tonal 
part (Example 3). The ab could be regarded as an appoggiatura that anticipates g, which 
indeed follows four bars later (it is actually already present in the viola’s ascending line 
from bar 32 onwards – this will be discussed in more detail later). The fact that the second 
violin plays an ab again as a neighbouring note to g reinforces this idea. 
 The actual tonal section that follows (bar 38 ff.) opens in C major, which is prepared in 
a very traditional way by using its dominant g in the preceding bars. The progression of the 
underlying fundaments in bars 38-51 is very classical. It is formed by a stepwise ascending 
harmonic sequence, followed by falling fifths: C-F-(E), D-G, E-A, (D)-G-(C)-F, (Bb)-Eb-Ab. 
Rihm employs this classical sequence to conjure up expectation without necessarily fulfilling 
it. For example, resolution onto A after the secondary dominant on E in bar 40 does not 
happen: D follows instead. Towards the very end of the movement the sequence moves further 
to Eb- Ab, but there is no confirmation of a new key, merely a hint of Eb minor followed by an 
indecisive ‘ending’. Just because this is such a basic progression, it clearly shows how expectation 
is intensified when unexpected elements are brought into play.
 Let us now take a look at the treatment of dissonance in this section. In bar 38 the lower 
strings play a C major chord semibreve whilst the first violin has the descending line d - c - 
b. The d is an appoggiatura leading to the ‘tonic’ c. The b passes to the a in the viola, even 

cluster 1 cluster 2

© 1978 Universal Edition A.G., Vienna/UE 16638. Used by permission.

Example 2 
Schematic rendering of the Zwischenspiel with the two diatonic clusters shown pending in-
between the two chromatic outer clusters.
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though there is a change of voices. So there is a substitute resolution in the viola, while 
the first violin jumps up to the g in the higher octave in the next bar. The second violin in 
bar 39 retains the c - e from the previous C major chord which is completed with a g in 
the first violin. At the same time, the cello and viola move up a fourth in parallel motion, 
completing a major ninth chord on IV. The viola then plays an ascending line of a - b - c, 
in which both b and c are non-harmonic passing notes leading to the fundamental note of 
the next E-chord in bar 40. Initially a minor-seventh chord (III degree in C), this E-chord 
is altered to a secondary dominant for VI by the first violin when it moves from a minor 
third g to a g#. The d in the second violin turns it into a seventh chord. What follows instead 
of the expected resolution onto an A-chord, after a rest, is the harmonically unexpected 
D-minor chord in bar 41, with a descending e - d - c in the first violin. We experience this 
as the tonal sequence of bars 38-39: at first I followed by IV9, and now II followed by V7 
(for the ‘Tristan-chord’ passage in bars 44-47; see Example 1). This brief tonal analysis 
shows how non-harmonic notes, appoggiaturas in particular, create a specific character, 
a sense of expectation or, perhaps more accurately, a sense of non-fulfilled expectation. It 
emphasizes the aspect of the unexpected. The ab in the introduction emphasizes (leads to) 
what is already there, the g. The d in bar 38 leads to c, confirming the expected resolution, 
as does the b. The g in bar 40 has two functions: melodically, it is an appoggiatura to 
g#, but harmonically it changes its environment, namely into a dominant seventh chord. 
Subsequently, the g#, as part of the dominant-seventh chord on e, does not resolve, as it 
should, to a as part of either A or F major (Example 3). 
 When these non-harmonic notes are taken out of their harmonic context, we can view 
them as intervals. The b in bar 38, for example, set against the ‘fundamental’ of c, creates 
the interval of a major seventh. The ab in the introduction in bar 36 creates a melodic 
appoggiatura with resolution onto g. The interval is a minor second. The point where it 
becomes relevant for this analysis can be found several bars earlier in bars 32-33. In these 
bars, ab appears in the guise of harmonics in violins and cello above a repeated ascending 
line of g - a - b in the viola. This creates a minor ninth of g - ab and a diminished octave of 
a - ab (enharmonically a major seventh).8 These dissonant intervals remain unresolved, 
unless one views the b that ends each viola line as a resolution (where ab would have to 
be enharmonized to g#). The appoggiatura reveals itself vertically, as a major seventh or 
minor ninth. This could very well happen even in a baroque work, or in (for example) 
the second movement of Ravel’s Piano Concerto in G where the melodic minor in the 
lower voice (sharpened sixth degree) is heard against the harmonic minor in the melody 
(lowered sixth degree). 
 In this section of the second movement of Im Innersten, the two appearances of the 
appoggiatura, played in succession (as melodic gesture) and simultaneously (as vertical 
interval), set an example for similar manifestations in atonal sections of the work. However 
fragmented other movements might seem, the gravitational force of the appoggiatura 
assists in establishing a sense of a tonally-centred foundation.

V. Treatment of Dissonance in the First Movement
In the first movement, just such a foundation drifts around the pitch ab which, as stated 
in the above quotation by Martin Wilkening, forms an appoggiatura to the dominant g if 
we were to consider this a tonal piece in C major. As with the opening of the second half 
of the second movement, the opening of the first movement forms a compressed version 
of the harmonic organization of the entire work, progressing from ab to g in bars 1-2 and 
c in bar 3. Right from bar 1, all instruments accentuate an appoggiatura of ab in the same 
register. This unison resolves into g on the last beat of the bar, which is ‘chromaticized’ 

8 These intervals appear with the addition of one octave (cello), two octaves (second violin) and three octaves 

(first violin).
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Vc.

Vla.

Vln. II

Vln. I

36
3

Vc.
3

Vla.

Vln. II

Vln. I

32 sul pont.
 = 60

in

rit.

sul pont.

in

sul C poco vibr. non vibr.flaut. sul tasto

non vibr.

zartes vibr.
 = 40

sul tasto

sul pont.

© 1978 Universal Edition A.G., Vienna/UE 16638. Reprinted by permission.

© 1978 by Universal Edition A.G., Vienna/UE 16638. Used by permission.

Example 3
The second half of the second movement opening with a cadential resolution to C major in bar 
38. The dominant g is emphasized by appoggiatura ab  in the preceding bars.

Example 4 
Progression from ab  to g and c in the opening bars of the first movement. 
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into a cluster by the two lower strings: f # - g# - a. This chromatic cluster is transformed 
in the next bar into a diatonic (whole-tone) cluster of f # - a b- b b- c. Even though these 
disturbances cloud the tonal centre, a bold resolution onto the ‘tonic’ c is implied in bar 
3 (Example 4).
 Apart from summoning up the spirits of functional harmony, the way the two-
dimensional language in the work is solidly rooted in the modernist tradition becomes 
apparent from the way Rihm manipulates the appoggiatura. One of his manipulations 
consists of several appoggiaturas, or minor seconds in succession exploding over several 
octaves. Earlier examples of this procedure can be found in the first movement of 
Schoenberg’s Three Piano Pieces, Op. 11 (bars 12-13, 35-38, 40 and 42-47); an atonal 
language at the same time crowded with appoggiaturas and octaves.9 In Im Innersten, the 
perceptibility of the appoggiatura as such – for it is a tonal feature – is always apparent 
from the permanent expectation of resolution; whether resolution actually follows is 
irrelevant. 
 In addition to the example of expanding minor seconds over several registers 
horizontally (Examples 7ii, iii, and iv), I would like to identify two other ways in which 
the appoggiatura as minor or major second appears, or is inverted to become sevenths or 
ninths. We have already seen in the ‘Tristan’ example where a pitch is melodically expected 
to descend or ascend, resolving onto the expected harmony note. When this anticipation is 
heard simultaneously with its resolution, it appears vertically (or harmonically), creating 
intervals such as major sevenths or minor ninths. Examples of this were not uncommon 
in the late nineteenth century, as, for instance, the Adagio of Bruckner’s Ninth Symphony. 
In Im Innersten, the melodic appearance becomes clear in bars 5-9, and especially in bar 
6 where the a acts as an appoggiatura to ab, which in turn becomes one for g. Expectation 
of resolution is created because the overall awareness of an ab-environment is established 
earlier, in the opening bars. In bar 7 in the two lower strings, db is an appoggiatura to c, 
which follows in the second half of that bar against the appearance of a c# in the violins 
on the final beat. This c# forms an appoggiatura to the b in the next bar, which, in turn, 
becomes an appoggiatura for bb that follows on the final quaver of the bar. This bb can 
also be seen as an appoggiatura, or perhaps better still, a leading note to b again, which, 
through an appoggiatura on c, is confirmed on the final quaver of bar 9 (Example 5).

9 Opus 11 attests to a clear awareness of tonal memory, as horizontal minor-second gestures can often be 

identified as appoggiaturas. A clear difference can be heard when this early free-atonal work is compared with 

later dodecaphonic compositions in which such pitch gravitation is abandoned.

© 1978 Universal Edition A.G., Vienna/UE 16638. Used by permission.

Example 5 
Schematic graph of appoggiaturas in bars 6-9 of the first movement. 
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The appoggiaturas in this section are not only used melodically, but also appear vertically 
when major sevenths or minor ninths (or their enharmonic alter egos such as diminished 
or augmented octaves) in the different parts coincide. This happens in bar 6 where the a 
in the violins against the ab in the two lower strings forms an augmented octave; in the 
next bar, the c in the lower strings forms the same interval with the c# in the violins; and in 
bar 8, this c# becomes a major seventh on d in the lower strings. In bar 4, the high a in the 
first violin should naturally resolve onto the ab of the second violin (perhaps the ab should 
resolve into a, creating the more likely resolution against the f # in the lower strings), but 
this resolution is not realized. Dissonance that occurs when an appoggiatura is played 
simultaneously with its expected resolution not only raises tension and expectation, it 
also intensifies the level of expression.
 Expression seems to matter to Rihm only when pushed to the extreme, leaving the 
listener dazed. Referring back to the very start of this article, it appears as something 
contrary to expectation. In melodic writing, octaves, or changes of register, are traditionally 
used to heighten expression. Octaves in a melodic line become vertical versions of 
appoggiaturas when they are diminished or augmented to form major sevenths or minor 
ninths, as in the Adagio of Bruckner’s Ninth Symphony. They are still perceived as octaves 
in a melodic line, but do the opposite from what is expected: resolution does not follow 
which intensifies the expression even further.10 The melodic line in bar 31 is an example 
of this: the first violin plays in octaves, starting with the minor ninth a - bb. Because of 
the octaves that follow, it might be expected that this minor ninth would resolve onto 
a perfect octave. However, neither the bb nor the a resolve as expected. Instead, the line 
moves to another octave on bn , completing the melody with subsequent octaves on bb 
and db against a dn  in the second violin part (Example 6). The vertical appearances of the 
appoggiatura (as minor ninths and major sevenths) are treated in place of octaves.

When going to the heart of Im Innersten, the most important aspect of the music cannot 
be found in the score. The expectation raised is achieved through the conventional 
procedures of functional harmony, of the appoggiatura, through the unfulfilled resolution 
of the major seventh. What the composer does instead, thwarting the expectation that it is 
based on these conventional procedures (i.e., leaving major sevenths unresolved, treating 
them as octaves in expressive melodic lines, and placing them in a post-Darmstadtian 
stylistic context), is what makes this work so engaging.

10 The score does not provide any clues about any intervallic system; octaves seem to be either augmented, 

diminished or enharmonized at random.

Vln. II

3

Vln. I

31

© 1978 Universal Edition A.G., Vienna/UE 16638. Reprinted by permission.

Example 6
Melodic line in octaves in the two violins in bars 31-32 of the first movement in which major 
sevenths and minor ninths are treated as octaves.
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‘The background of a composition is both the sum total of the expectations a com-
poser raises in the course of a piece without fulfilling them, and the sum total of those 
unborn fulfilments. The foreground is, simply, what he does instead – what is actually the 
score.’11

The third way in which the appoggiatura presents itself in this movement is in melodic 
leaps expanded over several registers that are subdivided by major sevenths, minor ninths, 
octaves (Example 7iii), or diminished tenths (Example 7ii). Between bars 23 and 28, the ab 
becomes more clearly defined as an appoggiatura. Together with the f# it forms a double 
leading note to g, which, just like a, is an important pitch in the larger scheme of the piece 
as the dominant of c (Example 7i).12

The motif is initially shaped by long note values (Example 7ii), and later in shorter ones. 
All appearances are exploded over three octaves moving in a downward motion. These 
extreme leaps of register, together with the excessive dynamic indications, emphasize the 
tension the major seventh conjures up as an appoggiatura (Example 7). Aspects of the 
appoggiatura other than those related to its role in traditional, functional harmony can 
also bring about a sense of expected resolution. The fact that the major seventh can even 
fulfil a role contrary to expected resolution will be explored next.

11 Keller 1994, p. 123.

12 In Example 5iv another pitch that plays a prominent part in the first movement, a, is added, creating a sense 

of conclusion in this third repetition of the motif.

bb. 23-27

bb. 23-28

b. 27

b. 28

Example 7
The double leading note for g and three applications of its melodic-gestural use in bars 23-28 of 
the first movement. 

Example 7i

Example 7ii 
Violin 1 and 2

Example 7iii 
Violin 1

Example 7iv 
Violin 2

© 1978 Universal Edition A.G., Vienna/UE 16638. Used by permission.
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VI. The Major Seventh as Sound-Term other than Appoggiatura
In order to shed some light on the curious case of the major seventh’s flip side, it will be 
necessary to compare its application in Rihm’s quartet with how it might be used in music 
where an awareness of functional tonal harmony is consciously eliminated, as for example in 
an early atonal work like Webern’s Six Bagatelles for String Quartet, Op. 9.

‘One of the crucial impulses of twelve-note technique (…) was the prohibition on repeating 
any one note before all the others had appeared. A work like Webern’s Bagatelles for String 
Quartet, Opus 9, which does not yet embody the principles of dodecaphony, obeys this injunc-
tion more purely and more rigorously than anything that came later. One argument in favour of 
the thesis that systematization brings about a qualitative change, is that the moment the four 
basic row shapes were fixed, music abandoned the experience which gave rise to them.’13 

As the above quotation by Adorno shows, the Six Bagatelles are highly efficient in their 
rejection of traditional operations like note repetition, and, consequently, a focus on 
particular pitches as would-be tonics.14 In the context of the argument put forward in 
this article, it is quite surprising to see that, instead of emphasizing tonic awareness, as in 
Rihm’s quartet, the major seventh in Webern is employed for its efficacious property of 
dispersing any concentration on specific pitches. There are several reasons why gestures 
consisting of chromatic leaps of major sevenths and minor seconds could not be treated 
as appoggiaturas in the first of the Six Bagatelles:
1.  There is no overall tonal centre to establish a functional harmonic awareness. Therefore 

one cannot speak of ‘non-harmonic’ notes such as the appoggiatura. This is not even 
modified by the pedal-note e which appears as a harmonic in the cello in bars 8-9.15 In 
bar 7, the g in the first violin stands outside of any harmonic or melodic continuum 
as there is no connection of any kind between this g and the g# in the cello, the f in the 
viola or the gb in the second violin. 

2.  The dividing of a line over different voices guarantees a lack of continuity of the kind 
it would have had in a single voice. For example, in bars 1-2, the notes d - eb - c# - c are 
played by the cello, the viola, the first and second violin respectively.

3.  The sense of melodic, horizontal direction, which is an important feature of the 
appoggiatura in tonal music, is often interrupted by pizzicato notes or similar vertical 
articulations (such as the staccato sul ponticello in the viola in bar 2).

Webern’s Op. 9/1 is a free atonal work with none of the strict tetrachordal manipulations 
of the twelve-note rows he used in his later serial pieces. The work shows a clear 
indication of the later Webern, but not without still being linked to music’s recent past 
of functional tonal harmony. This becomes evident in the only instance in this short 
piece where a particular pitch is emphasized: in bars 7-8, the first violin draws particular 
attention to the b with an appoggiatura, or better, auxiliary note c.16 However, as part of 
a sound-aesthetic that is determined to rid itself of any reference to traditional tonality, 
the major seventh in this piece has become a tool with which to break away from any 
tonal gravitational force.17

13 Adorno 1994, p. 283.

14 Webern 1913, p. 3.

15 Incidentally, this feature would not look entirely out of place in the score of Rihm, when the almost brusque 

dynamics sff dim., f dim., and p dim. are taken into account.

16 Webern strongly marks Rihm’s first works. Wolfgang Rihm in conversation with Kirk Noreen and Joshua Cody, 

website ‘The Ensemble Sospeso’, New York, http://www.sospeso.com/contents/articles/rihm [accessed 4 

March 2006].

17 ‘Serialism implies the principle of the homogeneity of chromatic space, while by contrast tonality centers on the 

functional and symbolic hierarchy of the tonic or key note, its dominant and subdominant.’ Born 1995, p. 48.
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VII. Conclusion
As an appoggiatura in tonal harmony, the major seventh draws attention to specific 
pitches whereas in serialism it disperses any concentration on them. In the first, a 
hierarchy is employed whereas in the latter, all pitches are equally important.18 The 
same sound stimulus has, therefore, in Leonard B. Meyer’s words, given rise to different 
sound terms in different style systems.19

 The point of departure in early serialism was to liberate dissonance from its tonal 
context. Each pitch had equal status in the chromatic spectrum, appearing only once 
before a row in which it occurred was repeated. This process of the emancipation of 
dissonance naturally negates the need for consonant resolution. In Webern, for example, 
resolution of dissonance is no longer expected. On the contrary, he avoids it in order to 
liberate his music from the compelling restraints of functional harmony, but at the cost of 
a pitch-related sense of expectation. Rihm does the opposite in his Third String Quartet 
where the sense of a traditional treatment of dissonance in the form of the appoggiatura 
is re-awakened. Tonality is intentionally permitted as an expressive means to strengthen 
the aesthetic of the work; in fact, it has become a compositional parameter. In the less 
obviously tonal sections of, for example, the first movement, the function of the major 
seventh is therefore unambiguous: unlike in Webern where it demagnetizes forces of 
traditional tonality, in Rihm it retains the appoggiatura function related to tonal harmony. 
The highlighting of the appoggiatura by other parameters such as tempo fluctuations and 
dynamic accentuation supports the expected resolution. The lead character thus emerges 
as the major seventh and its derivatives, playing a crucial role in creating a particular, 
although non-systematic, style system.
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