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Historic Proportions: 
A Look at Felix Salzer’s Historical Narrative and

Two Analyses of Ockeghem’s Chanson Je n’ay dueil

Although considered one of the most influential music theorists in the United States after the 
Second World War, little is known about Felix Salzer’s scholarly activities in Vienna during the 
1920s and 1930s. This early scholarship culminated in a book that is today mostly forgotten, 
Sinn und Wesen der abendländischen Mehrstimmigkeit (1935). In this work, Salzer attempted 
to provide a history of Western polyphony based on Schenker’s concept of composing-out; 
in doing so, he challenged many prevailing views of music history. In proposing a history 
using composing-out, Salzer simultaneously devised a historical narrative of ever-increasing 
proportions. This paper discusses the role of musical proportions in Sinn und Wesen and 
examines Salzer’s analysis of one piece, Johannes Ockeghem’s chanson Je n’ay dueil que je ne 
suis morte. Additionally, it compares Salzer’s view of Ockeghem to one proposed by another 
scholar of the time, Otto Gombosi.

Het is geen boek om ‘door te lezen’, wel een waarvan men elke alinea in zich verwerken 
moet…. Evenals het richting-gevend prototype [van Schenker] is ook dit werk onafschei-
delijk [verbonden met] de muziekgeschiedenis. Niet in den zin, dat bepaalde feiten vorm en 
loop van dit handboek bepalen, wel echter het door een groot verleden voorgebrachte.  
De Telegraaf, 6 February 1935

As a musicologist and pupil of Heinrich Schenker living in Vienna during the 1920s and 1930s, 
Felix Salzer set out to write a history of early Western polyphony. The result was his 1935 book, 
Sinn und Wesen der abendländischen Mehrstimmigkeit (The Meaning and Essence of Western 
Polyphony).1 At a time when the field of musicology was largely concerned with questions of 
local stylistic development, Salzer sought a global and more continuous narrative to Western 
music history, one that could connect the music of the Middle Ages and Renaissance to that of 
the Common-Practice Era and even to musical culture of his own time and place.
 Using Schenker’s basic notion of composing-out – that is, the horizontal fulfillment 
of a consonant vertical chord in time – Salzer devised a history of Western polyphony 
based on the ‘pure inner content’ of the musical artwork, an idea he borrowed from the 
nineteenth-century art historian Conrad Fiedler.2 The quote above, taken from a review 
of Salzer’s book in De Telegraaf, points out how Salzer, unlike other historians of his time, 
sought with Schenker’s theories to provide a history of music using the musical content 
of the ‘great past’ (groot verleden), and not with facts like dates, people, and places.3

1 Felix Salzer, Sinn und Wesen der abendländischen Mehrstimmigkeit, Vienna: Saturn-Verlag, 1935.

2 See Conrad Fiedler, On Judging Works of Visual Art, transl. Henry Schaefer-Simmern, Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1949.

3 Though the authorship of the Dutch review is at present unknown, a likely candidate to have written it is John 

Daniskas. A Dutch music theorist active in Holland during the 1930s, Daniskas was aware of Schenker’s 

theories and even knew of Sinn und Wesen, citing it in his book, Grondslagen voor de Analytische Vormleer 

der Muziek, Rotterdam: W.L.&J. Brusse’s Uitgeversmaatschappij N.V., 1948, 50. I would like to thank Paul 

Scheepers and Michiel Schuijer for pointing me to Daniskas’s work.
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With composing-out and a history based on musical content, Salzer argued that the 
development of Western polyphony should be seen not as a series of changing styles, but 
as a single style that began in the twelfth century and reached an apex in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, only to decline thereafter. Though the dangers of such thinking 
are apparent today (Salzer himself came to rethink such a thesis in his later career), he 
raised a number of pertinent questions about the scope of tonality and the methods of 
music history, questions still largely disputed to this day.4

Towards a History of Musical Proportions
In devising a history of musical content based on composing-out, Salzer’s work implicitly 
touches on an important issue: that of musical proportions. By proportions, I am 
referring in a general fashion to the size or dimensions of a musical work, and less so to 
the specific distribution or relation of its various parts. Indeed, there is a close connection 
between composing-out and proportions: since composing-out influences the level on 
which one potentially hears or mentally grasps a piece of music, the nature of a particular 
composing-out subsequently determines the proportions of a piece, whereas the actual 
size of the piece does not. One might ask, how much temporal space does a composed-
out chord occupy, and what proportional relation does this chord have with regard to the 
entire piece? Does it occupy just a few measures? Does it combine with other composed-
out chords in succession, or does it govern a whole composition and subordinate all other 
chords found therein?
 A simple example will better illustrate the issue. Take, for instance, Perotin’s massive 
Organum Quadruplum Sederunt Principes, a work that lasts roughly thirteen minutes. 
From the point of view of composing-out, Sederunt has much smaller proportions than 
Bach’s C-major Prelude from Book I of The Well-Tempered Clavier, which lasts a mere 
two minutes. Why is this? The answer lies in the way Salzer conceives of each work’s use 
of composing-out: while Bach’s Prelude composes-out a single chord that governs all 
subordinate musical activity, Sederunt composes-out a succession of chords, with no one 
chord governing more than a few measures at a time and none of which is connected to 
the next chord. Though somewhat perverse, this example aptly points out the intimate 
relationship between composing-out as a temporal phenomenon, proportions as a spatial 
metaphor, and the listener-analyst who fuses the two in order to comprehend the musical 
processes at play.
 But the issue of musical proportions runs even deeper in Sinn und Wesen. Since 
proportions result from the temporality of composing-out, Salzer’s history of composing-
out is also a history of musical proportions: specifically, a history of ever-increasing 
proportions. As Salzer tells it, composings-out occupy greater temporal spans over the 
course of history, and thus increase the proportions of individual pieces. While works of 
the early medieval epoch exhibit very local composings-out (like those of Perotin), later 
epochs gradually take on greater proportions, with composings-out that govern larger 
sections of music and ultimately whole pieces. Though Salzer himself did not spell it 
out in such terms, one can easily infer that composing-out determines proportions, and 
proportions increase throughout history.
 As one might imagine, Salzer’s interpretation of history often clashed with views 
held by many of his musicological contemporaries. Thus, while providing a history of 
composing-out and musical proportions, Salzer juxtaposed his historical and analytical 
method with those of other musicologists among whom Otto Gombosi. To show how 
Salzer utilizes composing-out to critique Gombosi and support his thesis of musical 
proportionality, I will focus on a single work by the fifteenth-century composer Johannes 

4 The ideas briefly sketched in this opening give but a snapshot of some of the ideas in my dissertation 

(Eastman School of Music, University of Rochester, 2009).
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Ockeghem: the chanson Je n’ay dueil que je ne suis morte. After engaging Gombosi’s own 
views of Ockeghem and Je n’ay dueil, I will delve into Salzer’s critique of Gombosi and 
highlight some of the features of his own analysis of Ockeghem’s chanson. As I hope to 
show, Salzer’s critique of Gombosi and resultant music analysis in fact expose many of the 
historical assertions found in Sinn und Wesen.

Gombosi and the Quest for a Style-Critical Method
In his 1925 published dissertation, Jacob Obrecht: A style-critical study, Gombosi 
attempted to uncover the stylistic development of what was then generally labeled as the 
‘Netherlandish’ [niederländisch] period.5 Scholars of the time divided this period into 
three continuous styles or schools: roughly, those of Dufay, Ockeghem, and Obrecht. 
Though accepting the paradigm of three Netherlandish schools, Gombosi wished to go 
beyond such designations and view history as a deeper narrative:

Today we do not deal only with the chronological designation of artworks and composers. 
It behooves us now to explore deeper historical connections, and to represent the entire 
organism of music history’s development, roots, directions, and goals.6

In order to discover deeper historical connections, Gombosi compared the way in which 
different Netherlandish composers treated secular cantus firmi.7 Though his ultimate aim 
was to examine Obrecht in relation to his predecessors, he devoted much attention to the 
work of Ockeghem, the principal representative of the second Netherlandish school.
 There are two main components to Gombosi’s assessment of Ockeghem. First, he 
claims that Ockeghem’s music is built primarily from independent vocal lines and is thus 
linear in construction. He writes: ‘All voices are constructed in the sense of melodic logic, 
and anything that could hinder the free deployment of this melodic web is pushed to the 
background as much as possible.’8 Second, Gombosi argues that Ockeghem continually 
obstructs closure through elusive cadences. To prove the latter point, he provides an 
analysis of Je n’ay dueil in which he identifies every cadence, and even includes a close 
Roman-numeral analysis of one short passage. 
 The reader will find an annotated score of Je n’ay dueil via the homepage of this 
journal.9  It reproduces the entire four-voice chanson as Gombosi took it from Ambros’s 
Geschichte der Musik of 1868, and includes Gombosi’s cadential labels as well as his 

5 Otto Gombosi, Jacob Obrecht: Eine stilkritische Studie, Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1925. For a recent discussion 

of Gombosi’s life and works, see Laurence Libin, ‘Otto Gombosi’s Correspondence at the University of 

Chicago’, in: Stephen A. Crist and Roberta Montemorra Marvin (eds), Historical Musicology: Sources Methods, 

Interpretations, Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2004, 388-413. I have decided to retain the term 

‘Netherlandish’ as a direct translation of the German to avoid inherent complications in preferencing words 

like ‘Flemish’, ‘Franco-Flemish’, ‘Burgundian’, or ‘Dutch’.

6 ‘Es kommt uns aber heute nicht nur auf die zeitliche Bestimmung der Kunstwerke und ihrer Meister an, 

uns reizt es schon, die tieferen Zusammenhänge zu den ganzen Organismus der Entwicklung, ihre Wurzel, 

Richtungen und Ziele darzustellen.’ Gombosi, Jacob Obrecht, 1.

7 Gombosi’s two main chapters are ‘Characterization of stylistic directions of the post-Dufay period’ 

(Charakterisierung der stilistischen Richtungen der nachdufayschen Zeit) and ‘Comparison of different treatments 

of single cantus firmi’ (Gegenüberstellung verschiedener Bearbeitungen einzelner Cantus Firmi), Jacob Obrecht, 

vii-viii.

8 ‘Polyphonie aber heißt: Alle Stimmen im Sinne der melodischen Logik gestalten; alle Stimmen in ihrem 

vollen melodischen Gewicht zur Geltung kommen lassen; und alles, was die freie Entfaltung des melodischen 

Gewebes hindern könnte, möglichst in den Hintergrund drängen.’ Jacob Obrecht, 5.

9 At: www.djmt.nl. The reader is strongly encouraged to access the link before reading further, though the basic 

arguments can be grasped with the printed examples alone.
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harmonic analysis of mm. 15-25. Ambros’s transcription, which derives from Petrucci’s 
1504 Canti C no cento cinquanta,10 is mainly correct with the exception of one notational 
error – the Cantus at m. 19 should have a B and not a D. This error will become an 
important factor at a later point.11

 Gombosi divides the piece into two sections: mm. 1-25 and 26-54. In the first section 
he identifies five cadence points, which for him act as the section’s formal pillars. All 
the same, he makes clear that ‘The entire composition is a series of cadences that are 
systematically avoided, weakened, and delayed’,12 and accordingly labels the cadences 
as ‘deceptive’, (Trugschluss) ‘insignificant’, (unbedeutend) ‘weakened’, (geschwächt), and 
the like. Take, for example, the cadence at mm. 11-12 (shown in Example 1). Though 
he recognizes the tonally directed melodic motion of the Cantus towards C (with scale 
degrees 5̂-4̂-3̂-2̂-1̂), Gombosi notes that the deceptive harmonic motion in the Bassus G-A, 
along with the individual melodic energy of the Tenor and Contratenor, obscure this 
point of closure.13 

Gombosi finds similar procedures in the second half of the piece, where he identifies 
six cadence points, each time somehow weakened by other factors. He finds the last two 
cadences (mm. 48-49 and 52-53) particularly striking: since they both lack the leading tone 
G#, he argues that the piece ends indecisively (these cadences are shown in Examples 2 and 
3, respectively). In neither case could one assert a ficta G#: whereas Example 2 would result 
in doubled leading tones between the Tenor and Contratenor, Example 3 shows the tone G 
present in the Contratenor during the suspension in the Cantus, thus not allowing for G# 
as a resolution. This last cadence in particular gives Gombosi the support he needs to argue 
that Ockeghem relinquishes tonal unity and resolution altogether. Subsequently, Gombosi 
understands the work’s proportions on a local level, from one cadence to the next.

10 For a discussion of other extant versions of Je n’ay dueil, see Martin Picker, The Chanson Albums of Marguerite 

of Austria, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1965. On the history of the composition of the piece, 

see Louise Litterick, ‘The Revision of Ockeghem’s Je n’ay dueil’, in: Musique naturelle et musique artificielle, 

Montreal: Edition Ceres, 1980, 29-48.

11 Both Gombosi and Salzer use Ambros’s transcription as the source for their respective analyses of 

Ockeghem. See August Wilhelm Ambros, Geschichte der Musik, Leipzig: Verlag von F.E.C. Leuckert, 1868. 

Ambros’s discussion of Ockeghem can be found in volume three, while the musical transcription appears in 

volume five.

12 ‘Die ganze Komposition ist eine Reihe von verhinderten, schwachen und hinausgeschobenen Kadenzen.’ 

Gombosi, Jacob Obrecht, 6.

13 Ibid., 6.

Bassus

Contratenor

8

Tenor

Cantus

11

Example 1
Ockeghem, Je n’ay dueil que je ne suis morte, mm. 11-12.
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Salzer and the Striving Towards Complete Organic Unity
Salzer responds to Gombosi through his own analysis of Je n’ay dueil in a section of Sinn 
und Wesen entitled ‘The first striving towards the complete unity of a piece’ (Das erste 
Streben nach der Gesamteinheit eines Stückes). He addresses three issues: 1) Gombosi’s 
preference for independent melodic lines; 2) his notion that the music is based on elusive 
cadential motion; and 3) his assumption that Roman-numerals help explain the surface of 
the music. Salzer argues that, by regarding Ockeghem’s music as a string of weak cadences 
built from independent lines and local harmonic progressions, Gombosi disregards the 
overall coherence and larger proportions of the chanson.
 Importantly, Salzer’s history reaches a crucial juncture in the work of Ockeghem. 
According to Salzer, Ockeghem was one of the first composers in the history of Western 
music to strive towards complete unity. That is, composing-out attempts to take on its 
largest possible proportions in unifying the structure of an entire piece. While in earlier 
repertoires composing-out functions on a local level, in Ockeghem a single composed-out 
chord governs larger spans and combines with other composed-out chords to hold a piece 
together. For this reason, Ockeghem is one of Salzer’s most important composers in the 
history of Western polyphony. With this composer, Salzer claims, Western music comes 
closer to reaching its essence.
 In contrast to Gombosi, Salzer divides Je n’ay dueil into three sections: mm. 1-19; mm. 19-
38; and mm. 38-54. (In this paper I will consider only the first two sections.) Example 4 shows 

B

CT

8

T

C

48

Example 2
Ockeghem, Je n’ay dueil, mm. 48-49.

B

CT

8

T

C

52

Example 3
Ockeghem, Je n’ay dueil, mm. 52-53.
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Salzer’s analysis of the first section, mm. 1-19. He analyzes the composing-out of a single 
D 8/5 sonority in three levels. At the deepest level (Example 4c), the upper voice involves a 
neighbor-note motion D-E-D, while the lower voice leaps from the fundamental tone D to the 
upper-fifth divider A and back.14 As Examples 4a and 4b demonstrate, the initial upper-voice 
neighbor motion is achieved not directly by step but by registral transfer of a ninth divided 
into two fifths. Example 4a also shows that the dividing A chord, which governs most of the 
passage, contains its own subordinate neighbor-note progression in Salzer’s analysis: E-D-E in 
the upper voice, A-G-A in the lower (marked ‘Nbn’ in Example 4a).

Salzer’s reading of the chords that take part in the subordinate neighbor progression just 
described is entirely different from Gombosi’s reading of the passage discussed earlier: 
for Gombosi, it is a deceptive cadence, a G-chord to an A-chord (refer back to Example 
1). For Salzer, the G-chord is a neighboring chord that drives past the ‘illusory’ deceptive 
motion and helps prolong the composed-out A-chord up to the true cadence on D at  
m. 19. To support his reading, Salzer indicates in Example 4b a motivic parallelism in the 
upper voice – E-D-C, C-D-E, E-D-C#, shown with slurs – where C# indicates the crucial 
arrival of the cadence. Thus, instead of two deceptive cadences and one ‘insignificant’ 
cadence up to m. 19 as Gombosi would have it, Salzer hears the composing-out of a single 
D-chord with one structural cadence. (Example 4c). 

14 Salzer is careful not to use the terms ‘Tonika’ or ‘Dominante’ when describing the fundamental arpeggiation 

in Ockeghem; rather, he prefers the terms ‘Grundklang’ and ‘Teiler’ to avoid direct associations with later tonal 

harmony and also to stress their lesser weight as structural chords vis-à-vis true tonics and dominants.

a)

Mm. 1 4 7 9-10 11 12 16 19

Nbn

Example 4
Salzer’s analysis of Je n’ay dueil, mm. 1-19.

1 4-7 11 12 16 19

b)

c)
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 Despite such an intriguing reading, there is a problem that calls into question Salzer’s 
analysis. While entirely plausible in itself, the analysis relies on a critical mistake in 
Ambros’s transcription. As mentioned above, the Petrucci manuscript indicates that the 
Cantus of m. 19 (i.e., the goal tone of Example 4) is not a D but a B. Such a change thus 
refutes Ambros’s editorial ficta C# and any possibility for a cadence, evaded or otherwise. 
This is the very C# Salzer relies upon to prove the arrival of the cadence (see Example 
4b). The only other possible chance for a perfect cadence on D is at mm. 21-22; in fact, 
modern editions even include a ficta C# in the Cantus at m. 21 (but not Ambros).15 
However, this cadential point proves only to be another evasive moment, as the Bassus 
moves deceptively from A to Bb.
 Example 5 reproduces Salzer’s analysis of mm. 20-38, his second section of Je n’ay 
dueil. Salzer remarks that this passage in particular demonstrates Ockeghem’s desire 
to create larger structures: ‘[The passage] shows clearly the ever-perceivable intent, the 
Will of the times, to create large unities (a striving towards expansion!) and a flow of an 
entire entity, and not to interrupt the piece through caesuras, which divide it into smaller 
composings-out.’16 The overall motion of this passage, Salzer claims, is based on something 
he calls a ‘goal-directed path’ (zielbewußter Weg) from a D-chord to a C-chord (this is 
marked underneath Example 5). This means that Salzer ‘hears’ a connection between two 
composed-out chords not related by harmonic function, since such functions for him 
cannot exist in Ockeghem’s music (as they do for Gombosi). Upon its arrival, the C-chord 
is then composed-out with its own fifth-divider (a G-chord), which governs the rest of 
the section up to the cadence on C at mm. 37-38.

Salzer’s decision to explain the second section based on a goal-directed path has striking 
implications. This concerns specifically a prominent A-major chord at m. 25, read by 
Gombosi as a half cadence that closes off his first formal section. Instead of a ‘structural’ 
half cadence, Salzer imposes an analysis that implies a quasi-resolution to D one measure 
later, albeit one that propels the music forward rather than closing off a section (this is 
shown with the implied notes in Example 5). In the actual music, the supposed resolution 
to the tonic pitch is avoided, with only F and A appearing. The reason for the avoidance 
of any definite closure, Salzer claims, has specifically to do with Ockeghem’s conception 

15 Please visit www.djmt.nl <TvMv2010n01a06f01> for the annotated score.

16 ‘Sie zeigt deutlich die immer wieder erkennbare Absicht, das Wollen der Zeit, große Einheiten zu 

schaffen (Expansionsdrang!) und den Fluß des Ganzen nicht durch Zäsuren, die durch den Ablauf kleiner 

Auskomponierungen entstehen, zu unterbrechen.’ Salzer, Sinn und Wesen, 199.

( )

( ) ( )

Mm. 20 25 30 35 38

D C' zielbewusster Weg'

Teiler

*

2. Teil1. Teil

Example 5
Salzer’s analysis of Je n’ay dueil, mm. 20-38.
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of the work – that is, its larger proportions. Crucially, Salzer cannot hear the A-chord at 
m. 25 as a half cadence, since it would imply an ‘interrupted’ form. Rather, the composed-
out D-chord drives forward as a goal-directed path to the C-chord at m. 29. Thus, the 
cadential motion for Salzer comes only at m. 38, following the homophonic declamation 
one measure earlier (marked with an asterisk in Example 5). Salzer’s single cadence in 
mm. 20-38 contrasts greatly with Gombosi’s five: three deceptive cadences, one half 
cadence, and one ‘weakened’ full cadence.17

 In sum, while Gombosi hears the chanson from one cadence point to the next, Salzer 
moves past these cadences in order to posit a greater structure, one that ‘strives’ towards 
the largest possible proportions: complete organic unity. For Salzer, cadences may give the 
appearance of closure, but in Je n’ay dueil they serve to propel the music towards more 
structural junctures. It is specifically in Salzer’s reading of the second section of Je n’ay dueil 
where his historical and analytical claims become one unified point: that Ockeghem’s music 
epitomizes the striving for enlarged proportions through the composing-out of chords (and 
the goal-directed path between chords) over increasingly global spans. Though Gombosi’s 
analysis is more grounded in the sources than Salzer’s and seems more reasonable (albeit 
far less detailed), he is no less imaginative in constructing a hermeneutic that conforms to 
his own hearing of the music – through linearity, continually evaded cadences, and local 
harmonic progressions.

In his Foundations of Music History, Carl Dahlhaus writes: ‘If continuity in history is to 
be conveyed at all, the historical narrative must have a “subject” with a consistent and 
fixed identity – or, put in negative terms, the notion of continuity stands or falls with 
that of identity.’18 Dahlhaus’s words, I believe, aptly describe the way in which Salzer 
sought to provide a history of Western polyphony in his first book, Sinn und Wesen 
der abendländischen Mehrstimmigkeit. By adopting composing-out as the subject that 
locates continuity in Western music history, he was led to an important inference: since 
composing-out determines musical proportions, and since composings-out occupy 
greater spans over the course of history, history subsequently becomes one of ever-
increasing proportions. 
 Even though many of its assertions are outdated and some of its analyses problematic, 
Sinn und Wesen remains a crucial text in its attempt to propose a music history from an 
analytical point of view – as such, it was the first of its kind. It challenges us to think about 
not only the role of Schenkerian thinking in analyzing early music, but more broadly 
about the nature of music history: not as a series of changing styles, nor as a discourse on 
cultural context, but as a history grounded in the inner workings of tones, whatever one 
ultimately interprets that to mean.
 Salzer’s work is certainly one of historic proportions: next to pitch-class set theory, 
Salzer represents more than anyone else the other – Schenkerian – half of the American 
music theory saga in the years following WWII.19 But unlike the history of pc-set theory, 
we cannot come to truly appreciate how Salzer shaped American music theory without 
understanding how Schenker and European musicology first shaped him.

17 Ambros’s transcription includes only the incipit of the poem, ‘Je nay deul’, which is an accurate transcription 

of Petrucci. Other sources, those with the entire poem, show that the phrygian half cadence at mm. 24-

25 coincides with a crucial textual phrase ending, a question mark on the word ‘morir’. This shows fairly 

conclusive evidence that, based on the structure of the poem, the piece divides into two parts.

18 Carl Dahlhaus, Foundations of Music History, transl. J.B. Robinson. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1977, 46.

19 For a recent discussion of the history of pc-set theory, see Michiel Schuijer, Analyzing Atonal Music: Pitch-Class 

Set Theory and its Contexts, Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2008.
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Annotated Score at www.djmt.nl
Johannes Ockeghem, Je n’ay dueil que je ne suis morte. Transcription in: August Wilhelm 
Ambros, Geschichte der Musik, vol. 5, Leipzig, 1882, with Gombosi’s analysis. Original 
source: Ottaviano Petrucci, Canti C no cento cinquanta, Venice, 1504, fols. 93v-94.
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