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Louis Couperin’s Préludes non mesurés – 
Unmeasured?

From a certain point of view, the non-measured preludes of Louis Couperin are a side-slip in 
music history. The extraordinary notation, exclusively in semibreves and with slurs (better: 
curves), giving the scores an oblique appearance, has always been regarded as somehow 
enigmatic. In the preludes, the curves make a clear distinction between structural-harmonic 
and ornamental tones. These structural tones can be regarded as participants of a basically 
four-part contrapuntal texture. While some tones are consonances, others are obviously  part 
of voice leading patterns like passing or neighbouring tones and suspensions. An analysis of 
this contrapuntal background will unveil a (hidden) rhythmic and metric structure.

From a certain point of view, the non-measured preludes of Louis Couperin, composed 
around the 1650s, are a side-slip in music history. The extraordinary notation, exclusively in 
semibreves and with many slurs, giving the scores an oblique appearance, has always been 
regarded as somehow enigmatic. Often the lack of a precise rhythmic and metric notation 
is interpreted as an invitation to improvisation. Although a certain improvisational 
character cannot be denied, earlier research provided evidence that there are a number 
of indications which show rather fixed compositional intentions.1 When understood 
well, these intentions can lead to a more or less stylistically ‘correct’ performance. First of 
all, there is agreement about the meaning of all notational features. Secondly, in various 
publications plausible comparisons were made with some keyboard pieces by Couperin’s 
friend Johann Froberger, above all with his ‘Italian’ toccatas.2 
 In the preludes, the slurs make a clear distinction between structural and ornamental 
tones. In general, these structural, ‘harmonic’ notes have been provided with slurs, 
sometimes connected to another note, and sometimes ending in the air. Nevertheless, 
it would be a simplification to regard Couperin’s preludes as a progression of broken 
chords. As a result, mere harmonic analysis inevitably leads to unsatisfying conclusions. 
A deeper structural understanding can be obtained by regarding the structural tones 
as participants of a basically four-part contrapuntal texture. Obviously, some tones are 
member of a chord or, terminologically better, consonances, but others can be explained 
better as part of a voice leading pattern, like passing tones or suspensions. According 
to the rules of strict counterpoint, which are still completely relevant in the middle of 
the seventeenth century, the consonances and dissonances determine the distinction 
between strong and weak times. As a result, an analysis of the preludes, focusing on this 
contrapuntal background, can provide information about the (hidden) rhythmic and 
metric structure, of course without any pretention of exactitude. 
 The comprehension of metre-based counterpoint as a background of the preludes can 
be the starting point for discoveries about stereotype formulas like (half)cadences and 
opening phrases. Different kinds of formulas will be discussed in the light of issues like 
voice leading, consonance and dissonance, and strong and weak times (‘bars’).  

1 For a discussion about notation and performance, see for instance Colin Tilney, The Art of the Unmeasured 

Prelude for Harpsichord, vol. 3, Commentary, London: Schott, 1991. 

2 For instance in Davitt Moroney, ‘The Performance of Unmeasured Harpsichord Preludes’, Early Music 4/2 

(1976), 143-151. The preludes 1, 3, 6 and 12 are recognized as related to the Italian toccata, because of their 

tripartite divisions. 

112 dutch journal of music theory, volume 16, number 2 (2011)



dutch journal of music theory

113

Contrapuntal Background: Dissonance Treatment and Metre
The procedure followed here, is – first of all – reducing the ornamented texture to a 
strict contrapuntal background. The emphasis is on voice leading, more than on vertical 
harmony, since purely harmonic analysis appeared to be less informative. Although the 
preludes do not have any time signature, a duple metre is commonly regarded as the most 
suitable for the prelude style, since triple metre is related to certain dance movements.3 As 
a result, all contrapuntal reductions are based on an alla breve time signature. 
 The stylistic relationship between Couperin’s preludes and Froberger’s toccatas has 
been mentioned above. The most remarkable distinction concerns the notation. Froberger 
notates his toccatas in a very detailed rhythmic way, obviously expecting the performers 
to play them avec discrétion, that is, according to good taste. 
	 The	 notation	 of	 Froberger’s	 Toccata	 No.	 2	 from	 his	 keyboard	 book	 of	 1649,	 the	
beginning of which is shown in Example 1a, suggests a rhythmic and metric exactitude, 
which is quite deceptive. A famous letter by Froberger’s pupil, Sibylle de Montbéliard, 
informs us about the matchless rhythmic freedom taken by the master himself. 

Der Organist zu Cöllen Caspar Grieffgens, schlagt selbiges stuck auch und hat es von seiner 
Handt gelernt grif vor grif, ist schwer aus den Notten zu finden, habe es mit sonder fleis 
darum betracht wiewohl es deutlich geschrieben und bleibe auch des hern Grieffgens sein-
er meinung das wer die sachen nit von ihme hern Froberger Sel. gelernet, unmüglich mit 
rechter discretion zuschlagen, wie er sie geschlagen hat…4

Equally illustrative is the superscript above Froberger’s Tombeau de Mr. Blancrocher, 
another ‘free’ keyboard work, which is: jouer avec discrétion sans observer aucune mesure. 
So, the rhythmic structure may be relativized; however, the metric structure, based on 
common time, is clear and unambiguous. In other words, although the beats have flexible 
durations, the succession of strong and weak times is strictly regulated. 
 Example 1b shows that the metric structure is mainly determined by the occurrence 
of dissonances and their consonant preparation and resolution, the clearest being the 
suspensions	in	bars	4	and	5,	marked	by	an	asterisk.	They	all	occur	on	the	strong	time	of	the	bar	
and are enveloped by their preparation and their resolution, hence following an important 
rule of dissonance treatment in sixteenth-century Renaissance counterpoint. (Indeed, the 64 
and 6

5 chords in bar 3 are betraying a more harmonic, seventeenth-century language.) Metre 
and dissonant treatment appear to be two mutually related musical components.  
 The same method can be applied in an unmeasured prelude by Couperin. Example 2a 
is	a	fragment	somewhere	in	the	middle	of	Couperin’s	Prelude	No.	11.	Although	the	score	is	
somewhat enigmatic, the contrapuntal reduction is comparable with the earlier example. Like 
in the Froberger reduction, the ‘outer voices’ are transcribed as precisely as possible. Concerning 
the ‘inner voices’, a bit more freedom was allowed. There is no striving for strict four-part 
texture in the reductions, since the flexibility of texture is essential in keyboard music.
 In Example 2a a progression of broken chords, ornamented with all kinds of figurations, 
is easily recognized. Interesting is the regular sequence of – again – suspensions and their 
consonant preparations and resolutions. The metric implications are indisputable: the 
suspensions (marked * in Example 2b) are on strong times and the preparations and 
resolutions on weak ones.

3 Richard Troeger, ‘Metre in Unmeasured Preludes’, Early Music 11/3 (1983), 341-345.

4 Quoted in: Ton Koopman, Barokmuziek / Theorie en Praktijk, Utrecht: Bohn, Scheltema & Holkema, 1985, 

156.
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Example	3a	is	a	fragment	from	Couperin’s	Prelude	No.	10.	It starts with a strongly marked 
bass tone G. What preceded defines this tone and the broken G-chord as the initial point 
of a new phrase. As such it can be perceived as an accented time. What follows is a rather 
complex polyphonic texture, with all sorts of dissonances (marked *). Remarkable in this 
fragment are the slurs.5 In general, slurs mark the tones belonging to a certain harmony, 
like for instance in Example 2a. In Example 3a, the situation is more complex. Obviously, 
the slurred note A, below the first asterisk, can only be regarded as a passing tone from a 
latent G. It is the imaginary upper octave of the initial bass tone, leading to the B at the 
end of the slur. This passing movement is accompanied by a similar motion in thirds. 
See the inner voices in the first bar of the contrapuntal reduction in Example 3b. The 
(authentic) small vertical lines indicate that the tones have to be played together. 
 The reduction uncovers all passing and neighbouring tones, some of them provided 
with slurs in the original score, others not, so they have to be interpreted as such from 

5 Tilney prefers the more neutral term ‘line’, see Tilney, The Art, vol. 3, 3-4.
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Froberger, Toccata No. 2 (1649), mm. 1-5.1
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Contrapuntal reduction. Froberger, Toccata No. 2 (1649), mm. 1-5.
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the contrapuntal context. Note that in the reduction the passing and neighbouring tones 
are on weak times and the suspensions on strong times. Concerning the score reduction, 
the second line6 of Example 3a (compare m. 2 and the first half of m. 3 in Example 3b) 
is the most complex. First of all, because of the relatively large number of passing and 
neighbouring tones, secondly because of the fact that the chronology of the tones is 
somewhat ambiguous. See for instance the D and the following E at the beginning of 
the second line, which did not get the same order in the reduction. However, the only 
plausible explanation of the D is that of a passing tone, after – and not before – the E. This 
problem of chronology is not uncommon in Couperin’s preludes. Finally, instructive is 
the vertical line through both staves at the end of the fragment. This vertical line makes 
the final bass tone D an accented one. See the metric interpretation in Example 3b. 
 The contrapuntal reductions show the opposition between strong and weak times. 
However, this metric aspect is not based on a regular pulse. The durations of the metric 
units are indefinable, dependent as they are on the number of the consisting notes and 
the taste of the performer. This situation is not unique at the time: the toccatas and other 
free keyboard works of Froberger have already been mentioned. Froberger’s master, 
Girolamo Frescobaldi, asks for a similar flexibility of metre. In the preface of his first 
book of toccatas Frescobaldi compares his toccata style with the ‘new’ madrigal style. He 
remarks that in a madrigal (like in a toccata) the beat should not be stressed and be taken 
sometimes slower, sometimes quicker, depending on the emotion or sense of the words: 

6 Here, the term ‘line’ is referring to the staff numbering of the MS Bauyn, one of the two sources of the 

unmeasured preludes. 
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che non dee questo modo di sonare stare soggetto à battuta, come veggiamo usarsi nei Mad-
rigali moderni, i quali quantunque difficili si agevolano per mezzo della battuta portandola 
hor languida, hor veloce, e sostenendola etiandio in aria secondo i loro affetti, o senso delle 
parole.7 

We may conclude therefore that the toccata style, like the prelude style of Louis Couperin, 
is not based on a regular pulse. The metric aspect of these works is basically a matter 
of harmony, as perceived in strict counterpoint. The regulation of consonances and 
dissonances causes a succession of accented and unaccented times. This leads us to a 
definition of metre, suitable for the unmeasured preludes: 

Metre is the regular order of strong and weak times, regardless of their durations, and based 
on the relationship between consonances and dissonances.

7 Girolamo Frescobaldi, Il Primo Libro di Toccate d’Intavolatura di Cembalo e Organo [1615], ed. Società Italiana 

di Musicologia, Milano: Edizioni Suvini Zerboni, 1977.
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Couperin, Prelude No. 10.
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Cadence formulas
The underlying metric background discussed above will be the point of departure for the 
analysis of phrasing, and, as a result, for the formal design of complete preludes. At first 
we will deal with the cadence, being the most important phenomenon of phrasing. The 
metric structure will help us to recognize some stereotypical cadence formulas. Let us 
focus on one of the most frequent types in seventeenth-century music.

Example	4	shows	a	stereotype	seventeenth-century	cadence	formula.	Actually,	this	type	
is also frequently found in late sixteenth-century repertoire. Typical in this formula is the 
perception of the 64 chord on the second half note as a consonance, followed by a sharper 
5
4 dissonance. 
	 Example	5a	represents	the	end	of	Prelude	No.	11.	The	vertical	line	at	the	end	of	this	
example functions as a traditional bar line: it means that the low C of the final chord is on 
the strong time. The occurrence of such lines is very rare; why Couperin decided to add 
this metrical sign on this place is not easily understood. Although the notation, besides 
the	bar	line,	is	non-metrical,	the	alikeness	of	the	final	cadence	with	the	model	of	Example	4	
uncovers an undeniable metric structure. The metric flexibility is evident here, because of 
the ornamentation of the 64 chord with a long passagio, resulting in the raise of an octave 
of the higher ‘voice’. This raise has not been included in the reduction in Example 5b. 

5 6 5 5 5 7 6 5 5 5
3 34 4 3 3 4 4 3 3

Example 4
Standard seventeenth-century cadence formula.
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Couperin, Prelude No. 11, final cadence.
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The	 end	 of	 Prelude	 No.	 10	 (Example	 6a)	 seems	 very	 interesting.	 The	 final	 cadence	 is	
preceded by a rather long preparation, which offers an understanding of a larger scale 
unit. The reduction in Example 6b has been divided in three parts, based on the three 
lines of Example 6a. The first line corresponds with m. 1 of Example 6b, the second line 
with	m.	2	and	the	last	line	with	mm.	3-4.	The	fragment	closes	with	a	cadence	type	similar	
to	 the	final	 cadence	of	Prelude	No.	11.	This	 cadence	 (the	 third	 line	of	Example	6a)	 is	
preceded by a contrapuntal pattern in the second line, which starts in a comparable way. 
One could easily expect the 64 chord of that line immediately leading to a cadence. Instead, 
the ‘dominant’ function is prolonged until the very last chord of the whole fragment. 
 The first line shows an example of what is sometimes called 5-6 technique, a progression 
of 5

3 and 6
3 chords, here slightly hidden by the occurrence of dissonances in the other 

‘voices’. This procedure is illustrated in Example 6c, as a further reduction of the first bar 
of Example 6b. Most plausible is a metric structure in which the 53 chord is strong and the 
6
3 chord weak. 
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Contrapuntal reduction.
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As a result it is now possible to perceive a rather large scale unit of metre-based counterpoint. 
Perhaps	it	is	superfluous	to	recall	the	flexibility	of	rhythm.	Here	the	responsible	actors	of	
this flexibility are a) the number of notes, constituting the several diminutions and b) the 
‘quality’ of the diminutions, be it the fast passagi or the expressive affetti cantabile, like the 
port de voix F - G, Bb - A and E - F in the first line of Example 6a. 
 One final remark concerns the large-scale melodic structure, marked by the asterisks 
in Example 6a (see also the soprano in Example 6b). The marked notes constitute a long, 
stepwise descending line from G to B and resolving in the final C. 

Phrasing
Although continuity dominates in Couperin’s preludes, almost all of them can be divided 
in several phrases. The most important criterion for phrasing is the occurrence of internal 
cadences, either as a perfect cadence or as a cadenza fuggita. Sometimes a phrase closes 
merely by a calming down of the musical movement into a single, static chord. 
 Most of the preludes start with a sort of opening phrase, in which the tonic, if we may 
use this term, is established. This is frequently brought about by means of a pedal point, like 
in	the	Prelude	No.	6,	with	the	subtitle	á l´imitation de Mr. Froberger. Indeed, the beginning 
of the prelude is a clear quotation of Froberger’s Toccata No. 2. A comparison turns out to 
be very instructive: the ornamentation of the opening chord of Couperin’s prelude may 
be a performer’s guideline how to play the opening of the Froberger toccata. 
 The asterisks in Example 7a mark the main soprano notes: together they form a 
slowly moving melody, as shown in Example 7b. The metric structure is not completely 
unequivocal, above all in m. 3 of Example 7b: even if this is not the only solution, it may 
be regarded as a credible one at least. Metrically clear is the phrygian tenor cadence at the 
end, which is closing the whole phrase on the ‘dominant’.
 Quite	different	is	the	situation	in	Couperin’s	Prelude	No.	1.	This	prelude	is,	like	Prelude	
No. 6, written in toccata style, because of its ternary division in two outer, rhythmically 
free sections, and one inner fugato section. Example 8a is the opening phrase of the final 
section. Instead of a pedal point, the bass consists of a stepwise descending motion from 
D to D. The final D of the fragment can be regarded as the accomplishment of the whole 
process. 

5
4

6 6 9 8 7 6 6 5 5 6 - 7 5
5 6 3 4 4 4 3 4 3 3

2 2

7 7

line 1 line 2 line 3

Example 6b
Contrapuntal reduction.

6
3

5
3

6
3

5
3

6
4

Example 6c



louis couperin’s préludes non mesurés – unmeasured?

120

The succession of consonant and dissonant chords results in the metric interpretation 
as shown in Example 8b. The phrase cadence (mm. 5-6 in Example 8b) is a rather free 
variant of the more recognizable pattern, which is added below in tiny notes.
 In general, an analysis like this is an attempt to answer questions about structural and 
ornamental tones, about strong and weak times, about stereotype patterns and about 
the underlying contrapuntal structure as a whole. This approach aspires to provide an 
understanding of the phrasing and the formal design of the preludes. 

Formal design
The formal design of the preludes can best be shown through the analysis of a complete 
prelude by Couperin: No. 7, the shortest of them all. Because of the conciseness, the 
prelude provides a clear understanding of the phrasing art of all of Couperin’s preludes. 

*
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* * * *

*

**

Example 7a
Couperin, Prelude No. 6, opening phrase.

( )

Example 7b
Contrapuntal reduction.
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Example 8a
Couperin, Prelude No. 1, opening phrase of the third section.

( )

Example 8b
Contrapuntal reduction.
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The prelude can be divided in three continuously connected sections: A, B and C. Section 
A is a stereotype opening phrase: it is formed by ‘playing around’ the main triad and leads 
to a dominant chord. From a more historical perspective, m. 2 in Example 9b can be 
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Couperin, Prelude No. 7.
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seen as a cadenza fuggita: the soprano and tenor lead to a non-occurring A in m. 3. The 
suspension on the first, strong ‘beat’ of m. 2 provides a metric framework. 
 Section B starts somewhat outside the range of the main key of A-minor, leading back 
to it and directing toward a relatively long cadence formula: section C. Because of a lack of 
articulation, sections B and C form one single phrase. Characteristic for section B is the step-
by-step bass motion and a contrapuntal technique, basically altering fifths and sixths, which 
has already been discussed above. This 5-6 technique is shown by the tiny notes in Example 9b. 
Indeed, the actual voice leading is more complex, with its contrary motion between the outer 
voices.  Finally, section C is an extended cadence: notice the delayed resolution A - G# in 
m. 5. One could reasonably expect a regular solution into the G# on the second half note 
of the bar.

Conclusion
Louis Couperin’s unmeasured preludes are rhythmically free, at least so far as it 
concerns the tone durations. This rhythmic freedom is not unique, but comparable with 
contemporary Italian free keyboard music, such as toccatas, allemandes and tombeaus. 
Although the prelude notation seems to be less exact than for instance the free section in 
the toccatas of Froberger, in a certain way Couperin’s notation is closer to the sounding 
result. What cannot be notated, i.e. the rhythm, is not. Instead, all diminutions and many 
of the ornaments are notated as precisely as possible. ‘Unmeasured’ does not mean an 
absence of metre at all. Like in Renaissance counterpoint, the metre is mainly based on 
the relationship between consonant and dissonant sonorities. The frequent, sometimes 
daring dissonances in Couperin’s preludes are treated surprisingly strict. As a result, a 
contrapuntal progression like preparation – suspension – resolution is mirrored in 
the metric framework weak – strong – weak. This metric background, not notated but 
clearly audible, is also provided by other dissonance types (passing and neighbouring 
tones, anticipations) and so-called 5-6 techniques. The frequent occurrence of all these 
situations makes a reduction to a strict, mainly but not exclusively four-part contrapuntal 
texture possible, albeit without dogmatic consistency and without any pretention of full 
evidence. 
 The analytical procedures shown in this article can uncover the hidden metre and the 
structural background much more than a mere harmonic analysis. This leads to a deeper 
understanding of the phrasing and the overall structure of complete preludes. The so 
acquired insight can be the starting point for a well-founded practical interpretation.
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Voice-Leading Issues in Cornelius’s ‘Ein Ton’
This essay examines various harmonic and voice-leading issues that arise in Peter 
Cornelius’s ‘Ein Ton’, Op. 3, No. 3, focusing on Neo-Riemannian operations and ‘cross-type 
transformations’ between consonant triads and seventh chords. Important structural details 
of harmonic progression in the song are also used to organize the key relationships between 
the individual songs of the cycle Trauer und Trost, Op. 3. It will be shown that the many voice-
leading details presented in this song resonate with techniques associated with the music of 
Wagner, illustrating the relationship between Cornelius’s musical language and the harmonic 
idiom of Wagner’s music dramas.

Peter	Cornelius	(1824–1874)	was	a	close	friend	of	both	Liszt	and	Wagner,	and	a	composer	
of approximately eighty songs.1 In addition to his life as a composer, Cornelius was well 
regarded as a poet and translator, and it was this skill rather than his compositional 
technique that attracted him to Wagner.2 Cornelius set many of his own poems to music, 
including one of his most well-known works, ‘Ein Ton’, Op. 3, No. 3. In this song the 
vocal melody intones a single pitch in the manner of a pedal-point over an ever-changing 
progression of harmonies. In doing so the vocal melody poignantly embodies the meaning 
of the poem: the persona hears, in his heart and mind, a single repeated tone. He initially 
compares it to the last breath of his beloved, then to the tolling bell that sounded for her 
funeral. In the final lines he turns to describe the repeated tone as the sound of her soul 
descending from heaven to sing him to rest.3

 Cornelius’s association with Wagner is well studied.4 However, most discussions focus 
on the biographical details of the two composers’ association, without delving into the 
specific musical techniques, and intersections of their harmonic language, that Cornelius 
might have learned from Wagner. This is compounded by the fact that ‘Ein Ton’, one 
of	Cornelius’s	most	daring	harmonic	experiments,	was	composed	 in	1854,	well	before	
he moved to Vienna and began his direct contact with Wagner. Furthermore, whereas 
numerous scholars such as Jurgen Thym, Lorraine Gorrell, and James Deaville have 
pointed out the monotonous quality of the melody in this song, barely any mention has 
been made of the harmonic setting upon which it is presented, marked by many instances 
of parsimonious voice-leading between triads and seventh chords, one of the central 
calling cards of Wagner’s harmonic practice.
 This paper examines various harmonic and voice-leading issues that arise in 
Cornelius’s ‘Ein Ton’, focusing on Neo-Riemannian transformational operations between 

1 For basic surveys of Cornelius’s life and works see Istel and Strunk (1934), Federhofer and Oehl (1977), 

Gorrell (1993: 236-241), Deaville (2004: 163-166), and Thym (2010: 176-182). See also Sandberger (1887, 

reprinted 2009).  

2 Just (1977) examines the poetry and literary context of Cornelius’s song texts and libretti. Deaville (2004: 194, 

note 95) observes that other composers, including Liszt, Hans von Bronsart, Eduard Lassen, and Alexander 

Ritter, have set poetry by Cornelius to music.

3 An English translation of the poem reads: A wondrous tone rings incessantly in my heart and spirit. Is 

it the last breath, wafted from your lips as they trembled again? Is it the mournful tolling of the bell that 

accompanied you on your last journey? That tone rings full and clear in my ears, as if it enshrined your soul, 

as if you had lovingly descended [from heaven] and sang my pain to rest! Translation by Schoffman (1993: 

98–99).    

4 For discussion of Cornelius’s association with Wagner, see Bauer (1977) and Thym (2010: 177).
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consonant triads and seventh chords. Following a brief review of Neo-Riemannian theory 
in general, and ‘cross-type transformations’ in particular, I will present an analysis of the 
song drawing upon these theories. I will then illustrate how particular structural details 
of harmonic progression in the song are also used to organize the cycle Trauer und Trost, 
of which ‘Ein Ton’ is the third song, as a whole. It will be shown that the many voice-
leading details presented in this song resonate with techniques associated with the music 
of Wagner, illustrating the relationship between Cornelius’s musical language and the 
harmonic idiom of Wagner’s music dramas.

Common-Tone Prolongation and Cross-Type Transformations
Ever since David Lewin’s groundbreaking work in Generalized Musical Intervals and 
Transformations (1987) described an analytical model relating triads using language 
adapted	 from	 the	 work	 of	 Hugo	 Riemann	 (1849–1919),	 scholars	 such	 as	 Brian	 Hyer,	
Richard Cohn, and Henry Klumpenhouwer have developed and extended the model into 
a branch of modern musical theory commonly referred to as Neo-Riemannian theory. 
Subsequent studies of the music of Wagner and other late-Romantic composers, as well 
as many other musical repertoires, have explored the explanatory range and depth of 
Lewin’s original revival of Riemann’s theories.5  
 A central concern of Neo-Riemannian theory is the illustration of parsimonious 
(smooth, efficient) voice leading between consonant triads (major or minor triads) 
connected by common tones. One of three canonic transformations, referred to as 
‘relative’, ‘parallel’, and ‘Leittonwechsel’, can be applied to a given triad to yield another 
triad that shares two common tones with the original triad, as shown in Example 1. The 
‘Relative transformation’, symbolized as R, maps a triad onto its relative major or minor, 
for instance from C major to A minor, maintaining two common tones in the interval 
of	 a	 major	 third.	 The	‘Parallel	 transformation’,	 symbolized	 as	 P,	 maps	 a	 triad	 onto	 its	
parallel major or minor, for instance from C major to C minor, maintaining two common 
tones in the interval of a perfect fifth. For the ‘Leittonwechsel transformation’ (commonly 
translated as ‘leading-tone exchange’, symbolized as L), two common tones are maintained 
in the interval of a minor third, and the moving voice ‘exchanges’ the root of a major triad 
with its leading tone. The traditional roots of the two triads lie a major third apart, for 
instance from C major to E minor, or from A minor to F major. In each of these three 
canonic transformations, the moving voice travels a minimum distance, either by tone or 
semitone.

In Neo-Riemannian theory, the Tonnetz, or ‘network of tones’, is a two-dimensional 
conceptual diagram illustrating the musical pitch space created by the network of 
relationships between musical pitches and consonant triads. The typical Neo-Riemannian 
Tonnetz, illustrated in Example 2, is organized by three vertices, one moving from left 
to right, one moving from northwest to southeast, and one moving from southwest to 

5 For introductory discussions of Neo-Riemannian theory, including historical overviews of the concept, 

see Cohn (1998) and Gollin (2005). For a condensed summary of Neo-Riemannian theory as applied to 

consonant triads, see Roig-Francoli (2003: 863–871). 

R P L R P L

applied to major triads: applied to minor triads:

Example 1
Three canonic transformations within Neo-Riemannian theory.
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northeast. The intervals between pitches on these vertices correspond to the intervals 
between the notes of a consonant triad: the perfect fifth, the minor third, and the major 
third, respectively. Each upward-facing triangle represents a major triad, and each 
downward-facing triangle represents a minor triad. From this, consonant triads (and 
more importantly the parsimonious transformational operations that lead from one triad 
to the next) can be efficiently illustrated.

Whereas one may speak of each of these transformations in isolation, linking only two 
harmonies, they more often occur in a cascading sequence leading from one harmony 
to another, and may on occasion give rise to the overall harmonic direction of a passage 
or an entire work. Such is the case with Cornelius’s ‘Ein Ton’. Example 3 presents an 
‘LPR-loop’,	following	the	work	of	Richard	Cohn,	which	efficiently	models	parsimonious	
voice-leading motions between the six consonant triads containing the pitch B.6 Cohn 
also refers to this as a ‘ternary generator’ since all three of the typical Neo-Riemannian 
transformations,	L,	P,	and	R,	are	used	in	sequence	to	generate	the	loop	of	triads.	In	each	
case there are two common tones between adjacent triads within the space, and a single 
operation,	L,	P,	or	R,	leads	from	one	triad	to	the	next.

Consideration of parsimonious voice-leading and Neo-Riemannian triadic transformations 
provides an effective and consistent means of modeling certain mid- to late-Romantic 
harmonic practices that utilize traditional sonorities (consonant triads and seventh chords), 

6 Cohn (1997: 42–46). For more on LPR-loops see Capuzzo (2004: 179 and passim).

Example 2
A Neo-Riemannian Tonnetz (Cohn 1998, Fig. 2).

Reproduced by kind permission of Duke University Press.

Example 3
An ‘LPR-loop’ (After Cohn 1997, Fig. 21).

Reproduced by kind permission of Duke University Press.
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but	that	are	not	altogether	tonally	unified	by	traditional	harmonic	functionality.	Example	4	
reproduces Cohn’s analysis of the Engelmotiv from Act III of Wagner’s Parsifal, illustrating a 
progression of harmonies with the pitch-class Ab/G# as the recurring common tone (1997: 
43–45).7 Whereas traditional Roman-numeral analysis or harmonic function designations 
would fail to grasp the relationship between these harmonies, observe that these triads 
traverse	 an	LPR-loop,	passing	 through	 two	compound	or	‘elided’	 transformations	 along	
the	way.	Because	of	this	common-tone	property,	the	LPR-loop	provides	an	ideal	means	for	
consonantly supporting a single melodic pitch while maximizing harmonic variety, similar 
to the marked feature of ‘Ein Ton’.

The consonant triads illustrated in Example 3 function within ‘Ein Ton’ as harmonic 
pillars, or points of musical arrival. In addition to these triads the music passes through 
a number of seventh chords, providing color to the intoned B and local continuity from 
one harmonic pillar to another. These seventh chords are parsimoniously related to the 
consonant triads that both precede and follow, and can be viewed as transformed versions 
of the triadic pillars that guide the harmonic structure of the song. In his work on inter-
cardinality voice leading Julian Hook refers to such mappings as cross-type transformations, 
which ‘transform objects of one type into objects of a different type’, in this case, from 
triads into seventh chords or vice versa (2002: 117).8 Two important transformational 
operations occur in this work between seventh chords and triads, known as the inclusion 
transformation and the split/fuse transformation. The inclusion transformation, coined 
by Hook, maps any major or minor triad onto the unique dominant or half-diminished 
seventh chord that contains it.9 As Example 5 shows, major triads are mapped onto 
major-minor seventh chords, while minor triads are mapped onto half-diminished 
seventh chords. One might compare this inclusion transformation to the subset/superset 
relationship in atonal pitch-class set theory.

7 Cohn’s other example of LPR-loops is drawn from Verdi’s Il Trovatore, and he notes that a similar progression 

occurs in Don Carlos. Schoffman (1993) observes further instances of ‘persistent notes’ in Verdi’s music, 

including examples from Otello and Falstaff.

8 For more on cross-type transformations and inter-cardinality voice leading, see Hook (2007) and Rockwell 

(2009). 

9 Hook (2002: 117) and (2007) discuss the inclusion transformation in detail. For more on this concept see 

Capuzzo (2004: 191) and Rockwell (2009). 

jetzt in gött li chem Glanz den Er lö ser

L R <PL> <RP>

Example 4 
Richard Cohn’s analysis of a passage from Wagner, Parsifal, Act III (Cohn 1997, Ex. 4).

Reproduced by kind permission of Duke University Press.
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The split/fuse transformation, introduced by Clifton Callender (1998) and developed by 
Graham Hunt (2007), holds two pitches in place between a triad and seventh chord, while 
the other pitch is split into two voices moving in contrary motion, either by tone or semitone. 
When moving from a seventh chord to a triad, two voices of the seventh chord converge 
by contrary motion, ‘fusing’ into a single pitch for the following triad. When invoked 
as a means of describing inter-cardinality voice leading, the split/fuse transformation 
is typically paired with Neo-Riemannian triadic transformations, especially L and R. In 
this article I will refer to such transformations as ‘Leittonwechsel split’ or ‘Relative split’, 
following the work of Graham Hunt (2007). For clarity’s sake we might reserve the term 
‘split’ when referring to a transformation from a triad into a seventh chord, and ‘fuse’ 
when referring to a transformation from a seventh chord into a triad. 
 Example 6 illustrates the split/fuse transformation applied to major and minor triads. 
In Example 6a, the Leittonwechsel split is applied to C major to yield a C # half-diminished 
seventh chord, where the pitches E and G remain constant. In this case, the moving voice 
progresses not only from C to B as in a typical Leittonwechsel transformation between 
triads, but also to an additional voice, moving to C #. Example 6b illustrates the Relative 
split, where the pitches C and E are held between C major and F # half-diminished seventh. 
In this case, the splitting pitch moves by whole-step to A and by half-step to F #. Examples 
6c and 6d illustrate the Leittonwechsel split and Relative split applied to minor triads.10 

Whereas	 the	 three	 canonic	 Neo-Riemannian	 transformations,	 L,	 P,	 and	 R,	 operate	
exclusively between consonant triads, the inclusion and split/fuse transformations, and 
‘cross-type transformations’ in general, can be drawn upon to relate triads to seventh 
chords, and vice versa. Example 7 reproduces Hunt’s analysis of the ‘distorted’ Valhalla 
motive from Wagner’s Die Walküre, illustrating the Leittonwechsel fuse transformation 
between F half-diminished seventh and E major (2007: 180–182). Observe the fusion 

10 Hook (2002 and 2007) regards such transformations of triads into seventh chords as the combination of a 

typical Neo-Riemannian triadic transformation and the inclusion transformation, symbolized ⊂. Thus, the 

‘Leittonwechsel split’ illustrated in Examples 6a and 6c of the current article would be denoted L⊂ in Hook’s 

terms, where the operation L maps C major onto E minor, and the inclusion transformation maps E minor 

onto C# half-diminished seventh.

C C7 a f 7

Example 5
The inclusion transformation between triads and seventh chords.

a F7 a C7

C c 7 C f 7
split

fuse

"Leittonwechsel Split" "Relative Split"a) b)

c) d)

Example 6 
The split/fuse transformation applied to triads and seventh chords.
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of the pitches E b and F upon a single pitch, while the sustained pitches A b and C b are 
enharmonically reinterpreted as G # and B, respectively.

Of the four split/fuse transformations discussed here, the Leittonwechsel fuse illustrated 
in Example 6c is perhaps of greatest importance, given that it models (with the E b 
enharmonically respelled as D #) the typical German augmented sixth chord resolution 
toward a minor triad. The German augmented sixth chord, sounding enharmonic to the 
dominant seventh chord, is frequently used for colorful and rapid modulations between 
distantly-related keys in music of this time period. Examples of this abound in Wagner’s 
music dramas, as well as numerous other repertoires.

Analysis of ‘Ein Ton’
With this in mind, let us now consider Cornelius’s ‘Ein Ton’. Example 8 presents a voice-
leading reduction of the first phrase, mm. 1–9. The song begins by sounding the pitch B 
twice in the piano, representing the tolling bell mentioned in the poem. This opening is 
perhaps reminiscent of Schubert’s ‘Ihr Bild’, which also begins with the reiteration of a single 
pitch.11 The piano then establishes the E minor harmony in m. 3, followed immediately 
by a C # half-diminished seventh chord. Observe the inclusion transformation between 
these	chords,	followed	by	a	Relative	fuse	leading	to	G	major	in	m.	4,	where	the	pitches	C # 
and E converge upon D. The remainder of this opening phrase meanders between these 

11 For a discussion of this song and the possible extra-musical associations portrayed by the opening, see 

Schenker (2004: 41–43).

7
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Example 7
Graham Hunt’s analysis of the ‘distorted’ Valhalla motive from Wagner, Die Walküre, 
Act II, Scene 2 (Hunt 2007, Exx. 1 and 5).

Reproduced by kind permission of the University of California Press.

inclusion Relative fuse
Em G

R

(G)

Example 8
Cornelius, ‘Ein Ton’, mm. 1-9, voice-leading reduction.
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three harmonies, eventually arriving on G major in m. 7. Observe that the net result of 
this first phrase is a Relative transformation leading from E minor to G major, two of the 
consonant	triads	presented	in	the	LPR-loop	of	Example	3.
 The ensuing phrase presents a modified repetition of the first phrase, marking this as 
a modified strophic setting common to Cornelius’s song output. As Example 9 illustrates, 
the next phrase begins on a G major-minor seventh chord, with another inclusion 
transformation linking it to the end of the previous phrase. The bass voice wavers from G n 
to G # and back before progressing to the B minor harmony in m. 17, via the Leittonwechsel 
fuse. This triggers a series of harmonic motions along the omnibus progression, coming 
to rest finally on the distantly-related harmony of G # minor in m. 19. The omnibus 
progression is a harmonic sequence consisting of major-minor seventh chords and 
minor triads, characterized by chromatic lines moving in opposite directions.12 Within 
the dense chromatic voice leading of the omnibus progression sounds the sustained B, 
aptly illustrating what Joti Rockwell describes as the effect of ‘apparent motion amidst 
overall stasis’ (2009: [20]). Cornelius highlights the mounting intensity of the harmonic 
progression with a crescendo from mm. 15–18, cresting only at the arrival of the G # minor 
harmony, the point of furthest harmonic distance reached thus far in the song.

Recall	that	the	series	of	harmonies	along	the	LPR-loop	in	Example	3	leads	from	G	major,	
to B minor, to B major, then to G # minor. Whereas one may describe the transformational 
path from B minor to G # minor, skipping over B major in Example 9 as an ‘elided’ or 
compound	transformation	(similar	to	that	explained	in	Example	4,	above),	the	omnibus	
reading provides a fuller, more nuanced account of the voice-leading from one point to 
another. Once again, Cornelius’s employment of this extravagant harmonic progression 
likely stemmed from the influence of Wagner’s harmonic practice, whose use of the 
omnibus progression in works such as Rienzi, Lohengrin, Tristan und Isolde and Parsifal 
is well documented.13

 

12 For more on the omnibus progression, see Yellin (1998), Telesco (1998), Gauldin (1997: 599–602) and 

Gauldin (2004).

13 According to Robert Gauldin, ‘contrary semitonal motion [such as that on display in the omnibus progression] 

does not appear to play a significant role in Wagner’s compositional technique until Tristan’ (2004: 7). 

Gauldin goes on to illustrate numerous instances of omnibus fragments in Tristan und Isolde and Parsifal. 

Yellin (1998: 42–49) identifies short examples of omnibus fragments from Tristan und Isolde and Parsifal, as 

well as Rienzi and Lohengrin, premiered in 1842 and 1850, respectively. These earlier operas of Wagner are 

works Cornelius would certainly be familiar with by the time he wrote ‘Ein Ton’, having assisted Liszt in the 

rehearsal and premiere of Lohengrin in Weimar in 1850. 

omnibus progression
m. 15

Leittonwechsel fuse Leittonwechsel fuse
inclusion

( )
Bm G mG

L (PR)

Example 9
Cornelius, ‘Ein Ton’, mm. 13-19, voice-leading reduction.
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The next phrase returns abruptly to the E minor harmony before progressing to the 
greatest moment of harmonic complexity in the song. As Example 10 shows, all voices 
except the sustained B move upwards, leading from E minor to a G # diminished seventh 
chord in m. 22. This rising motion continues, leading to a B major-minor seventh chord 
in	m.	23.	In	m.	24,	the	bass	rises	by	semitone	to	B b, while the other voices descend except 
for	 the	 sustained	 pitch	 B.	 This	 leads	 to	 a	 curious	 harmony	 in	 m.	 24,	 which	 resembles	
a G # diminished seventh chord above a non-chordal B b in the bass. Another way to 
hear this moment is as a dominant ninth chord with B b as the root. In this hearing the 
sustained B, being enharmonic to C b, serves as the minor ninth above the ‘root’.14 In either 
interpretation	the	sound	at	m.	24	serves	as	the	emotional	highpoint	of	the	song.	Cornelius	
further emphasizes the uncanny nature of this anomalous sonority with a crescendo into 
a	pungent	sforzando	at	m.	24.

The	chord	at	m.	24	poignantly	sets	the	emotional	content	of	the	poem,	which	mentions	
that the monotone ‘rings full and clear in my ears, as if it enshrined your soul’. The 
keyword, schlösser, translates as ‘to lock’, as if ‘to lock into place’. Cornelius presents the 

14 It is worth noting that had the omnibus progression highlighted in Example 9 been allowed to continue it 

would have arrived at a B b  major-minor seventh chord, similar to the chord at m. 24, though this would also 

necessitate a movement away from the sustained monotone. Thanks to Professor Henry Martin for pointing 

this out to me.
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m. 24

"split?"
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Example 10
Cornelius, ‘Ein Ton’, mm. 19-27, voice-leading reduction.
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monotone in its most dissonant setting, as the minor ninth above the bass, which begs 
for resolution. However, should this triadic extension be allowed to resolve as expected 
it would force a movement away from the monotone, thus ending Cornelius’s prolonged 
harmonic experiment. Accordingly, the power of the sustained monotone overcomes 
even this most strident of harmonic challenges and carries through, just as the bereaved 
poet’s thoughts of his departed loved one are able to prevent her from fading from his 
memory, enshrining her soul in his every thought.
 Notice the split-like voice leading from the G # minor triad of m. 19 to the G # diminished 
seventh	chord	of	m.	24,	which	returns	to	another	G # minor triad in m. 27. Whereas the 
previously-mentioned instances of split/fuse transformations occur between triads and 
major-minor or half-diminished seventh chords, the voice leading presented here links 
the G # minor triad to a fully-diminished seventh chord with G # as the root, frequently 
referred to as a ‘common-tone’ diminished seventh chord.15 Nevertheless, the general 
principle of the split/fuse transformation is on display between the bounding G # minor 
triads	and	the	extravagant	harmony	at	m.	24.
 Measure 27 marks the return to the G # minor triad, which leads to a harmony in m. 
28 resembling a dominant thirteenth chord in E major, and eventually to an E major triad 
in m. 29. While this harmonic progression functions in a traditional dominant-to-tonic 
manner, the B thirteenth chord is arrived at by another inclusion transformation, as shown 
in Example 11. The upper three voices, along with the B in the bass, are related to the G # 
minor triad that precedes, with the addition of a single other tone, the tenor A. Again, 
note that this ‘inclusion transformation’ differs from the type explained in Examples 8-9, 
in that the resulting harmony is not a simple major-minor or half-diminished seventh 
chord. Nevertheless, the same subset/superset relationship of the typical inclusion 
transformation links these two chords.

Observe that the net result of this harmonic progression is a Leittonwechsel transformation 
from G #	minor	to	E	major,	modeled	by	the	LPR-loop	of	Example	3.	The	ensuing	music	
meanders between E major and G #	minor	before	progressing	to	E	minor	via	a	Parallel	
transformation in m. 33, bringing us back to our point of departure. The song ends 
with a piano postlude based on the first vocal phrase, coming to rest yet again on the 
monotone.
 Example 12 provides a harmonic synopsis of ‘Ein Ton’, illustrating the triadic pillars 
and parsimonious voice-leading motions between them as noted in the foregoing analysis. 
As	it	shows,	the	song	progresses	through	an	entire	LPR-loop,	the	sole	exception	being	the	
‘elided’ motion at mm. 17-19. These triads provide a harmonic foundation to the song as 

15 For more on the common-tone diminished seventh chord, see Gauldin (1997: 495–497) and Roig-Francoli 

(2003: 759–762).

inclusion?
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Example 11
Cornelius, ‘Ein Ton’, mm. 27-33, voice-leading reduction.
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a whole, centered on the sustained pitch B. Observe the inclusion transformations applied 
to major and minor triads, as well as the extended version of the technique at mm. 27-
28. The split/fuse transformations are usually manifest as Leittonwechsel fuses, especially 
prominent in the omnibus progression of mm. 17-19. However, the anomalous harmony 
at	the	emotional	highpoint,	m.	24,	also	arises	from	a	split-like	voice	leading,	though	not	
in the typical manner presented in Examples 6-9.

Furthermore, one may observe in this example a prevalence of second-inversion triads, 
which seem to crop up at every turn in ‘Ein Ton’. Indeed, the chords of G major, B minor, 
and G #	 minor,	 three	 members	 of	 the	 LPR-loop	 that	 provides	 direction	 and	 harmonic	
foundation to the song as a whole, are all presented in second inversion. The second-
inversion triad was traditionally regarded as unstable, being that it contains a fourth 
above the bass, a dissonance that would require resolution in the subsequent chord. This 
pattern is indicative of the so-called cadential 6

4 chord, which frequently embellishes a 
root-position dominant harmony at an authentic cadence. In fact, the 64 chords identified 
above, especially the G major 6

4	at	mm.	4–8	and	the	G # minor 6
4 at mm. 19–20, begin as 

if they are serving in this cadential manner. Similar to the discussion of the B b ninth 
chord	at	m.	24,	were	Cornelius	to	resolve	either	of	these	‘cadential’	6

4 chords as expected 
it would force a movement away from the sustained monotone, thus thwarting the 
central compositional idea of the song. Whereas one might be inclined to explain the 
prevalence of anomalous second-inversion triads in this song as the byproduct of either 
1) an immature compositional technique, or 2) Cornelius’s equation of chords in second 
inversion for their root-position counterparts, one may also explain their presence and 
treatment in terms of the overall compositional goal of the song, given the peculiar melodic 
design. Indeed, the ‘proper’ handling and resolution of these sonorities would have had a 
detrimental impact on the sustained monotone and its treatment in this song.16

Relationship to the Cycle as a Whole
‘Ein Ton’ appears as song No. 3 from the cycle Trauer und Trost, composed and published 
in	1854.	Cornelius’s	poetry	for	this	cycle	describes	the	emotional	journey	of	a	man	whose	
beloved has died, and seeks solace from grief in the world of dreams. Example 13 shows 
the	rounded	key	structure	between	songs,	bookended	by	songs	in	a	Phrygian-inflected	E	
minor. Given the analysis outlined above, how do the musical and poetic details presented 

16 Niemöller (1977: 81) states that Cornelius studied counterpoint for several years in Berlin with Siegfried Dehn 

(1799–1858), a widely-respected teacher whose students also included Mikhail Glinka and Anton Rubinstein. 

This would seem to refute the suggestion that Cornelius’s handling of second-inversion triads is due to faulty 

or incomplete contrapuntal understanding.
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Example 12
Cornelius, ‘Ein Ton’, harmonic synopsis.
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in ‘Ein Ton’ relate to the cycle as a whole? More specifically, given the highly idiosyncratic 
melodic gesture of this song, how can another song follow it in a cycle without introducing 
a noticeable drop in emotional intensity?

Observe that, except for song No. 2, the tonics for all of the songs fall within the range of 
harmonies	indicated	on	the	LPR-loop	of	Example	3.	The	final	three	songs	even	form	a	
partial	progression	through	the	series	of	harmonies.	The	last	song	begins	in	the	Phrygian-
inflected E minor but cadences on an E major harmony to complete the song cycle as a 
whole.	As	 such,	 Cornelius	 draws	 on	 the	 LPR-loop	 to	 organize	 not	 only	 the	 harmonic	
structure of ‘Ein Ton’, but the primary keys of the individual songs of the entire cycle.17

 The six songs of Trauer und Trost all begin with the pitch B, either in the vocal melody, 
the piano, or both. This is true even for ‘Angedenken’, which despite being set in D major 
begins on an E minor triad with B in the vocal melody. However, it is the song ‘An dem 
Traum’ that warrants a closer inspection, since it immediately follows ‘Ein Ton’ in the 
cycle.	As	Example	14	shows,	the	relationship	established	between	piano	and	voice	is	now	
inverted	to	begin	song	No.	4,	as	the	piano	picks	up	the	monotone	on	B	while	the	vocal	
melody touches on no fewer than ten different pitch-classes in the opening measures of 
the song. One may thus read the voice’s extreme variety in pitch content as a conciliatory 
gesture, a parabolic swing in the opposite direction from the previous song. Furthermore, 
the piano’s B is presented in a non-harmonized texture here, in direct opposition to the 
harmonic complexity of the preceding song.
 Recall that the poetic text for ‘Ein Ton’ closes with a reference to the beloved descending 
from heaven, singing the persona’s pain to rest. ‘An dem Traum’ begins with an invocation 
and description of the dream that follows.18 As such, the direct juxtaposition of textural 
relationships	 between	 songs	 3	 and	 4	 serves	 to	 express	 the	 dichotomous	 relationship	
between the waking-world and dreaming-world, while the lingering persistence of the 
pitch B portrays the ever-present thoughts of the beloved in both domains.19

17 Furthermore, it is worth noting that ‘Trauer’, song No. 1, begins by prolonging E minor, passes through E 

major at m. 15, then immediately tonicizes G #	minor as its secondary key area, effectively drawing upon the 

structure and organization of the LPR-loop as a means of mitigating this distant-key modulation.

18 Curiously, the word ‘Traum’ at m. 4 is set with the pitch G, the tonic of song No. 5, which further develops 

and describes the dream-like state of the cycle as a whole.

Example 13
Cornelius, Trauer und Trost, Op. 3, key structure.

Song # Title Key
1 ‘Trauer’ E minor (Phrygian-inflected)
2 ‘Angedenken’ D major
3 ‘Ein Ton’ E minor
4 ‘An den Traum’ B minor
5 ‘Treue’ G major
6 ‘Trost’ E minor (Phrygian-inflected)

 Song 4 Song 5 Song 6
 Bm G Em E
   
 L R P
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19

19 Charles Ives’s setting of ‘Ein Ton’ (ca. 1898) takes the approach of inverting the voice/piano relationship, 

with the repeated element in the piano rather than the voice, very similar to the effect in ‘An dem Traum’. See 

Burkholder (2004: 25–27). 

 Charles Ives’s setting of ‘Ein Ton’, mm. 1-6.

 

Mir klingt ein Ton so wun der

bar in Herz und Sin nen im mer dar. Ist es der

was mir blüh te und ver dorr te lass mir blü hend neu ge deih'n.

Langsam

Öff ne mir die gold ne Pfor te, Traum, zu dei nem Wun der hain,

Example 14
Cornelius, ‘An dem Traum’, Op. 3, No. 4, opening.
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Conclusion
Cornelius first met Wagner in October of 1853, though scholars agree that it was only after 
1859, and Cornelius’s relocation to Vienna to work directly with Wagner, that his songs 
began to display a Wagnerian influence.20 This paper has demonstrated that a number of 
harmonic devices common to Wagner’s music dramas can be found in Cornelius’s setting 
of	this	song	‘Ein	Ton’	from	1854.	Cornelius	might	have	learned	these	harmonic	techniques	
through his work for Liszt, since he served as a copyist and translator in Weimar during the 
1850s. Cornelius’s duties even included leading choir rehearsals for the Weimar premiere 
of Wagner’s Lohengrin.21 However, whereas Cornelius’s mentor in Weimar was Liszt, it 
was the music of Wagner that inspired both men and provided an important artistic and 
aesthetic influence for Cornelius, either directly or indirectly.
 Another connection to Wagner can be made by considering that Cornelius was fond 
of composing his own poetry for songs and opera libretti, a characteristic he shared with 
Wagner, although it should be noted that this tendency was well in place in Cornelius 
prior to his association with Wagner and Liszt. While the sustained tone is undoubtedly 
the most interesting feature of this remarkable song, the harmonic setting upon which it 
is presented bears a closer look, as it reveals an intimation of Cornelius’s later Wagnerian 
musical language. It is hoped that the analyses and interpretations presented here will 
lead	to	a	renewed	interest	in	the	songs	of	Peter	Cornelius,	surely	a	composer	worthy	of	a	
greater place in the history of the German Lied.

20 See Bauer (1977: 94) and Thym (2010: 177) for a discussion of Cornelius’s frequently strained association 

with Wagner.

21 Niemöller (1977: 81)
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Glossary of Terms
Parsimonious Voice Leading: Exceedingly efficient voice leading between adjacent harmonies. 

Voice leading may be described as parsimonious if as few voices as possible move as small a 
distance as possible from one chord to the next. Parsimonious voice leading often results in 
common tones retained between adjacent harmonies.

Tonnetz: A two-dimensional conceptual diagram representing tonal space. In Neo-Riemannian 
theory, the typical Tonnetz is organized by three vertices, each corresponding to the intervals 
between notes of a consonant triad: the perfect fifth, the major third, and the minor third. The 
Tonnetz thus models consonant triads (major and minor triads) and illustrates parsimonious 
voice leading motions that lead from one triad to the next.

Compound (Elided) Transformation: The combination of two or more transformational operations 
which, when taken in combination, lead from one triad to the next. Compound transformations 
are enclosed in angled brackets and are listed in order, from left to right, and may illustrate a 
step that is ‘skipped over’ leading from one triad to the next. For example, the motion from C 
major to E major may be represented as <LP>, where L leads from C major to E minor, then 
P leads from E minor to E major. Parsimonious voice leading and the transformational path 
between two chords displaying a chromatic mediant relationship may be effectively explained 
via a compound transformation.  

LPR-Loop: A cycle of six triads, all sharing the same pitch-class, which progresses from one triad to 
another via a single parsimonious transformation, L, P, or R. When applied strictly in order, the 
cycle of transformations will exhibit two sub-cycles of three transformations, L, P, or R, and will 
return to the original triad that began the cycle. For instance, the motion from one triad to the 
next within Example 3 can be illustrated by the series of transformations R–P–L–R–P–L, which 
originates with E minor and eventually finds its way back to E minor.  

Cross-Type Transformation: A mapping that transforms objects of one type into objects of another 
type, within this context from triads into seventh chords or vice versa. Two common types of 
cross-type transformations are the inclusion transformation and the split/fuse transformation.

Inclusion Transformation: A cross-type transformation that maps a consonant triad onto the unique 
dominant seventh or half-diminished seventh chord that contains it, or vice-versa.

Split/Fuse Transformation: A cross-type transformation that maps a consonant triad onto a seventh 
chord, whereby two members of the triad remain as common-tones and the other voice is split 
into two voices moving in contrary directions. When moving from a seventh chord to a triad 
two voices of the seventh chord converge by contrary motion, ‘fusing’ into a single pitch. 

Omnibus Progression: A chord progression characterized by chromatic lines moving in opposite 
directions while other voices remain as common tones between adjacent sonorities. The three 
types of chords in the typical omnibus progression, such as the one given in Example 9, are 
second-inversion minor triads, major-minor seventh chords in root position, and major-minor 
seventh chords in third-inversion. The major-minor seventh chords often resolve in the manner 
of German augmented sixth chords.   

Common-Tone Diminished Seventh Chord: A fully-diminished seventh chord which serves to prolong 
or embellish another chord, provided that at least one chord member of the prolonged chord, 
typically the root, is a note of the diminished seventh chord.
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Peter Cornelius, ‘Ein Ton’, Op. 3, No. 3.

cresc.

noch dein Mund ge bebt? ist es des Glöck leins trü ber

dar. Ist es der Hauch, der dir ent schwebt, als ein mal

gebunden

Etwas bewegt

Mir klingt ein Ton so wun der bar in Herz und Sin nen im mer

Klang, der dir ge folgt den Weg ent lang?

cre

scen do
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du und sän gest mei nen Schmerz in Ruh'!

dim.

ein, als stie gest lie bend nie der

cresc.

Mir klingt der Ton so voll und rein, als schlös s'er dei ne See le
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