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 What types of theories have been elaborated for classical academic music? 

In Russia and in Western countries there are numerous theories of harmony, 

counterpoint, form, as well as studies of musical rhythm, melody, texture and 

orchestra. And they are all endowed with grammatical structural characters. 

However, music is a great art, and classical music pertains to the most valuable arts 

that have been created by humanity during the many centuries of its existence. It is 

absolutely insufficient to study it in a purely grammatical, structural or formal way. 

In 21
st
 century Russia, in Moscow and in other cities a new brand of music theory 

emerged, which received the name of “the theory of musical content.” It is not by 

chance that it emerged particularly in Russia, since in Russian culture and in the 

Russian consciousness the search for meaning in art has always been an 

indispensable value-related tendency, and in Russia realism has always been a 

powerful artistic direction. 

 At the present time in Russia several theoretical schools have emerged, 

which have elaborated the theory of musical content; they are based, respectively, 

in Moscow, Astrakhan and Ufa. This theory has also been incorporated into 

Russian musical education on all levels: music schools, colleges, institutes for 

higher education, doctoral programs and departments of enhancement of 

qualification. 

 Due to time constraints, I shall focus only on some of the elaborations of this 

theory, which I have carried out. Two of my articles on this subject have been 

published in English in the Philarmonica International Music Journal – 

“Specialized and Non-Specialized Musical Content” (2014, No.1) and “The Three 

Sides of Musical Content” (2014, No.2), the first of which was also published in 

Chinese translation (Journal of the Central Conservatory of Music. 2011 No.3). 
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 Let me present a definition to musical content itself – it is the expressive-

notional essence of music. 

 One of my theories is called “specialized and non-specialized musical 

content”. This dyad of terms replaces in contemporary musicology the 

philosophical-aesthetic dyad of “form vs. content,” which is essentially not 

applicable in art and remains within the framework of history of philosophy. 

Sometimes my colleagues apply for the same goal a different dyad of terms: 

“intra-musical” and “extra-musical” content. 

 The definitions of the two mentioned aspects of music are as such: 

specialized content is that which is present only in music, while non-specialized 

content is that which is present both in music and outside of it. 

Let us begin with the more illustrative non-specialized content. Despite the 

innumerable quantity of subjects brought into music from outside, it is still 

possible to classify them all into three categories: ideas, objects of real life and 

human emotions. 

Ideas in classical, academic music have always gone ahead of the musical 

practice. I shall examine a set of examples, including those from the classics of 19
th
 

century Russian music. Why did epic opera appear in that country? The Russian 

writers, poets, composers and artists were impelled to create a national classical 

culture of world significance. They were convinced that the fundamental basis of 

an artistic culture is comprised by its epos, as exemplified by Homer’s epic poems, 

“The Iliad” and “The Odyssey” in Ancient Greece. For this end they were in a 

constant search for their own Russian epos. If they were not able to find it, they 

interpreted fairytale plots in an epical vein. Thus, the founder of Russian classical 

music, Mikhail Glinka created the first Russian epic opera “Ruslan and Ludmila,” 

based on Alexander Pushkin’s fairytale long poem of the same name, which 

featured non-historical characters. It was followed by a whole set of other epic 

operas – Alexander Borodin’s “Prince Igor” (based on an early Russian source), 

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Sadko” (based on the folk genre of the “bylina,” the 

Russian heroic epic ballad), etc. Another common idea for the Russian composers 
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was to make use of the national folk music in their own compositions. For 

example, Rimsky-Korsakov, having chosen a plot for an opera, sought for a 

Russian folk song of a similar literary content and made use of its melodic and 

rhythmical elements. A large amount of quotations of Russian folk melodies found 

its way into the music of Glinka, Rimsky-Korsakov, Modest Mussorgsky, Piotr 

Tchaikovsky, Anatoly Lyadov and 

other composers. 

The experience of Russian classical 

music set an example for the cultures 

of other peoples as well. For example, 

when in Japan, which for many 

centuries had been a very isolated 

country, in the 20
th
 century the question 

arose of a means of creation of a 

Japanese national classical culture, 

Japanese composer Yamado Kosaku 

followed the example of the Russian 

classics, primarily, Glinka. One 

newspaper of the city Harbin wrote in 

1923: “His musical output during the       

PHOTO: Yamado Kosaku. 

last ten years in Japanese music can easily be correlated with those 

transformations that Mikhail Glinka carried out within the Russian musical 

tradition” (citation from: Dubrovskaya, M. Yu. Yamada Kosaku i formirovanie 

yaponskoy kompozitorskoy shkoly [Yamada Kosaku and the Formation of the 

Japanese School of Composition]. Novosibirsk, 2004. p.246). Russian researchers 

have even dubbed Yamado Kosaku as “the Japanese Glinka.” 
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 In the 20
th
 century the idea of 

connecting national elements with the 

European classical tradition pervaded among 

many composers of the East. Thus, composer 

from Shanghai, He Huntian composed an 

impressive concerto for the two-string 

Chinese violin, the erhu with symphony 

orchestra. 

 

PHOTO: 

Valentina Kholopova  

and 

He Huntian. 

 

 

  

 

Armenian composer, Avet Terteryan, following his national tradition of monody 

singing, brought in a solo male voice into an entire movement of his Second 

Symphony, written for an orchestra with the standard European instrumentation. 

 

PHOTO: 

Avet Terteryan. 
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 In their turn, European composers of the academic culture started making 

use of elements of both the philosophy and the musical instrumentation of Asian 

countries in their music. This is brightly exemplified by the music of Russian 

composer Sofia Gubaidulina. In the 

conceptions of her compositions – the 

cantata “Night in Memphis,” the 

Concerto for Percussionist and 

Symphony Orchestra, “The Hour of 

the Soul” – she made use of the idea 

of the philosophy of Zen aimed at 

reconciling human beings with the 

surrounding world. In regards to her 

use of musical instruments, she 

counterpoised the Asian instrument, 

the sheng with violins (in “The Hour 

of the Soul” for Percussionist and 

Orchestra), wrote compositions 

incorporating the Japanese koto 

(“…Early in the Morning before the 

very Awakening…” for 7 kotos and 

“In the Shade under the Tree” for 

koto, bass-koto, sheng and orchestra) 

and tried to master Indian and 

Chinese instruments. 

PHOTO: Sofia Gubaidulina with an  

Indian sitar and a Chinese sheng. 

 And one can refer to a great multitude of such impulses that directed the 

development of classical music throughout the ages. 

Objects of real life are broadly reflected in music, since human beings 

receive around 80-90% of information through their sense of vision. Some of the 
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favorite objects of attention are the element of water, birds and the motion of 

people (as well as of other objects). Franz Schubert’s vocal cycle “Die Schöne 

Müllerin” contains depiction of a brook by musical means. Rimsky-Korsakov, who 

during his youth made a trip at sea around the world, created many depictions of 

various seas: in the orchestral suite “Scheherazade,” in the opera “Sadko” – the 

Song of the Varangian Guest (depicting the stern northern waves), the Song of the 

Indian Guest (depicting the tender splash of the southern sea), etc. Anatoly Lyadov 

created a mysterious fairytale picture for orchestra “The Magic Lake.” Claude 

Debussy wrote an extensive triptych for orchestra “La Mer” (“Three Symphonic 

Sketches”). Ottorino Respighi in his four-movement symphonic poem “The 

Fountains of Rome” conveyed the incessant movement of glistening streams of 

water. 

Images of birds inspired composers from the Renaissance and Baroque 

periods (such as Janequin, Couperin and Vivaldi), Beethoven (in the Sixth 

Symphony) and Rimsky-Korsakov (“Songs and Dances of Birds” in the opera 

“The Snow Maiden”) up to Olivier Messiaen, who devoted lengthy instrumental 

works, such as “Reveil des Oiseaux” for piano and orchestra, “Oiseaux exotiques” 

for ensemble and “Catalogue d’oiseaux” for piano. 

Movement of human beings has been imprinted in the genres of dances, 

marches and processions, as well as in episodes of operas and ballets. Composers 

have shown interest not only in live, but also in mechanical motion in such 

orchestral pieces as Alexander Mosolov’s “the Iron Foundry” and Arthur 

Honegger’s “Pacific 231.” 

Human emotions are inherent to the very nature of music, which seems to 

have emerged with the ability and wish to manifest them. However, the 

methodology of their theoretic analysis, although now being developed in Russia 

and in many other countries of the world, at the present time does not yet possess 

completed, systematized means for their description. It is now possible with 

certainty to rely on the phenomenon called “basic emotions” or “fundamental 

emotions.” Their significance lies that in the fact that they are intrinsic to all people 

on the globe. I shall cite the definition listed in the encyclopedia of practical 

psychology “Psychologos”: “The basic emotions are the emotions that are inherent 
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to all healthy people and that manifest themselves in equal measure among 

representatives of the most diverse cultures living on the most various continents. 

Emotions are common to everybody… Most of the basic emotions are innate” 

(http://www.psychologos.ru/articles/view/psihologos, date of submission: 

November 23, 2014). Various scholars have raised the question of the quantity of 

these basic emotions. According to the latest psychological and musicological data, 

there are four of them: joy, sadness, anger and fear. In Russia they have been 

researched in a number oа books by specialist of the interdisciplinary type, 

Vladimir Morozov. In Great Britain a similar conclusion was arrived at by 

psychologists of the Glasgow University (2014). 

Psychologists have relied on the mimetic means of discernment: these four 

emotions in particular are the ones that are clearly reflected by human beings in 

their facial expressions and are clearly discerned: 

PHOTO: 

                      Joy.                                                                    Sadness. 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

                             Anger.                                                            Fear. 

 

 

 

http://www.psychologos.ru/articles/view/psihologos
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 Morozov, who worked with singers, established the same four emotions as 

those that are distinctly conveyed in the singer’s voice and concisely 

comprehended by listeners (see: Morozov, V.P.. Neverbal’naya kommunikatsiya. 

Eksperimental’no-psikhologicheskiye issledovaniya [Non-verbal Communication. 

Experimental Psychological Research]. Moscow, 2011). 

Nonetheless, the fate of the basic emotions in academic music turned out to 

be far from a simple one. 

Up until the Early Modern Era, in the Renaissance period academic music 

existed strictly under the auspices of the church, it had to strictly reflect the 

sublime divine sphere, so no human emotions or “passions of the soul” were 

allowed to enter into it. As one music historian observed, in the Medieval masses 

the music of the “Crucifixus” (“He was crucified”) sounded the same as that of “Et 

resurrexit” (“And He was raised from the dead”). Only with the advent of the Early 

Modern Period, from the beginning of the 17
th
 century came the mastery by music 

of human emotions, first of all, the basic ones. In the 17
th
 century French 

philosopher René Descartes invented the word “emotion” itself. At about the same 

time German music theorist Athanasius Kircher developed the teaching of the 

musical affects. The pioneer in the introduction of great passions into music was 

Italian composer Claudio Monteverdi. If we turn to the genius of the late Baroque 

period, Johann Sebastian Bach, we can find in his music all four basic emotions (as 

well as a whole set of other affects) in a completed form of expression. For 

example, the feeling of joy may be found in the beginning and the end of the 

Christmas oratorio “Magnificat,” sadness, grief is present in the “Crucifixus” from 

the Mass in B minor, anger – in the Aria of the tenor from “Magnificat,” “He drove 

away the powerful from the throne,” and fear – in the episode of the earthquake 

and the destruction of the temple of Jerusalem from the oratorio “St. Matthew 

Passion” (No.73). 

The basic emotions continued to reign in academic music in the oeuvres of 

the Viennese Classicists and the 19
th
 century Romanticists. In particular, they 

found the brightest expression in the music of Piotr Tchaikovsky, who in his music 
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aspired to express the truth of life. However, in the 20
th

 century, as the result of the 

modernist and avant-garde tendencies, the position of the basic emotions in music 

tottered to a great degree. For example, they manifested themselves only in a small 

amount of the works of Igor Stravinsky and Paul Hindemith. The basic emotions 

disappeared completely in the music of 20
th
 and 21

st
 century avant-garde 

composers, such as Pierre Boulez and Brian Ferneyhough. An analysis of what 

types of emotions in particular replaced the basic ones and what kind of aesthetics 

evoked them is contained in my book “Muzykal’nye emotsii” [“Musical 

Emotions”] (Moscow, 2010, 2012), where a large chapter is devoted to emotions in 

20
th
 century classical music and partially to jazz and rock music. Nonetheless, the 

adherence to the basic emotions remained in that same century in the music of such 

significant Russian composers as Dmitri Shostakovich and Alfred Schnittke, a fact 

that enabled their music to be accessible to a broad circle of listeners. 

Specialized content in academic classical music manifests the aesthetic 

harmony of all the compositional elements of a musical composition that arouse 

pleasure psychologically. The harmony of sounds, similarly to the harmony of the 

world or the universe has for many centuries comprised the philosophical ideal of 

Western classical music. For this reason musicians have historically selected 

beautiful sounds, harmonious intervals, natural scales and symmetrically 

completed forms. Let us present a system of levels of aesthetical harmony, from 

the least to the greatest: 

1. sound;  

2. scales, intervals, pitch-related (harmonic) structures;  

3. rhythmic, metric organization;  

4. melody, texture;  

5. the process of thematic development;  

6. the architectonics of form. 

 On each level there emerges its own aesthetic harmoniousness, which 

arouses pleasure. Sound, as existing in academic, classical music, is an acoustically 

pure one with rightly tuned overtones. The scales conform to the physical 
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convenience of their being sung by the human voice, while the tonal harmonic 

structures contain an audible logic of resolution of dissonances into consonances. 

Rhythm and meter bring in the “harmony of the temporal dimension,” their 

periodicity contains in itself a joyous element, as psychologists generally confirm. 

Melody and texture are geared on the visual aesthetics of symmetry: melody 

contains balanced ascents and descents (leaps with suffusion, waves), while texture 

at times strikes the listener with beautiful mirror correlation of the outer voices. 

Most astounding is the example of Mozart’s 40
th

 Symphony in G minor, in which 

the entire exposition of the first movement allows for a precise mirror inversion of 

the entire texture. The process of thematic development in the works of the great 

masters is such that even in the cases of the greatest contrasts of imagery the 

themes are connected by the principle of thematic derivation, and this unity brings 

artistic satisfaction. Finally, the architectonics of musical compositions of the 

academic culture has firmly entrenched the ABA symmetry, which reflects in a 

deeply hidden and indirect way the selfsame laws of nature as those present in the 

symmetry of trees, leaves, butterflies, humans, and the architecture of buildings 

built by people. All specialized content serves beauty, and without such a profound 

basis there would hardly be sublimity or nobleness present in classical, academic 

music. 

 It is important to examine the correlation of the specialized and non-

specialized aspects of content with each other. Here it is necessary to bring in the 

psychological categories of positive vs. negative and pleasure vs. displeasure. Non-

specialized content may be either positive or negative. For example, the beginning 

of the Overture to Georges Bizet’s opera “Carmen” displays a mood of festivity 

and joy, whereas the scene of fortunetelling for Carmen contains the prediction of 

death, carrying a sense of doom; in the final chorus “Hail” from Glinka’s opera “A 

Life for the Tsar” there is triumph and rejoicing, while Ivan Susanin’s final Aria 

before his death expresses grief and sorrow. On the other hand, specialized content 

is always positive, it contains the feeling of cohesiveness, harmoniousness, 

connectedness and amenity bringing pleasure. 
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Two kinds of correlations emerge between these two aspects of content there 

– concordance and discrepancy. If we indicate the positive content with the plus 

sign (+) and the negative with a minus sign (-), we shall come up with two 

schemes: 

concordance +/+ , 

discrepancy -/+. 

At that, in classical, academic music we can never find the schemes of +/- or -/-. 

Let us cite two examples. In the first number from Rodion Shchedrin’s “The 

Sealed Angel” the text narrates about the Angel of the Lord. Here the non-

specialized content is completely positive. Likewise, the specialized content 

corresponds to it in full: the voices of the singers are ideally clear and balanced, the 

melody shows a prevalence of suave motion, to the greatest degree natural for 

vocal lines, the tonality is in major, and the form is constructed according to the 

mirror-reflecting symmetrical scheme of АВА. There is a state of concordance 

between the two aspects, and their psychological correlation is +/+. 
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     Rodion Shchedrin                                        Alfred Schnittke 
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At the same time, the 7
th
 number, titled “The Death of Faust” from Alfred 

Schnittke’s cantata “The Story of Doctor Johann Faust” depicts the punishment 

inflicted by the devil on the sinner Faust (in the famous “tango of death”). The 

non-specialized content is entirely negative. This is confirmed by some of the 

musical elements – the menacing tinge in the contralto voice, the “hissing” of the 

flexatone the agitated trills of the instruments and the minor tonality. However, the 

music in its general aspect contains an abundance of beauty: the magnificent solo 

opera voice of the soprano singer, possessing an enormous range, the tango 

rhythm, bringing in the sense of enjoyment, the measured periodicity of the couplet 

form. But, most importantly, it is the most talented tango in the world, on par with 

the ballet tangos of Dmitri Shostakovich. The two aspects of content show a 

discrepancy, with the psychological correlation of - /+. 

Schnittke’s “tango of death” displays that paradox of art about which the 

great Russian poet Alexander Pushkin wrote: “and genius, the friend of 

paradoxes.” This law of art, including but not limited to the art of music, was 

generalized as far back as in the 17
th

 century in Europe in the treatise “Ars Poetica” 

by French poet and theoretician of Classicism, Nicolas Boileau: 

 

At times on the canvas ad dragon or an abominable reptile 

Catches our eye with its vivid colors, 

And what in live we would deem as horrible 

Acquires beauty under the brushstroke of a master. 


