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Conventions Used in the Arabesque

Notes are enclosed with singe quotation mark to differentiate between a note vs. an article; ‘A’

major triad on…, vs. ‘A major triad is …’

Accidentals are usually spelled out; ‘A-flat’, ‘B-natural’, ‘C-sharp’, ‘B-double-flat’, etc.

Chords are indicated with Roman numerals in Times Roman, 12pt; ‘VI, bII, V’, etc. below the bass

staff.

The key the work is in is located above the treble staff and in Times Roman 14pt bold ‘I’ ‘VI’, etc.
Modulations are also indicated in Times Roman 14pt bold, ‘III’, ‘bVI’ etc.

When a key is described it is done with the word starting in upper-case, ‘The key of the Tonic’ (I),

‘The key of the Super-Tonic’ (II), etc. ‘(I)’ and ‘(II)’ are in Times Roman 14pt, not in bold.

In a major key ‘II, III, and VI’ are minor, ‘I, and IV’ are major, and ‘V’ is dominant. If they are

seventh chords no further indication is necessary. If ‘V’ is major ‘VM’ may be used. If ‘II’ is

dominant quality ‘IIx’ is used.

In a minor key a normal super-tonic, (II) is either a diminished triad or a half-diminished seventh

chord. ‘III, and VI’ are major, and ‘I, IV, and V’ are minor. Symbols for the quality may be added

when necessary; viz. ‘Vx’ if a dominant quality is found on the dominant function and may be

described as, ‘dominant-dominant’. ‘VM’ if the dominant is a major triad and may be described as,

‘dominant-major’, etc. The first term is the function and the second the quality. If ‘V’ alone is used

in a minor key it is a normal minor triad or minor seventh chord and may be described as a ‘modal

dominant’ i.e. normal within a minor context.

Lower case for minor ‘ii’ ‘iii’, etc. while currently fashionable, are never to be used as they appear

to be an alteration from the norm. ‘II’ and ‘III’ are minor. They are normal in a major key and

need no special indication to show them as minor.



‘V/V’ or ‘VofV’ for a super-tonic dominant is an aberration. It completely looses the super-tonic

function, and its form cannot be used on any other secondary dominant. A dominant quality on the

super-tonic is indicated, ‘IIx’. ‘x’ may be used on any chord with a dominant quality. It is simple

and its use is consistent.

A super-tonic triad in a minor key is a normal diminished triad and is functionable (II). A

diminished-seventh chord is not functionable under any circumstance. It is considered a dominant

with a missing root1 (sans root), and will be indicated with a ‘o’ in front of the Roman numeral;

‘oIIx’, not to be confused with diminished ‘o’. Thus, a ‘B-diminished’ seventh chord will be

indicated as a ‘G’ dominant sans root. The root is always found a major third below the chord tone

of a diminished seventh. In a minor key the dominant will usually be an altered seventh chord, and

if without a root will be indicated, ‘oVx’. In a minor key ‘V’ is minor either as a triad or seventh

chord. In a major key ‘V’ is either major if a triad, or dominant if a seventh chord. Since seventh

chords are default ‘V’ is all that is necessary for a seventh chord on the dominant. If the dominant

is major it may be indicated as such, ‘VM’.

A distinction must be made between ‘function’ and ‘quality’. Dominant function (V) is not to be

confused with dominant quality (x). ‘V’ is only a function and may be minor, major, or dominant

quality.

Rhythmic problems and their solutions will be found at the end of this analysis.

1 The theory of the ‘missing root’ may be found in Helmholtz, ‘On the Sensations of Tone’ pg 152 ff, and Ulehla,
‘Contemporary Harmony’ pg 114 ff.



The analysis…

The Arabesque begins in the key of the Tonic (I), ‘E’ major. The chords in the first two measures
are ‘6’ chords, i.e. first inversion chords.2 Harmonic function and harmonic quality are kept

separate, functional indications below the lower stave and quality indications between the staves.

2 Figured bass indications may be added by the reader but they are not included here as they don’t add significantly to
the understanding of what is there in the composition. They are mainly of historical interest.



The following line is made up of ‘F-sharp’ dominant chords. The first note of each group in the

lower clef outlines the super-tonic dominant (IIx). The first group of notes in measure 13 outlines

the dominant without a root, but with a major 9th (ox9). The second group outlines the dominant

with root but no 9th (x). The tritone, as bracketed in each group is the thread that binds the chords

into one dominant. The tritone represents the major 3rd and minor 7th of the dominant.

Measure 19 modulates to the key of the Sub-Mediant (VI), ‘C-sharp’ minor. ‘F-double-sharp’ is
the major 3rd of the super-tonic dominant (IIx) and ‘A-sharp’ the perfect 5th.

Note that the sub-mediant (VI) is normally major in a minor key, and the sub-dominant (VI) is

normally minor. This contrasts with a major key where the sub-mediant is minor and the sub-

dominant is major. Measure 22 modulates to the key of the Super-Tonic (II), ‘F-sharp’ minor.
‘B-sharp’ is the altered major 3rd creating the dominant (x) on the super-tonic (II).



Measure 23 takes a modulation to the key of the Sub-Dominant (IV), ‘A’ major. Both ‘B-sharp’ and

‘D-sharp’ are cancelled, leaving three sharps for the parent key of ‘A’ major.

The following line could be thought of as modulating away from the key of ‘A’ major. However,

both the tonic (I) and sub-dominant (IV) chords are major in a major key. Each here contains an

added minor 7th making them dominant (x), but retaining their functions within ‘A’ major. Any

other analysis, while possible, would be cumbersome.

Measure 29 returns to the key of the Tonic (I), ‘E’ major with the reinstatement of ‘D-sharps’, the
forth sharp of the prevailing signature. The dominant (V) is normally dominant (x).3

3 It should be apparent that there are two definitions to the word, ‘dominant’; 1. Dominant the function (V), and
2. Dominant the quality (x). Figured bass indications must be used with caution as those indications indicate inversion
and have no relationship to harmonic quality as in the term, ‘V7’; ‘dominant-seventh. ‘V’ is a function and ‘7’ is a
figured bass indicating root structure. The two should not be used together since they contribute to confusion with the
young piano student, or the uninformed. For example, ‘V6/5’ is also a ‘dominant-seventh’. It is better to use the word
‘dominant’ alone, either as a function (V) or as a quality (x).



The passage in measure 34 starting on the second beat is based on the ‘E’ major scale over the

super-tonic (II), then the dominant (V) in measures 35-36.

Measure 39 changes signature from four sharps to a signature of three sharps, the key of the Tonic

(I), ‘A’ major. Measure 37 above cadenced on ‘E’ major. The ‘B’ minor chord in measure 39 is
the fifth of ‘E’ and would usually be the dominant, but here it is the super-tonic (II) of ‘A’ major.



Measures 43 and 44 contain diminished chords that are missing their roots (ox). ‘E’ is the missing

root in measure 43 (compare with measure 39), and ‘B’ is the missing root in measure 44

(essentially the same chord previous).

Measure 55 contains a dominant sans root (oVb9) on the 4th beat. However, it is the same chord

throughout the measure with root, ‘E’. The bass moves step-wise from ‘E’ to ‘A’ of the next

measure while the treble moves step-wise from ‘G-sharp’ down to ‘E’ of the next measure. ‘F-

sharps’ then, may be regarded as passing tones.



Measure 63 modulates to the key of the lowered Mediant (III), ‘C’ major. All sharps are cancelled.

The following returns to the signature of four sharps, ‘E’ major. It is a repetition of earlier material.

The reader is encouraged to fill in the chord qualities, and not by merely copying them. This is a

learning experience.







Solving rhythmic problems in the Arabesque…

The main problem learning, practicing, and performing this Arabesque are the cross-rhythms

between the bass and the treble where the bass contains triplet figures with duplet figures in the

treble, and v.v. The traditional method of counting just can’t handle it; ‘one, and, two, and..’

The McHose4 system and using the Lowest Common Denominator (LCD) between the treble and

the bass clefs handles it quite well.

Counting with the McHose system…

Beats get the numbers; 1 – 2 – 3, etc..

Duplets are counted with ‘te’ (‘tay’) instead of ‘and’…

Triplets are counted with ‘la.. li’; 1 la li 2 la li, etc…

Any notes between the triplets or duplets gets ‘ta’; 1 ta te ta 2, etc and, 1 ta la ta li ta 2, etc.

The following measure 20 illustrates…

Count: 1 la li 2 la li 3 la ta li 4 la ta li 1… etc

The line above contains several instances where there are triplet figures in the bass with duplet
figures in the treble. How does one count them?

The LCD of 3 and 2 is 6.

Write along a line 6 units. The duplet figure fits into 6 three units, and the triplet figure fits into 6
two units …

| | |
| | | | | | | etc..
| | | |
1 la ta li 1

4 Allen Irvine McHose was an associate with the Eastman School of Music in Rochester, New York, and chair of the
theory department.



It may be seen that the second duplet fits exactly between the second and third triplet. The two
together are counted; 1 la ta li, etc. The rhythm will be perfect as a result.

Contrasting with this is when the bass contain the duplets with the treble, the triplets.

Count: 1 ta te ta 2 te 3 te 4 te

The LCD between 2 and 3 is still 6, but with the duplets in the bass and the triplets in the treble.

Draw six units with one extra for the next group of notes…

| | | | | | |

There will be three triplets in these 6 units and two duplets on the bottom…

| | | |
| | | | | | |
| | |

Count 1 ta te ta 2, etc…

Measures 99-100 showing the counting as per the above…

The Arabesque must be practiced slowly until these problems are resolved and playing of the cross-

rhythms becomes fluent. The reader must know what is there in the music while it is being played.

Harmonic qualities and functions must be known and heard well. Counting with a foot beat will

bring the piece up to Debussy’s intentions. All work spent will be well rewarded.
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