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ABSTRACT 
  

The French-American composer Dane Rudhyar (1895-1985) uses the harmonic series in 

a unique manner to create dissonant harmonies. His method incorporates the principles of order, 

interaction, and interpenetration whereby the fundamental pitches and shared partials of two 

interrelated harmonic series are made explicit. He uses both the ascending and the descending 

versions of the harmonic series as a unifying factor that substantiates his metaphysical 

conception of the harmonic series and his notion of the piano as a collection of gongs capable of 

powerful resonance.  

 Rudhyar’s mature piece, Transmutation: Tone-Sequence in Seven Movements for the 

Piano (1976) exhibits the use of such interpenetrated harmonies particularly in Movements 3, 6, 

and 7. The scrutiny and analysis of these movements in this document reveal compelling 

implementations of interpenetrated dissonant harmonies as generators of the melodic and 

harmonic framework, gong-like textures, climaxes, and endings. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The French-American Dane Rudhyar (1895-1985) was a multifaceted figure whose 

creative work as a composer, painter, novelist, thinker, and astrologer has impacted people from 

multiple disciplines. In part due to this eclectic background, he became a unique persona who 

synthesized influences from Europe, America, and the Orient.1 Through a cathartic process, he 

bound these together in the pursuit of universality and transcendence. A visionary and a 

humanitarian, Rudhyar delved predominantly into mankind’s potentialities. He made it his 

calling to dare people to transform themselves through overcoming, rebirth or transmutation. In 

his poetic words, 

… 
White thunder is an epic of joy 
to stir heroic souls into power 
and wrench from them the fire to burn themselves,  
phoenix, into immortality. 

 
White thunder, it is the you,  
It is the I that are free; 
You and I singing, dancing, 
God-torn, ecstatic, mighty - - 

 
lightnings!2 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 The term “Orient” is outdated; however, at the beginning of the 20th Century when Rudhyar was 

outlining his musical aesthetics, the term was accepted. In Rudhyar’s case it refers specifically to his 
interest in the music of India and Asian countries.  

 
2 Dane Rudhyar, “White Thunder,” in White Thunder (Santa Fe, NM: Hazel Dreis Editions, 

1938), 3. 
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In another poem, he ponders: 

   … 
How shall I waken you from your littleness  

    and from baby smiles of smug contentment? 
 
    How shall I force you to stand with exalted power 
    in the nature glory of your creativeness?3 
 

How did Rudhyar undertake this awakening in music? He first formulated his own 

musical principles and then put them to the service of his spiritual dialogue. His musical style is 

characterized by pieces with descriptive titles and markings that generally have several short 

movements displaying contrasting dynamics and exploiting the entire register of an instrument. 

The rhythm is unpredictable and complex; at the same time, static textures can be present. The 

harmony typically promotes dissonant sonorities rather than consonant ones. His melodies are 

usually formed of small cells that unfold and transform in an organic manner though they are 

tightly intertwined with the harmony. Unity is achieved through cyclic motives and through the 

use of sonorities that work like a germ or potentiality:4 this the composer names “seed-tones.” 

Rudhyar’s dissonant sonorities are the focal point of this research, in particular the 

involvement of the harmonic series in their construction. This will be examined in his piece, 

Transmutation: Tone-Sequence in Seven Movements for the Piano, written in Palo Alto during 

the summer of 1976 with the aid of a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts.5  Along 

                                                
3 Rudhyar, “Overcoming,” in White Thunder, 88. 
 
4 Rudhyar often associates the word “potentiality” with seed, as he believes that in the seed lies 

all future developments. 
 
5 Dane Rudhyar, “Transmutation,” CD Liner Notes, Marcia Mikulak, recorded February 1977, 

KPFK, NWCR 604, 2007, CD. 
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with his piano work Theurgy (1977), Rudhyar considered Transmutation among his most 

significant compositions.6  

Most of the literature pertaining to Rudhyar’s music is concerned with his biography, 

philosophies, and aesthetics. Analyses of Rudhyar’s piano works are in short supply. All 

previous analyses lack a theoretical explanation of Rudhyar’s chordal formations and usage of 

the harmonic series as a compositional tool, with the exception of an article written by Michael 

K. Trinastic that will be summarized later in this section. 

 In the realm of published books, Carol Oja has a brief musical description of Paean I and 

Paean II (1925-27) in Chapter 6 of Making Music Modern, alluding to Rudhyar’s fondness for 

massive and resonating sonorities in gong-like passages as well as his preference for quartal and 

quintal harmonies. In Chapter 14, she suggests that Rudhyar’s composition Granites (1929) 

influenced Copland’s Piano Variations (1930). When comparing the beginning and ending of 

both pieces there are gestural, rhythmic, and spatial resemblances.7 

 Dane Rudhyar: His Music, Thought, and Art by Deniz Ertan is the most comprehensive 

and insightful study on Rudhyar to date. To demonstrate Debussy’s and Scriabin’s influence on 

Rudhyar, Ertan offers analytical remarks on “Prière de l’enfant triste…”—from Three Early 

Pieces of 1914—and “Solitude”—from Fifth Tetragram of 1927. Concerning the piece Theurgy, 

Ertan describes a few sections allegorically and provides limited observations on the harmonies 

used. On Three Melodies of 1918—a work for flute, piano, and cello—she examines Rudhyar’s 

treatment of the melody, rhythm, and form. Lastly, Ertan uses the first movement of 

                                                
6 Deniz Ertan, Dane Rudhyar: His Music, Thought, and Art (Rochester, NY: University of 

Rochester Press, 2009), 124. 
 
7 Carol J. Oja, Making Music Modern: New York in the 1920’s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2000), 250. 
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Transmutation to explain Rudhyar’s melodic organicism in which a melodic cell keeps recurring 

in different disguises throughout. This is the only available musical analysis of Transmutation to 

this date.  

 In her dissertation, In the Time of Bergson: The Influence of the Philosophical Thoughts 

of Henri Bergson on the Writings and Music of Dane Rudhyar, Vanessa Pelletier presents a 

musical analysis based on Bergson’s philosophical principles. She indicates that Rudhyar’s 

Granites manifests Bergson’s idea of the “vital impulse” in the unpredictability of the 

transformation of a musical cell and how it leads to an unpredictable form. For Pelletier, 

Rudhyar’s piano composition “The Summons”—his First Pentagram of 1924—aligns itself with 

Bergson’s concept of duration through the use of unconventional metric signatures and by 

masking the hierarchical relationships of the rhythmic values within a measure.8 

 The doctoral study The Piano Works of Dane Rudhyar: An Overview and Stylistic Study 

by Shan McCalla, concentrates on Granites and Epic Poem (1978). McCalla offers a thorough 

and detailed examination of both pieces that includes a melodic, motivic, rhythmic, and 

harmonic analysis. Her harmonic evaluation, however, is limited to the conventional chord 

denomination of tonal music. It does not provide any insight into the use of the harmonic series 

to create harmonies. 

Michael K. Trinastic’s article Dissonant Harmony and “Seed-Tones:” Organicism in the 

Piano Music of Dane Rudhyar provides a novel harmonic analysis of “Stars”—from the Third 

Pentagram of 1926—and the first movement of Granites. My research on Transmutation is built 

                                                
8 Vanessa Sylvie Amélie Pelletier, “In the Time of Bergson: The Influence of the Philosophical 

Thoughts of Henri Bergson on the Writings and Music of Dane Rudhyar” (master’s thesis, University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2010), 44, accessed July 20, 2016, https://cdr.lib.unc.edu/indexablecontent 
/uuid:60293f15-8035-49fa-a8c0-424adc34b68e.  
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upon this article and uses Trinastic’s findings on harmonies derived from the interpenetration of 

two ascending harmonic series, in particular the ones he labels 5th-/7th- partial sonority and  

3rd-/11th-partial sonority.9 Trinastic’s research is further expanded by incorporating not only the 

mentioned partials, but also all the possible shared partials between two fundamentals related by 

an interval class IC1 or IC610 whether they are in the same register or not, and by embracing 

their descending harmonic series and their subsequent derived harmonies. 

Movements 3, 6, and 7 of Transmutation will be analyzed as they best exemplify the 

application of said harmonies and will be scrutinized for possible seed-tones and their impact in 

Rudhyar’s musical organization and organicism. The following research will provide an 

analytical foundation for a pianist interested in performing Transmutation and offer a new 

method for analyzing Rudhyar’s music by contemplating the descending harmonic series. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
9 Michael K. Trinastic, “Dissonant Harmony and ‘Seed-Tones:’ Organicism in the Piano Music of 

Dane Rudhyar.” Music Theory Online 20, no. 2 (June 2014), accessed February 13, 2016, http://www.mto 
osmt.org/issues/mto. 14.20.2/ mto.14.20.2. trinastic.html#FN13. 

 
10 From this point onward, the abbreviation IC refers to interval class. 
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CHAPTER 1: BACKGROUND 
 

French-American composer Daniel Chennevière was born in France on March 23rd, 1895 

and died in San Francisco on September 13th, 1985. Leaving behind his past and marking a new 

beginning, Chennevière changed his name to one rooted in Sanskrit (Dane Rudhyar) when he 

gained his American naturalization in 1917. Previously in France he studied the piano and wrote 

his first compositions, but it was the promotion of Metachory—a collaborative work with the 

dancer Valentine de Saint-Point that included music, dance, color, light, and incense—that 

brought him to New York in 1916.  Soon after, he traveled between the two coasts and to Canada 

giving lectures, writing articles, and meeting influential musicians and artists. Through this travel 

he became a founding member of two important music societies: Henry Cowell’s New Music 

Society in California and Edgard Varèse’s International Composers' Guild based in New York, 

through which several of Rudhyar’s musical works were premiered. He settled in California in 

the 1920’s and turned to Theosophy, Buddhism, Orientalism, and the study of Hindu music, 

subjects that would tremendously influence his compositions and writings. During this time he 

endeavored to make a living as a composer, but conductors, audiences, and competition judges 

did not appreciate his dissonant idiom.  

In the 1930’s he changed careers and found a more successful outlet as an astrologer. 

Rudhyar gained worldwide recognition as one of the most influential astrologers of the 20th 

century, leaving a contribution of sixteen books and almost a thousand articles.11 His writings 

were not limited to astrology but also encompassed poetry, novels, and books on psychology. 

                                                
11 “Astrological Works,” Rudhyar Archival Project, ed. by Cyber World Khaldea (2000-2004), 

accessed October 19, 2016, http://www.khaldea.com/rudhyar/astrology.shtml. 
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Rudhyar’s interests included painting, producing fifty works of visual art as part of the 

Transcendental Painting Group.  

While Rudhyar made a living from these various activities and traveled regularly to give 

lectures on diverse topics, he had intermittent periods of intense musical activity throughout his 

life. He composed during the summers of 1934, 1935, 1950, and from 1966-67. Nevertheless, it 

was not until 1976 when he moved to Palo Alto and married his fourth wife, Leyla Raël, that he 

experienced his most creative and productive period of composition. 

Rudhyar’s compositions are significant, despite his lack of sustained activity in the 

musical field. His output is comparable in size to that of his contemporary Carl Ruggles and it is 

considerably larger than that of the composer Charles Seeger. The Rudhyar Archival Project 

website includes: twenty-six orchestral compositions; twelve chamber ensembles including 

Advent—a 1978 work commissioned by the Kronos Quartet; eight pieces for accompanied voice; 

and thirty piano pieces.12 

Dane Rudhyar was part of the “ultra-moderns,” a group of American composers who 

despite their differences shared a bond—“the driving need to rebel against the past to find new 

means of expression, and to invent instruments and techniques to realize their innovative musical 

ideas.”13 Charles Seeger, Carl Ruggles, Ruth Crawford Seeger, Henry Cowell, and Edgard 

Varèse were part of this group. They rebelled against tonality and the mainstream European 

                                                
12 “Dane Rudhyar Musical, Artistic and Written Works,” Rudhyar Archival Project, ed. by Cyber 

World Khaldea (2000-2004), accessed October 15, 2016, http://www.khaldea.com/rudhyar/list 
ofworks.shtml. 

 
13 Vivian Perlis, and Libby Van Cleve. Composer’s Voices from Ives to Ellington: An Oral 

History of American Music (New Haven, US: Yale University Press, 2005), 68. 
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musical practices; their music was dissonant, and most of them associated dissonance with 

spirituality.14 

Rudhyar is the least recognized of these composers today though he has been gaining 

more attention and recognition from historians and researchers in the last fifty years. Rudhyar 

was included in Peter Garland’s Soundings magazine in the 1970’s and in 1987 Rudhyar was 

added to the third edition of America’s Music. In 1991, Judith Tick studied his influence on Ruth 

Crawford Seeger.15 In 2000, Carol Oja dedicated a whole chapter to Rudhyar in her book Making 

Music Modern. In 2002, he was included in the book History of the Twentieth-Century Avant-

Garde, and of particular importance is the book Dane Rudhyar: His Music, Thought and Art of 

2009—the first full-length study of the composer—written by Deniz Ertan. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
14 Oja, Making Music Modern, 97. 
 
15 Ibid., 99. 
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CHAPTER 2: MUSICAL CONCEPTS 
 

Rudhyar amalgamated an abundant array of influences and ideas from Asian and Indian 

music, Theosophy, and Henri Bergson’s philosophy into a unique musical conception. Rudhyar 

had distinctive views about the role of music and the composer as an innate humanist. He 

considered music as a means of psychic communication with the capacity to change the listener’s 

consciousness; he viewed the composer as a magician who seeks to create in the listener an 

experience of tone. 

In understanding Rudhyar’s aesthetics, it is important to clarify that Rudhyar uses the 

word “tone” or its plural “tones” to avoid the use of the word “note.” Leyla Raël explains that for 

Rudhyar,  

the tonality-dominated notes of Western music are abstract entities, having musical 
meaning only in relation to one another; as they can be transposed or played on a variety 
of instruments without altering their musical meaning, they do not refer to the experience 
of actual, particular sounds.16  
 

On the contrary, Oriental music—especially Indian music—treats tones as living entities with an 

inherent quality and the ability to convey a message. Because he prefers this conception, 

Rudhyar employs the word tone when referring to musical notes. Moreover, he expands his 

thinking by saying that musical space can be conceived as an empty container of single separate 

music notes or as a fullness of tone, a “pleroma”17 of sounds.18 Rudhyar’s musical space is 

represented then by the seven octaves of the piano keyboard or the span of a series of twelve 

                                                
16 Leyla Raël, “The Essential Rudhyar: An Outline and An Evocation,” (1983), accessed 

March 15, 2016, http://www.khaldea.com/rudhyar/ess/ess_1.shtml. 
 
17 “Pleroma” is a Gnostic term that Rudhyar uses frequently to mean totality. 
 
18 Dane Rudhyar, The Magic of Tone and the Art of Music (Boulder, CO: Shambhala 

Publications, Inc., 1982), 132. 
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5ths, whereby the creative impulse of the composer selects some of these pitches to vibrate in 

order to create Tone.19 This notion of Tone was inspired by the sounding characteristics of gongs 

and bells where a multitude of tones are integrated into one. Since the piano not only spans 

nearly all of the audible musical space but also uses the damper pedal to allow for the “holistic 

resonance”20 of the entire sounding board to take place, the piano was Rudhyar's instrument of 

choice. He also saw the piano as a collection of gongs.21  

For Rudhyar, tones can be related with a consonant or “tribal” order and a dissonant or 

“companionate” order. The consonant order is rooted in the harmonic series, an arithmetical 

progression where an initial tone adds itself to itself. In the dissonant order, all tones are equal, 

each with a different character. It is constructed on a geometrical or intervallic series in which 

the initial interval multiplies itself. An example of this is the frequent use of harmonies that are 

built on 5ths.22 For music that exhibits this dissonant order, he applies the term “syntonic music.” 

According to Rudhyar, in syntonic music, 

All tones are free, independent, living realities and not intellectual abstractions; and they 
come together into vast groups according to cosmic laws of organization which, when 
recognized intuitively by the hearer, unify them into great brotherhoods of tones, great 
energic [sic] seeds that grow and flower within the soul of the hearer and rouse life.23 
(Emphasis original)  
 

                                                
19 Rudhyar explains that Tone (capitalized) indicates or symbolizes the resonance of the entire 

sounding board when the pianist performs swift runs or striking chords.  
 
20 According to Rudhyar, holistic resonance means the vibration of all possible sounds. 
 
21 Dane Rudhyar, Culture, Crisis and Creativity (Wheaton IL: Theosophical Publishing House, 

1977), 99. 
 

22 Raël, “The Essential Rudhyar: An Outline and An Evocation.” 
 
23 Dane Rudhyar, Dissonant Harmony: A New Principle of Music and Social Organization (1928; 

repr., Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing, 2010), 11.  
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He regarded Alexander Scriabin as the father of syntonic music and Arnold Schoenberg 

the antithesis of it. Rudhyar viewed Schonberg as “a composer who went down into the very 

abyss of cultural disintegration, of personal dissolution… anarchical music made coherent by an 

artificial, personal, and intellectual system of regulations.” 24  

According to the composer, the only ruling principle in any creative endeavor is 

consistency. For him, “consistency manifests as an assured and quasi-organic rhythm of 

enfoldment, a sustained process of formation or transformation.”25 In his music, this consistency 

is primarily revealed by the use of “seed-tones.” Rudhyar states, 

This seed tone may be a vertical organization of definite notes—a complex chord whose 
components are allowed to interact and interpenetrate as do the many components of a 
great Asian gong—or it may only be implied in the musical process, to be revealed 
perhaps only in moments of focalized meaning and intensity of psychic communication.26  
 

Rudhyar has compelling musical stratagems to create such complex chords or seed-tones; the 

details of one of these will be discussed in the following chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
24 Rudhyar, Dissonant Harmony, 21. 
  
25 Rudhyar, The Magic of Tone and the Art of Music, 150. 
 
26 Ibid., 152. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE HARMONIC SERIES 
 

3.1 The Descending Harmonic Series 
 

 The idea of the descending or undertone series is not new; it has fascinated theorists such 

as Gioseffo Zarlino (1517-1590), Giuseppe Tartini (1692-1770), and Jean-Philippe Rameau 

(1683-1764).27 Nevertheless, it was in the nineteenth century that this idea became more 

preeminent with the inception of “harmonic dualism.” In this theory, the minor triad is justified 

by the undertone series just as its counterpart, the major chord, is explained by the overtone 

series. The origins of harmonic dualism can be traced back to Moritz Hauptmann (1792-1868) 

and Arthur von Oettingen (1836-1920), who formulated the essential principles of the 

movement. Later, Hugo Riemann (1849-1919) became the pinnacle of dualistic thought and 

disseminated the movement throughout Germany as a prolific scholar and teacher.28  

In his book New Musical Resources (1930), Henry Cowell reexamined the idea of the 

descending harmonic series. He cites as evidence the experiments with undertones of the Russian 

professor Nicolas A. Garbusov, who built “an instrument on which the first nine undertones are 

easily heard without the aid of resonators.”29 Cowell claims that “the fact that such undertones 

                                                
27 John C. Fillmore, “The Acoustic Relations of the Minor Chord,” Music: A Monthly Magazine, 

Devoted to the Art, Science, Technic and Literature of Music, Volume 1 (November 1981-April 1982): 
126, accessed April 21, 2017, https://books.google.com/books?id=LdgqAAA AYAAJ&pg=PA126 CEcp 
&lpg=PA126&dq=zarlino+said+undertone+series&source=bl&ots=X6_QT3&sig=gOFW0OYYjDG7dt
WINGVkipPb8ao&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi7pqz26qfTAhULl1QKHderDHYQ6AEIRzAH#v=one
page&q=zarlino%20said%20undertone%20series&f=false. 
 

28 John L. Snyder, “Harmonic Dualism and the Origin of the Minor Triad,” Indiana Theory 
Review 4, no.1 (Fall 1980): 67, accessed August 24, 2017, http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy1.library. 
arizona.edu/stable/pdf/24044496.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3A9cd47a6636761cfea4dd520 83b57e90c. 

 
29 Henry Cowell, New Musical Resources (1930; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1996), 22. 
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are audible in music makes them of importance in the understanding of certain musical 

relationships” 30 such as dominant, subdominant, and major and minor triads. 

Another figure in the American scene is the composer, theorist, instrument maker, and 

performer Harry Partch (1901-1974), who created a new tonal system based on an 11-limit 

tonality diamond. This tonality diamond is a two-dimensional diagram of ratios,31 which has as 

its starting point the ratio 1/1. The right side of the diamond contains the “otonalities” (ratios 

derived from the overtone series) and the left one the “utonalities” (derived from the undertone 

series).32 This system is fully elucidated in chapters 7, 8, and 10 of Partch’s Genesis of a 

Music (1949),33 and it urged him to create instruments that adhere to this particular system and 

tuning such as the Diamond Marimba and the Quadrangularis Reversum.34 

Lastly, we have Rudhyar’s approach to the descending harmonic series, which diverges 

from the previously-mentioned theorists and composers. He is not interested in tonal 

relationships or chords but is rather concerned with the metaphysical nature of the harmonic 

series. He considers “Sound”35 as a current of energy released by the creative activity of “the 

                                                
30 Cowell, New Musical Resources, 23. 
 
31 Rudolf Rasch, “A Word of Two in the Tuning of Harry Partch,” in Harry Partch: An Anthology 

of Critical Perspectives, ed. David Dunn (Australia: Hardwood Academic Publishers, 2000), 28. 
 
32 Ibid., 29. 
 
33 Douglas Leedy and Charles Corey, “Tuning Systems,” in the Grove Music Online, Oxford 

Music Online (Oxford University Press), accessed April 22, 2017, http://www.oxford musiconline.com. 
coezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2252551.  

 
34 The Diamond Marimba and the Quadrangularis Reversum are marimba-like instruments made 

of wood.  
 
35 Rudhyar capitalizes “Sound” to emphasize his own conceptualization of this word as a divine 

act. 
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One”36 (God’s self-revelation through self-duplication) where its descent is represented by a 

descending harmonic series that once it resonates through a physical body, it ascends as a 

harmonic series. In his words, 

It descends from level to level of material organization until it reaches the level of the 
instrument or body that will effectively resonate to it in order to actualize the creative 
will or originating decision. The motion is a descent, but a more proper term is 
exteriorization [sic].37 (Emphasis original) 
 
In Rudhyar’s conception of the harmonic series, the octave is the most important interval 

because it expresses the act of self-duplication, each time creating a new realm of manifestation 

and containing a greater number of partials than the preceding one. For Rudhyar, “each new 

octave sound begins a new level of cosmic manifestation, thus giving birth to a new rhythm of 

activity and consciousness” 38 (see Table 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
                                                

36 The term “the One” is used by the Neo-Platonists to refer to god as the first principle and cause. 
 
37 Rudhyar, The Magic of Tone and the Art of Music, 52. 
 
38 Ibid., 65. 
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      Table 1. Rudhyar’s abstraction of the descending harmonic series 
Octave Partials Descending Harmonic Series 
First 1 & 2 It is the pre-cosmic realm of being.  

The realm of God’s desire for seeing himself 
reflected in a multiplicity of potentially 
creative and individualized centers 

Second 2-4 
 

The mother, rules the home as well as is the 
source of a progeny 

Third 4-8 The realm of archetypes 
Fourth 8-16 

 
The realm in which descending spiritual 
forces and ascending biological forces are 
brought together to accomplish their essential 
work 

Fifth 16-32 Individualized man 
Sixth 32-64 The realm where real wisdom can only be 

reached through intuition. 
 

Seventh 64-128 Rudhyar does not provide a description for 
this realm.  

       Source: Data adapted from Dane Rudhyar, The Magic of Tone and the  
Art of Music, 63-73. 
 

Rudhyar transferred this cosmology to music by his preference for descending melodic 

lines and by using the descending harmonic series to create dissonant harmonies as will be 

demonstrated in the musical analysis. 

 
3.2 The Harmonic Series as a Compositional Device 

 

Rudhyar believed that a composer has unlimited possibilities to create vertical sonorities. 

In his music we find an array of chords built from 2nds, 3rds, 4ths or 5ths.  Nonetheless, 

Rudhyar was intrigued by the idea that a greater resonance or pleroma of sound could be 

generated by harmonizing tones through interaction and interpenetration.39 He thought that 

unrelated units like the tone clusters devised by Cowell were a symbol of cosmic chaos. His 

                                                
39 The words interpenetration and interpenetrate are used by Rudhyar to underline his notion of 

interacting tones vs. isolated or non-related ones. 
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notion of the cosmos implied ordered differentiation and relatedness.40  But how could this 

interpenetration happen specifically in the fabrication of dissonant harmonies? The answer lies in 

overtones and undertones. 

Michael Trinastic writes that Rudhyar’s method includes not only the use of stacked 5ths 

but also the combination of commensurate overtones from two independent harmonic series to 

create dissonant harmonies and seed-tones.41 He reasons,  

If dissonant harmony is to combine tones from distinct harmonic series, it must somehow 
make audible the tones’ allegiances to different fundamentals. In our equal-tempered 
universe, there is no audible difference between, say, one G3 derived from a harmonic 
series on C2 and another G3 from a series on E♭1. To elucidate the origins of these 
commensurate overtones, we would need to sound their fundamentals along with G3 
itself. The resulting compound sonority, comprising G3, C2, and E♭1, would exemplify 
dissonant harmony by integrating the C2 series and the E♭1 series via their shared 
overtone G3. Rudhyar's own writings suggest combining harmonic series in precisely this 
manner. Envisioning the interaction of two harmonic series as "a continuous mass of high 
sounds, ebbing ceaselessly as a big sonal ocean," he observes that, given the right 
fundamentals, 
 

several of [their] harmonics . . . would coincide. They would therefore be 
reinforced. In other words the ‘sea of sound’ produced by the blending of these 
harmonics would not be homogeneous but it would present a certain INNER  
RHYTHM. The reinforced harmonics would appear as centers of tonal pression 
[sic]. A form would outline itself. 42 (Emphasis original) 

 
It is this “inner rhythm” which gives interpenetrating harmonic series the intrinsic 
structure required of a seed-tone.43 
 

Trinastic continues by asserting that despite “discrepancies in frequency between their 

                                                
40 Rudhyar, The Magic of Tone and the Art of Music, 139.  

41 Michael K. Trinastic, “Dissonant Harmony and ‘Seed-Tones’: Organicism in the Piano Music 
of Dane Rudhyar.”  

 
42 Dane Rudhyar, “The Harp as Cosmic Symbol,” The Aeolian Review 2, no. 2 (March 1923), 

accessed August 4, 2016, http://khaldea.com/rudhyar/harpsymbol.html. 
 
43 Trinastic, “Dissonant Harmony and ‘Seed-Tones’: Organicism in the Piano Music of Dane 

Rudhyar.” 
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commensurate overtones… the beats thus generated actually contribute to the ‘living tones’ 

Rudhyar desires.”44 Trinastic then examines the intersections of overtones for the possible six 

pitch-class interval45 relationships between two fundamentals. Trinastic then comes to the 

conclusion that the best intervallic relationships occur between two fundamentals whose lowest 

commensurate partials are neither of the fundamentals notes. This happens particularly between 

two fundamentals that are six semitones apart (interval class 6 or IC6) and two fundamentals that 

are one semitone apart (interval class 1 or IC1). He regards the IC1 relationship “the most 

characteristically Rudhyarian” and its resulting sonority proves to be one of Rudhyar’s seed-

tones. When analyzing these sonorities, Trinastic considers the IC6 relationship to have the 7th 

and 5th partials,46 and the 10th and 7th partials as commensurate overtones. He leaves out the 9th 

and 13th shared partials, and the shared 13th and 9th partials, perhaps because these last two 

partials occur in different registers (see Table 2).  

In the IC1 relationship, he includes the shared 11th and 6th partials. He omits, however, 

the shared 12th with the 13th partials, and the shared 14th with the 15th partials (see Table 3). 

When analyzing Transmutation, however, the partials omitted by Trinastic in Rudhyar’s 

harmonies have been found.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
44 Trinastic, “Dissonant Harmony and ‘Seed-Tones’: Organicism in the Piano Music of Dane 

Rudhyar.” 
 
45 In musical set theory a “pitch-class interval” refers to the shortest distance between two notes. 
 
46 The first partial belongs to fundamental 1 and the second partial to fundamental 2 in this and 

the following instances. 
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 Table 2. Shared IC6 partials  

(ascending harmonic series) 
Partial Fundamental 1 Fundamental 2 

 16 C6 F♯6 
15 B5 F6 
14 B♭5 E6 
13 *A♭5 *D6 
12 G5 C♯6 
11 F♯5 C6 
10 E5 B♭5 
9 *D5 *A♭5 
8 C5 F♯5 
7 B♭4 E5 
6 G4 C♯5 
5 E4 B♭4 
4 C4 F♯4 
3 G3 C♯4 
2 C3 F♯3 
1 C2 F♯2 

           * Partials omitted by Trinastic 

Table 3. Shared IC1 partials 
(ascending harmonic series) 

Partial Fundamental 1 Fundamental 2 
16 C6 B6 
15 B5 *B♭6 
14 *B♭5 A6 
13 A♭5 *G6 
12 *G5 F♯6 
11 F♯5 F6 
10 E5 D♯6 
9 D5 C♯6 
8 C5 B5 
7 B♭4 A5 
6 G4 F♯5 
5 E4 D♯5 
4 C4 B4 
3 G3 F♯4 
2 C3 B3 
1 C2 B2 

* Partials omitted by Trinastic

In the musical analysis, the commensurate overtones will be considered as well as the 

commensurate undertones, or in other words, the resulting IC1 and IC6 sonorities in a 

descending harmonic series (see Tables 4 and 5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  28
  
   

Table 4. Shared IC6 partials 
(descending harmonic series) 

Partial Fundamental 1 Fundamental 2 
 1 C7 F♯6 
2 C6 F♯5 
3 F5 B4 
4 C5 F♯4 
5 A♭4 D4 
6 F4 B3 
7 D4 A♭3 
8 C4 F♯3 
9 B♭3 E3 

10 A♭3 D3 
11 G♭3 C3 
12 F3 B2 
13 E3 B♭2 
14 D3 A♭2 
15 D♭3 G2 
16 C3 F♯2 

 

Table 5. Shared IC1 partials 
(descending harmonic series) 

Partial Fundamental 1 Fundamental 2 
 1 B7 C7 
2 B6 C6 
3 E6 F5 
4 B5 C5 
5 G5 A♭4 
6 E5 F4 
7 D♭5 D4 
8 B4 C4 
9 A4 B♭3 

10 G4 A♭3 
11 F4 G♭3 
12 E4 F3 
13 E♭4 E3 
14 D♭4 D3 
15 C4 D♭3 
16 B3 C3 

 

The descending sonorities are named from the top note to the bottom note and the 

ascending sonorities from bottom to top. In both cases the two fundamentals names appear in 

bold letters to differentiate them from their combined partials (e.g., D/A♭/C/E/G♭/B♭). It is 

pertinent to mention that in practice the reinforced partials are not always located in the same 

register; this could be because of the hand extension of the pianist and to avoid a restricted 

approach to composing. To facilitate the finding of these sonorities, an appendix is provided (see 

Appendix A). To differentiate a chord that is built on the ascending harmonic series from the 

descending one, the following abbreviations “A-” or “D-” are added to its name (e.g., A-IC1 or 

D-IC6).  
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CHAPTER 4: ANALYSIS OF TRANSMUTATION 
 

 4.1 Remarks on Transmutation 
 

Transmutation: Tone-sequence in Seven Movements for the Piano best exemplifies 

Rudhyar’s fervent desire for humanity’s self-transformation as he expresses in two 

commentaries. The first one appears in the introductory page of the piece where he writes, 

The inspiration for the music stems from a sequence of psycho-spiritual states of 
consciousness, not from anything resembling physical movements. Music here is a non-
verbal speech aiming at communicating or inciting inner experiences.47  
 

The second commentary surfaces in the booklet of Transmutation’s first recording where 

Rudhyar develops his insight further: 

It is meant to evoke some of the main phases of a process of inner, psychic, and 
emotional transformation. This process inevitably has a dramatic character, as it involves 
overcoming the ego and the ghosts of the personal past. It almost never begins except out 
of some kind of tragic realization of what blocks the way to self-sublimation. The 
decision made to overcome the past life (first section), presents mirages and tries to 
distract the seeker from the process ahead. The third section tells of dramatic encounters, 
of the attempt to cut away still-cherished attachments. In the fourth section, the aspirant 
(or ‘disciple’) sees his or her inner life stirred by deeper longings, charmed by dreams, 
and poignantly hurt by their illusory nature. In the fifth section, he or she faces the 
impersonal, unyielding forces of karma and the devastating power of that which has been 
aroused by his or her will to overcome. Once the ego has been battered, peace can come-
the sixth section: Compassionate love speaks within; the light descends, touching the 
very depth of the psyche. The seventh movement resonates with the welcome into the 
realm of gentle power and peace. A deep melody intones words of acceptance, and the 
light rises within. Then all is peace, peace profound.48 
 
The seven movements of Transmutation share several features. Their length has an 

average of two to three pages adhering to Rudhyar’s preference for short forms that resemble 

                                                
47 Dane Rudhyar, Transmutation for Piano, ed. American Composers (New York: American 

Composers Alliance (BMI), 2013), 1. 
 
48 Dane Rudhyar, “Transmutation,” CD Liner Notes, Marcia Mikulak, recorded February 1977, 

KPFK, NWCR 604, 2007, CD. 
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haiku. The initial melodic material becomes the source from which the composer extracts any 

additional material. The texture is usually thick and the whole span of the piano is used 

throughout a movement. The rhythm is freely conceived and there are usually no time signatures. 

As it is indicated in the introductory page, the bar lines displayed in the score are more for the 

comfort of the performer or reader than to create specific groupings. The composer also shows a 

predilection for succinct, energetic, and rhapsodic rhythms throughout. 

Chromaticism and polytonality abound as well as chords with stacked 3rds, 4ths, and 

5ths. Very few interpenetrated harmonies are found in Movements 1, 2, 4, and 5; they appear to 

be more aleatory than intentional. This is certainly not the case for Movements 3, 6, and 7 where 

such sonorities display a more prominent and structural role as generators of the melodic and 

harmonic framework, seed-tones, and gong-like textures. 

 
4.2 Movement 3: Interpenetrated Harmonies as the Building Blocks of the Melodic and 

Harmonic Framework 

 
With an Animato tempo marking the third movement of Transmutation, speaks of 

dramatic encounters and holding onto attachments as mentioned in Rudhyar’s narrative of the 

piece. The melodic material is made of three melodic patterns, which will be designated Motive 

A, Motive B, and Motive C. Motive A is a decisive and energetic gesture devised of a quick 

descending leap that alludes to the “dramatic encounters.” Motive B is a quick ascending 

arpeggio that complements the occurrences of Motive A and Motive C; lastly, Motive C exhibits 

an oscillating motion that implies something keeps returning, perhaps the “still-cherished 

attachments” (Musical Example 1).  
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Musical Example 1: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, mm. 1-2  
 

 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

The first section comprises mm. 1-10 of this three-part movement in which Rudhyar 

subjects the principal motives to different procedures such as reorganization, fusion, and 

inversion. The result is an intricate and interwoven layout that unfurls naturally and is enriched 

by the use of interpenetrated sonorities; these are directly used in the creation of both the 

harmonic and melodic material. To speed up the process of naming and recognizing such 

harmonies, they will be labeled as follows (Musical Example 2): 

 
Music Example 2: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, Interpenetrated Harmonies from  
mm. 1-39  
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*These sonorities encompass all possible shared partials, however not all of them might be used when 
they are presented. 
 
 

Opening the first phrase (mm. 1-6), Harmony A defines the pitches of Motive A in m. 1. 

The next measure opens with Motive A and Harmony A, but this time incorporates one more 

partial, an E♭2. Motive C merges Harmonies A and B in the upper staves. Motive B, on the other 

hand, generally intersects the appearances of the other two motives. It is treated rather loosely 

since its tones do not always adhere to the use of interpenetrated harmonies. For instance, the 

second arpeggio of m. 2 is constructed of 5ths (Musical Example 3).  

 
Musical Example 3: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, mm. 1-2 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
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Measures 3 and 4 bring a repositioning of the principal motives. Melodically, there is a 

coalescence of Motives A and C with Motive B surrounding them. Motive B is carried out as a 

rolled chord on the downbeat of m. 3; it is built of Harmonies C and D that have in common the 

notes G, C♯ and A. Harmony A is mixed with Harmony E in the rearrangement of Motives A 

and C, although Harmony E does not reveal the fundamental (E♭) until the following measure. 

Measure 4 concludes by combining a descending version of Motive B with Harmony C. Measure 

5 reveals another organization of the motives merging Motives A and B in the upper voice, then 

adding Motive A with Harmony A, and concluding with a reminiscence of Motive C in the low 

register. Measure 6 concludes the first phrase by presenting a descending varied version of 

Motive C in conjunction with Harmony B, which functions as a bridge between the first and the 

second phrase.  

In m. 7 the second phrase begins with a new variation of Motive C that will be designated 

Motive C1 as it will have a significant role further along in the movement. It originates from 

Harmony B and also weaves together with Harmony A in the left hand. Then, Motives A and C 

return as they were presented at the onset of the movement (Musical Example 4).  

 
Musical Example 4: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, m. 7 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
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 In the last beat of m. 8 a noteworthy arrangement of Motive C is implemented by 

Rudhyar. Stemming from a new sonority (Harmony E), the arrangement displays the 

fundamentals first, and afterwards incorporates their shared partials in order (Musical Example 

5).  

 
Musical Example 5: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, m. 9 right hand 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 

This melody is accompanied by the fundamental tones of Harmony A (C♯/D) and a new set of 

fundamentals (G♭/F) belonging to Harmony F. The appearance of the later fundamentals 

anticipates the layout of Harmony F knitted together with Harmonies B and G in the last beat of 

m. 9. This complex sonority reaches the highest note of the section and is a salient example of 

Rudhyar’s predilection for using poignant and resonant chords at key places—usually at 

climactic points or endings. Even though they stand out as highly dissonant and deceivingly 

chaotic, their elements are internally arranged with orderliness and relatedness through shared 

partials and/or fundamentals (Musical Example 6). 
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Musical Example 6: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, m.m. 8-9 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

The last measure of the first section is based on a version of Motive A that has a clear 

descending motion and culminates in a ff. The top staff exhibits Harmony A, but the two staves 

below do not adhere to any interpenetrated harmony except until beat 3, where Harmony B is 

displayed once again along with Motive C. Rudhyar concludes this section without letting us 

forget the predominant motives and sonorities—Motives A and C, plus Harmonies A and B. 

The second section (mm. 11-24) of the third movement moves away from a chordal and 

complex texture for a few measures. The writing is simpler and a change of character is noted. 

Marked Poco riten., a declamatory tonal melody in D minor is introduced by both hands playing 

almost the same notes an octave apart. This melody stems from Motive C1 but with a substitution 

of the interval of a 5th for a minor 3rd. After a breath marking, an ascending melodic gesture 

enters, which is immediately shadowed by another marked rubato. It is not evident why these 

ascending gestures, the textural change, and the different character are introduced until m. 13. It 

is because Rudhyar uses these features to fluidly bring back the main theme from the first 

movement (although the theme is varied as Rudhyar rarely repeats anything identically)—a 
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movement that uttered the challenges of the past that need to be subdued. The declamatory 

melody from m. 11 returns in m. 14, but this time, it is in C minor. It is followed again by a 

breath marking and a pedal break is added to indicate the end of this excerpt. It is important to 

mention that Rudhyar was not afraid of showcasing consonant passages or triadic chords in his 

compositions, however, he would usually forgo tonal rules or expected cadences and patterns. 

In terms of the use of interpenetrated harmonies, there are allusions made by the 

composer from mm. 11-14. Two 7ths are found (D/C♯ and E♭/D) from mm. 11-12 that make 

reference to the fundamentals of Harmony A and Harmony E respectively. After the rubato 

ascending gesture there is a melodic line (E♭-C-D) that is repeated twice. The first occurrence is 

accompanied by a new harmony—Harmony H—and the second occurrence by Harmony G.  

Almost like a slow waltz and very delicate are the markings for m. 15. Rudhyar surprises 

us with a dreamy and ethereal atmosphere that alludes to mirages of times past, resembling one 

of his great musical influences, his compatriot Debussy. This reference to France and Debussy’s 

characteristic style is seen also in the second movement of Transmutation from mm. 16-18. Is 

this Rudhyar’s way of hinting at his still-cherished European roots and his natal country? 

The music is underpinned with a one-bar ostinato on the bottom staves that has two 

modules of three beats each. The first module is erected on Harmony C and its melodic content is 

based on the swaying Motive C1. It also goes together with an inner voice rooted in the notes B♭-

C-B♭ and the last beat displays the inversion of Harmony C. A dotted bar line designates the 

second module that is almost identical to the first; nonetheless, it is missing the inversion of 

Harmony C and only has one added note, a B♭2 (Musical Example 7). 
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Musical Example 7: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, m. 15 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

In m. 16 the composer starts to bring back Motive C1. At first with brief fragments that 

are spaced out and eventually become closer and lengthened. The composer removes the ostinato 

in m. 19 and replaces it with a contrapuntal line derived from Motive B. At this point, the music 

is assigned an appassionato marking that is carried through until m. 21, where a consecutive 

melodic repetition of the note F♯ is reached accompanied by Harmonies E and B in the left hand 

(this employment of repeated notes was previously featured in the first movement of 

Transmutation). After a clear-cut break, Rudhyar reinstates two motivic entrances from section 

one. As it was seen in m. 3, a rearrangement of Motives A and C in conjunction with Harmony E 

is presented, although it includes the fundamental E♭ and adds three notes pertaining to Harmony 

N. This is instantly followed by bringing back the melodic and harmonic material situated in the 

last two beats of m. 10, although in this instance it displays an added grace note played by the 

left hand. It is succeeded by a G5 that works as an anacrusis to Motive A, which is entwined with 

Harmonies A and B. The anacrusis inclusion becomes the model that Rudhyar uses to lead to the 
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arrival point of this section. The second disposition includes a scale-like run that ends at Motive 

A exhibiting Harmonies A, B and C. Another scale-like run precedes the third and last 

disposition, which restates Motive A (D to E♭) an octave higher, but this time is woven with an 

amalgamation of Harmonies F and K that have in common the same fundamentals and a 

common partial (B♭6). To conclude this section, Harmony D is combined with Motive C1; 

together they become the source of the low-pitched descending melodic line that fades away to 

the lowest C of the piano (Musical Example 8).  
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Musical Example 8: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, mm. 22-24 
 
 

 

 

 
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

The third section stretches from mm. 25-39. From mm. 25-27, a melodic fusion of 

Motive C and Motive C1 is observed in the right hand employing Harmonies J and K, while the 

left hand accompanies with Harmony I in m. 26 and Harmony A in m. 27 (Musical Example 9).  
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Musical Example 9: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, mm. 25-27 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

These three measures are a preamble to the reentry of the main theme from the first 

movement (now marked Agitato) in m. 28; here the composer abstains from the use of 

interpenetrated harmonies as found in the second section. Motive C1 returns in m. 30 and at the 

end of it, two A-IC6 sonorities are heard in the right hand (Harmonies L and C) and in the left 

hand a D-IC1 (Harmony A). After a brief pause and built on Harmony B, Motive C1 is heard 

three more times: The first time in a low register and the second and third times in the middle of 

the keyboard. In m. 35 Motive A appears for the last time as a mixture of Harmonies A and B, 

which is immediately followed by an ascending line that contains triadic chords that are later 

superimposed employing polytonality and culminating with the interpenetrated sonority 

Harmony B in a fff dynamic. Another surge spanning C1 to A6 materializes in m. 38. A pesante 

triplet leads into a sonority using Harmony M. It is followed by another sonority intermingling 

Harmonies I and D that will surface one more time as part of the last ringing sonority of the 

movement. An abrupt scale-like run performed by both hands takes over and arrives at an A6, 

emphasizing in this manner the summit of the third section. It is succeeded by the last entrance of 

Motive C1 in the upper voice, which is skillfully harmonized by the inclusion, in order of 
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appearance, of Harmonies B, J, A, I, and D until the last notes sounded are the fundamental (C1) 

and the highest shared partial (A♭4) pertaining to Harmony D. The outcome is a reverberant, 

intricately interrelated, and gong-like ending that substantiates once again this specific 

Rudhyarian idiosyncrasy (Musical Example 10). 

 
Musical Example 10: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, mm. 38-39 

 
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

Transmutation’s Movement 3 excels at its inextricable correlation between melody and 

harmony evidenced by the composer’s treatment of Motives A and C, and their specific 

associations to Harmonies A and B. These are at the same time intersected by the recycling of 

the first movement’s theme and its chromatic language, tying together Rudhyar’s speech 

throughout the whole piece. His conception of highly elaborated sonorities is evidenced in the 

interweaving of two, three, or five interpenetrated chords as in mm. 3, 9, and 39 respectively.  
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From a formal standpoint, Rudhyar achieves coherence among the different sections by 

using the same thematic material (Motive A) that is developed and propelled into a vigorous 

ascent that culminates in complex sonorities, which suddenly plummet and are substituted by a 

muttering single voice that fades away. And finally, it is exceptional how Rudhyar’s 

implementation of consonant passages enhances the delivery of his musical discourse; it is proof 

of his flexibility and multiplicity alongside his incessant appetite for a dissonant idiom. 

 
4.3 Movement 6: Interpenetrated Harmonies Creating Gong-Like Textures and Unveiling a 

Seed-Tone 

 
The sixth movement of Transmutation has the marking Peaceful and relaxed; its 

principal feature is a short circular Phrygian melody that keeps repeating itself. However, each 

time it appears with a different disguise. The modifications are rhythmic and melodic, 

nonschematic, and yet unfold organically like a seed transforming into the many branches of a 

tree. Rudhyar’s explanation of this movement is “Compassionate love speaks within.” “Within” 

is symbolized by having the melodic material consistently pivoting around the note E, usually 

featured with long values. This melody is surrounded by a dissonant harmonic language; 

specifically, the use of interpenetrated harmonies is reserved for significant places in the 

movement. For instance, to end the first phrase, Rudhyar displays in beat four of m. 6 the D-IC6 

sonority D/A♭/E/C/B♭, and in the following measure its counterpart A-IC6 D/A♭/E/G♭/B♭. 

Rudhyar assigns to the melody the fundamentals (D/A♭) and the first common partial (E) of these 

two sonorities, and the remaining shared partials are placed in the accompaniment: C/B♭ in m. 6 

and G♭/B♭ in m. 7 (Musical Example 11). 
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Musical Example 11: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, mm. 6-7 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

 Later, the composer continues using interpenetrated sonorities in gong-like textures. In 

an inventive manner, Rudhyar employs two D-IC1 chords that have F as a common note—the 

C/D♭/F in conjunction with the E/F/B♭. He always situates the descending E/F/B♭ sonority on 

top, placing the E on the upper voice for prominence. The combined harmony is heard twice in 

m. 11 in a f dynamic and is indicated by the composer as gong-like. The function of these two 

gong strokes is to demarcate the end of the first section (Musical Example 12). 

 
Musical Example 12: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, m. 11 

  
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
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In the second section of this movement (mm. 12-24), more recurrences of this combined 

sonority are heard. The first one is found on the second beat of m. 13, but in this occasion it 

includes one more partial pertaining to the D-IC1 C/D♭/F, an F♯2. Then he reiterates it in m. 15, 

though it is missing the fundamental C. Rudhyar compensates for this by repeating the 

fundamentals of the other D-IC1 harmony (F and E) an octave higher as an echo effect in the 

upper staff. In m. 16, a melodic line with a crescendo marking starts to ascend accompanied by 

the D-IC1 C/D♭/G♭/F/D—again without the C but annexing two more partials—and the 

ascending version of the IC1 F/E/B performed by the right hand with an accent and an f dynamic 

(Musical Example 13). Measure 17 constitutes the apex of the movement, which is enhanced by 

a ff and ritenuto markings and by displaying—in a span of five octaves—all the possible tones 

found in the D-IC1 C/D♭/G♭/F/D, the D-IC1 E/F/B♭/A/G♭, and the A-IC1 F/E/B/C/E♭, those 

sonorities are heard as a grandiose reverberating gong. It is relevant that the composer first 

sounds the shared partials in the lower registers of the piano and then proceeds to reveal their 

fundamentals: first, the C and D♭ in the middle register and later, the F and E in a higher register. 

This detailed placement corroborates the utilization of the descending harmonic series by 

Rudhyar (Musical Example 13). 
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Musical Example 13: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, mm. 16-17 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

Subsequently, the gong-like combined sonority returns in its original form in m. 18 with 

the marking resonant and accompanying the always-changing melodic material centered around 

E4. In m. 19 the chord is laid out in an ascending broken form that is magnified by the crescendo 

from mf to a ff. By having the B (C♭) and B♭ played with an accent, Rudhyar brings back the 

dichotomy of the D-IC1 E/F/B♭ and the A-IC1 F/E/B displayed in m. 17 (Musical Example 14). 
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Musical Example 14: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, m. 19 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 
In m. 20 the sonority reappears as a chord reinforced by the fundamentals F and E as an echo 

(Musical Example 15), and once again in m. 22 as a three-strike gong. 

 
Musical Example 15: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, m. 20  
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
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The ending of the movement illustrates Rudhyar’s commentary, “the light descends, 

touching the very depth of the psyche.” From mm. 23-24 the composer presents the combined 

interpenetrated harmony in two different fashions: as a gong-like block chord representing the 

“depth of the psyche,” and as a descending melody labeled very calm and expressivo 

representing the “descent of the light.” This melody fades away until a last gong resounds with a 

reinforced E5 that gently rings for the last time as the focal tone of the movement (Musical 

Example 16). 

 
Musical Example 16: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, mm. 23-24 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 

Rudhyar’s concept of a seed-tone as an intricate sonority whose elements are tightly knit 

can be applied to the use of the combined D-IC1 harmony featured in the first section. Further, 

the treatment of that sonority evidenced in the second section demonstrates another key element 

of Rudhyar’s seed-tones—his notion that a seed-tone should be unveiled in powerful moments of 

meaningful communication. This aspect is manifested in m. 19—the climax of the movement— 
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where all the possible shared partials and fundamentals of the combined D-IC1 harmony are 

progressively incorporated and finally, its implementation in the gong-like passage that 

concludes Movement 6 (mm.18-24). 

The sixth movement is a fine example of Rudhyar’s achievement of cohesion through the 

use of a seed-tone alongside the transmutation of a cyclic melodic cell. These structural elements 

reflect Rudhyar’s hallmark of organic development through dissonant and compelling discourse. 

 
4.4 Movement 7: The Summation 

 

The seventh movement closes Rudhyar’s tone-sequence of Transmutation signifying a 

“welcome into the realm of gentle power and peace” where “a deep melody intones words of 

acceptance.” Musically Rudhyar delivers this message by composing a slow movement with the 

marking Adagio Maestoso and by displaying an accompaniment formed of a symbolic seven-

note rolled chord that is constantly repeated as a ringing serene gong. At first glance in m. 1, the 

first four notes can be seen as two stacked 5ths (C/G and D♭/A♭); however, a closer analysis 

reveals that these notes belong to the A-IC1 sonority C/D♭/G/A♭/B, in which one of the 

fundamentals and the last partial intersect the upper chord, the A-IC1 F/E/B/C (Musical Example 

17). It is important to mention that these new A-IC1 harmonies are the counterpart to the 

descending versions that were encountered in Movement 6. Through the use of the same 

fundamentals (C/D♭ and E/F), Rudhyar binds these two movements together sharing a harmonic 

context that unveils a peaceful realm where light either descends or ascends. 
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Musical Example 17: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 7, m. 1  

  
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

The deep melody with which this combined sonority coexists is highly chromatic. It 

exhibits small ascending fragments cut off by rests, which progressively grow a little longer as 

they appear (an approach that was also showcased in the second section of Movement 3). When 

the melody reaches a C♭3 at the end of m. 5, the seven-note rolled chord is relocated and 

transformed. The bottom part exhibits the new A-IC6 C/F♯/E with an added A3—the result of a 

chromatic mutation49 from the previous chord—while the upper part preserves the A-IC1 

harmony F/E/B/C sharing in common the notes C and E (Musical Example 18).  

 

                                                
49 Trinastic states that Rudhyar’s seed-tones can present limited transformations by expansion or 

contraction of one or more notes giving a sense of stasis; especially when the harmony contains 5ths. In 
this particular instance the 5th (D♭-A♭) becomes a 4th (E-A). 
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Musical Example 18: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 7, mm. 5-6 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 

At this point, the melody begins a gradual descent until the end of the first section in m. 9. The 

accompanying sonority A-IC6 C/F♯/E is replaced by the A-IC1 G/F♯/D♭/D/F, displaying the 

fundamentals in the bottom staff and reserving the partials for the melodic line (Musical 

Example 19).  
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Musical Example 19: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 7, mm. 8-10 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

After a fermata, an A’ section begins in m. 10, reintroducing the same harmonic and 

melodic material presented in the first five measures of the movement. In m. 15 however, there is 

a metamorphosis: the first rolled harmony shifts one note from D♭ to E50 while the upper part 

doubles the first two notes (C and G). It is instantly followed by the interpenetrated harmony  

D-IC1 C♯/D/G in the upper staves; this harmony transmutes into the A-IC1 C/D♭/G and 

becomes a constituent of the upper module of the next rolled chord, while the bottom part 

exhibits the A-IC6 F♯/C/E/B♭. This new combined sonority blossoms in m. 16 as an illustration 

of Rudhyar’s commentary “and the light rises within.” The “within” is symbolized by the 

repetition of the sonority three times as a resounding rolled chord. The “light rising” is 

represented by the addition of a perfect 5th on top of the second and third chords, attaining the 

                                                
50 Similar to the mutation technique of m. 5, the 5th (D♭-A♭) becomes an augmented 4th (E-A♭). 
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highest note E7 of the movement and reviving the sonority D-IC1 E/F/B♭— an integral element 

of the recurring gong of the sixth movement (Musical Example 20). 

 
Musical Example 20: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 7, mm. 15-16 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

Rudhyar then proceeds in m. 17 with a descending chromatic line that concludes with a 

passage based on the tones from the A-IC1 sonority C/D♭/G/A♭/B and the A-IC1 F/E/B/C—the 

building elements of the rolled chord from m. 1. This time, however, it is accomplished through 

alternating block chords (Musical Example 21). 
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Musical Example 21: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 7, mm. 17-19 
 

  
 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

In m. 20 these two sonorities are heard once more but in a different manner. Spanning 

from C1 to G6, all their fundamentals and possible commensurate overtones are spelled out, 

including an E♭ that has not yet been heard. Supported by a crescendo that arrives at a fff passage 

and a fermata, Rudhyar accomplishes a powerful sonority that allows all of its components to 

freely reverberate, perhaps accounting for another outburst of “the light rises within.” In the final 

measures he recycles the A-IC1 C/D♭/G/A♭ in combination with the A-IC6 C/F♯/E/A♭—first 

introduced in m. 6—which have C and A♭ as intersecting partials. They are chimed three times 

in a gong-like manner, each time followed by an eighth note rest and a softer dynamic level. In 

the last measure Rudhyar starts to remove notes from the gong with a clear descending motion 

until all that is left is the murmur of the primeval tone (the lowest C of the piano): “Then all is 

peace, peace profound” (Musical Example 22). This ending is strongly related to the third 

movement’s ending, where the inclusion of the A-IC6 C/F♯/E/A♭ sonority followed by the 

sounding of the lowest C are also displayed.  
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Musical Example 22: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 7, mm. 20-22 
 
 

 
Rudhyar, Transmutation Ó 1976 by Dane Rudhyar; Reprinted by permission of American Composers Edition, Inc. 
(BMI), Sole Publishers. 
 
 

The seventh movement has the A-IC1 C/D♭/G/A♭/B sonority permeating the entire 

movement as a building block of the pervasive rolled accompaniment, the surges of m. 16 and m. 

20, and the gong-like textures displayed in mm. 18-19 and mm. 21-22. These treatments make 

this sonority a genuine Rudhyarian seed-tone, subservient to the composer’s intent even though 

in this particular movement it is always coalesced with other interpenetrated sonorities. The last 

movement also stands out as an epitome of Rudhyar’s handling of his melodic material and 

musical form with an organic and consistent manner. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

Dane Rudhyar’s musical style is defined by his resistance to the European inheritance of 

tonality as well as his theosophical and eastern spiritual beliefs, which inspired him to find new 

ways of expression. He forges his own musical world by rethinking and establishing concepts 

such as musical space, Tone, seed-tones, holistic resonance, syntonic music, and others.  

Whereby he constructs a dissonant harmonic language founded on the principles of juxtaposition 

and interpenetration. In the case of juxtaposition, notes are coupled through a given interval and 

in the case of interpenetration, the ascending and descending harmonic series are brought into 

play as a unifying source. 

Drawing on Rudhyar’s writings, Michael Trinastic asserts that the interpenetration of a 

sonority occurs when two independent harmonic series are entwined and several of their 

harmonics coincide. In particular when the lowest shared harmonic is not one of the fundamental 

notes as it arises with fundamentals related through an IC1 and IC6 intervallic relationship. This 

procedure, nonetheless, can be applied not only to the ascending, but also to the descending 

harmonic series. Whether the undertones are perceptible or not, their significance lies on the 

validity of its structural factor and its meaningfulness to the composer as a metaphysical 

representation of the descent of “the One” into manifestation. On account of these reasons, this 

research has been dedicated to finding such interpenetrated harmonies encompassing the 

descending harmonic series and certain shared partials not considered by Trinastic when 

regarding the ascending version.  

Transmutation: Tone-Sequence in Seven Movements for the Piano is a mature work and 

cherished piece of Rudhyar; it echoes the initiations and transmutations man must undertake to 

transcend the mortal and to be reborn at a new level of being. Specifically, Movements 3, 6, and 
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7 have been scrutinized to demonstrate the use of interpenetrated harmonies in different 

capacities such as the foundation for the harmonic and melodic framework, gong-like textures, 

climaxes, and seed-tones. 

As generators of the framework, Movement 3 exhibits the most systematic use of 

interpenetrated harmonies. Rudhyar connects melody and harmony by assigning Harmony A and 

B to Motive A and C respectively, making these elements the building blocks of the entire 

movement. Moreover, its last measure stands out as a representative example of a Rudhyarian 

complex ending, which amalgamates five different sonorities brought together through common 

partials and fundamentals. 

Movements 6 and 7 exemplify Rudhyar’s gong-like textures. In Movement 6, they are 

strategically reserved for the end of the first and second sections, which incorporate a block 

chord designed with two D-IC1 sonorities that are melodically arranged in a descending line that 

concludes the movement. On the other hand, in Movement 7 the gong-like texture is pervasive, 

conceivably to best depict the arrival to the spiritual realm where majestic and jubilant bells 

resound. Furthermore, Rudhyar links these two movements by a harmonic connection that 

consists of presenting the counterpart A-IC1 harmonies based on the same fundamentals (C/D♭ 

and F/E) as components of the rolled accompaniment that opens the seventh movement.  

The climaxes of the last two movements have as a common denominator the following: 

(1) the use of interpenetrated harmonies; (2) an ascent accompanied by a powerful crescendo;  

(3) a wide range of the piano; (4) a generous use of the damper pedal allowing the instrument to 

resonate substantially. Those characteristics are not only in alignment with, but also corroborate 

the concept of seed-tone. For Rudhyar, a seed-tone is an intricate resonant sonority unveiled in 
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meaningful moments of the musical discourse unfolding its potential as the sonority’s 

components are reinforced and allowed to interact.  

A performer who understands Rudhyar’s interpenetrated harmonies can properly voice 

those sonorities, more effective articulating the composer’s tenuto and accent markings that 

typically accompany interpenetrated harmonies in Transmutation. This along with a sensitive 

and effective use of the pedals can make a resonance vivid, allowing an appreciation of each tone 

while the sounding-board reverberates fully. The pianist should also consider that Rudhyar aims 

for a non-mechanical and imaginative performance bringing to life diverse tone qualities to 

manifest his “orchestral pianism.”51 Moreover, Rudhyar’s expectation for the listeners is to be 

transformed by the experience of Tone by letting dissonant sonorities vibrate in their psyche and 

by unraveling the existing seed-tones in the music.  

Since the employment of interpenetrated harmonies could possibly have different uses 

and attributes than the ones encountered in Transmutation, further analysis of Rudhyar’s oeuvre 

is recommended. However, it is important to recognize that Rudhyar’s approach to composing is 

free and improvisatory rather than systematic. Nevertheless, it does not preclude a cohesive and 

orderly rendering driven not by the composer’s intellect, but by his intuition. 

Rudhyar’s usage of the ascending and descending harmonic series as a compositional 

device to create dissonant harmonies is an innovative legacy that could be appropriated by other 

composers in various ways. In particular, the inclusion of the descending harmonic series 

expands further the myriad of musical possibilities available to composers. Lastly, Rudhyar 

                                                
51 Rudhyar, Culture, Crisis, and Creativity, 99.  
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himself is a paradigm who broke with his past through “conscious deliberate transmutation,”52 a 

pioneering artist who was consistent with his convictions and creative endeavors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
52 Rudhyar, Dissonant Harmony, 19. 
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APPENDIX A: IC1 AND IC6 SONORITIES 
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APPENDIX B: PERMISSIONS 
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"DANE RUDHYAR'S TRANSMUTATION OF 1976: TRANSFORMATIVE USE OF THE 

DESCENDING AND ASCENDING HARMONIC SERIES AS A COMPOSITIONAL 

DEVICE" 

Musical Example 1: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, mm. 1-2 

Music Example 2: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, Interpenetrated Harmonies 

from mm. 1-39 

Musical Example 3: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, mm. 1-2 

Musical Example 4: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, m. 7 

Musical Example 5: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, m. 9 right hand 

Musical Example 6: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, m.m. 8-9 

Musical Example 7: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, m. 15 

Musical Example 8: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, mm. 22-24 

Musical Example 9: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, mm. 25-27 

Musical Example 10: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 3, mm. 38-39 

Musical Example 11: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, mm. 6-7 

Musical Example 12: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, m. 11 

Musical Example 13: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, mm. 16-17 

Musical Example 14: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, m. 19 
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Musical Example 15: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, m. 20 

Musical Example 16: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 6, mm. 23-24 

Musical Example 17: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 7, m. 1 

Musical Example 18: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 7, mm. 5-6 

Musical Example 19: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 7, mm. 8-10 

Musical Example. 20: Rudhyar, Transmutation, Movement 7, mm. 15-16 

Musical Example 21: Rudhyar’s Transmutation, Movement 7, mm. 17-19 

Musical Example 22: Rudhyar’s Transmutation, Movement 7, mm. 20-22 
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