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What’s Notation Got to Do with 
It? Enharmonic Modulations 
Reconsidered

John Muniz
University of Arizona

Conventional musical notation evolved to satisfy the needs of the 
performer rather than the musical thinker: it is designed to facilitate the 
translation of musical symbols into physical action, rather than to foment 
conceptual clarity.

-Dmitri Tymoczko1

It seems clear that theorists can no longer be content to see their task as 
giving exegesis of musical structure based upon and guided by their “ana-
lytical intuitions.” Rather, our task must be the exploration of various 
modes of discourse about musical structure. In other words, a little less 
analysis and a bit more theory.

-Justin London2

Introduction: Trouble in Paradise

We music theorists seldom need to define our most 
elementary terms except in the classroom. In the “real world” 
of research, we usually presume to know exactly what we 

mean by “key,” “cadence,” and the like. This habit may delay the real-
ization that some lacunas in our understanding remain. Witness, for 

1 Dmitri Tymoczko, A Geometry of Music: Harmony and Counterpoint in 
the Extended Common Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 79.

2 Justin London, “Hearing is Believing?” review of Music and 
Conceptualization, by Mark DeBellis, Current Musicology 60/61 (1996): 130.
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instance, the recent publication of the book What Is a Cadence?,3 some of 
whose essays interrogate fundamental assumptions about a basic theo-
retical construct. 

In the present article, I argue that we as music theorists are in this 
position with respect to the term “enharmonic modulation.” Although 
textbook definitions of this term vary in the details, they generally agree 
in defining an enharmonic modulation as any modulation involving a 
local, ineradicable change in how a single pitch is ideally notated, irre-
spective of convenience or caprice. Merely notational enharmonicism, 
such as when the key of F♭ major is respelled as E major, is differ-
ent from real enharmonicism, of which enharmonic modulations are a 
proper subset.4 I submit that such definitions of real enharmonic modu-
lation are problematic in their fundamental assumptions as well as in 
detail. These definitions evince misconceptions about the relationship 
between notation and sounding music. Once we correct these miscon-
ceptions, we can formulate a better theory of enharmonic modulations.

From extant theories of enharmonic modulation, to be considered 
below, we can distill the following three propositions:

1)	 Enharmonic modulations involve an enharmonic change in 
the way a single pitch is ideally notated. By “ideally,” I mean 
that note spellings reflect tonal meanings and that merely 
notational enharmonicism (e.g. F♭ major respelled as E major) 
is excluded.

2)	 The definition in proposition (1) not only indicates the mean-
ing of the term “enharmonic modulation” but also explains 
something important about enharmonic modulations, such as 

3 Markus Neuwirth and Pieter Bergé, eds. What Is a Cadence? (Leuven: 
Leuven University Press, 2015). See also the seminal article by William E. 
Caplin, “The Classical Cadence: Conceptions and Misconceptions,” Journal of 
the American Musicological Society 57, no. 1 (Spring 2004): 51–118.

4 Real enharmonic change can occur without a modulation. Hence, a pitch 
may change from D♯ to E♭ within a single key. Indeed, Raphael Atlas’s defini-
tion of enharmonic modulation stipulates that the key not change. See Raphael 
Atlas, “The Diachronic Recognition of Enharmonic Equivalence: A Theory 
and Its Application to Five Instrumental Movements by W. A. Mozart” (PhD 
diss., Yale University, 1983), vii. “Modulation” will have to be curiously defined 
here in order to avoid a contradiction. My core arguments will still apply to 
Atlas’s theory since they target notions like the change of a pitch from D♯ to 
E♭ rather than modulations per se.
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their long association with extremes of musical expression.5 
(Definitions go along with theories and can thus explain phe-
nomena, as when heat is defined as the motion of molecules.)

3)	 The definition in proposition (1) picks out one or more notes 
that play a crucial role in the modulation: the ones that are 
ideally enharmonically respelled. In the reinterpretation of 
vii°7 in C minor as vii°6

5 in A minor, for instance, A♭/G♯ is 
the note that makes the modulation enharmonic. Further, this 
“enharmonic-making” note is a focal point for the aforesaid 
expressive phenomena, as a listener can perceive by aurally 
focusing on the pitch that changes from A♭ to G♯.

I call the conjunction of these three propositions “the notational the-
ory” of enharmonicism. Different authors combine them into distinct 
notational theories that vary in ancillary details.6 By “notation” I mean 
traditional score notation. I argue below that propositions (2) and (3) 
are false, and hence that the notational theory is false. (1) might be con-
sidered true by definition, but some of our closely held musical practices 
contradict it.

The variety of available notational theories suggests that the theory 
community does not agree on what constitutes an enharmonic modula-
tion. Some might be happy with this situation, but I do not think we 
should be.7 As the philosopher W. V. O. Quine points out in another 

5 Cf. Rameau: “The enharmonic derails the ear, it brings excess into all the 
passions, it frightens, it terrifies, and it puts disorder everywhere.” Quoted in 
Alexander Rehding, “Rousseau, Rameau, and Enharmonic Furies in the French 
Enlightenment,” Journal of Music Theory 49, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 147.

6 Julian Hook’s paper on enharmonicism does not advance a notational 
theory in the above sense and thus is not vulnerable to my critique. Hook instead 
gives a sophisticated formalization of enharmonic notation. He does not sub-
mit his construction as an explanation of what is really going on in enhar-
monic modulations—the kind of explanation referenced in 2) above—but as a 
description of the logic of notation. In order to apply his theory for analysis we 
would still have to specify where the notation should be enharmonically con-
verted. See Julian Hook, “Enharmonic Systems: A Theory of Key Signatures, 
Enharmonic Equivalence and Diatonicism,” Journal of Mathematics and Music 
1, no. 2 (2007): 99–120. (I do not wish to imply that notational theorists care 
only about notation and not about musical experience, or about the music the 
notation represents. Rather, they believe that certain aspects of notation reflect 
certain deeper musical realities, and I deny this claim.)

7 As an anonymous reviewer has pointed out, music-theoretic disagree-
ment is often felt to be not only tolerable but desirable. While this is true,  
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context, a lack of definitional clarity is “not untenable” in practice but is 
nevertheless “theoretically unsatisfactory” and we should be “painfully 
aware” of it.8 If my conclusions are correct, then those of us who believe 
some version of the notational theory should stop believing it and seek 
a replacement.9

Theorists with whom I have discussed this topic have often thought 
the notational theory to be either obviously true or obviously false. I 
therefore run a double risk: some will see me as fighting an invincible 
dragon while to others I will be beating a dead horse. Nevertheless, I 
believe it will clarify our discourse if we lay out the reasons bearing on 
each side.

Since I lay out an alternative approach to enharmonic modula-
tions elsewhere,10 my purpose in this article is almost wholly critical. 
It does not matter if my alternative is satisfactory or not; freeing our-
selves from misconceptions is a necessary and independently valu-
able step toward attaining positive insight, even if it is followed by 
an uncomfortable interim in which we believe nothing in particular.11 
Even if I am correct that the notational theory is problematic, I favor 
continuing to teach it to undergraduates since it is influential and 
since we do not yet know which theory is correct. If a sufficiently 
teachable new theory of enharmonicism arises and is met with broad 
approval, it could supplement or replace the notational theory in 
undergraduate curricula.

I believe such pluralism is undesirable in the case of basic, ubiquitous terms 
such as “key,” “cadence,” and “enharmonic modulation.” If we do not know what 
these words mean or have tenable theories of the concepts they denote, then 
that indicates that we are in a theoretical Babel rather than an agora of healthy 
debate. In fact, the almost total lack of debate among different variants of the 
notational theory indicates that the pluralism is unhealthy in this case.

8 W. V. O. Quine, From a Logical Point of View (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1999), 47.

9 “Believing” the notational theory might mean either believing that it is 
a true account of enharmonic modulations, believing that it is near enough to 
truth, accords with our experience, or something similar. The range of possible 
epistemic attitudes here is reminiscent of different stances in the philosophy of 
science: scientific realism, instrumentalism, and so on.

10 John Muniz, “A Tendency-Transformational Model of Enharmonic 
Modulations and Related Phenomena,” Music Theory Spectrum 41, no. 1 (Spring 
2019, forthcoming).

11 Thomas Nagel makes this point in The View from Nowhere (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1986), 81.
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I will now critically examine a variety of notational theories from 
classroom texts, scholarly articles, and treatises, so that I do not seem 
to be attacking straw theorists. Some authors focus on enharmonic 
modulations for their own sake, others as part of a broader theory of 
real enharmonicism; my criticisms apply to both. Afterward, I will dis-
cuss the more general limitations of the notational theory. To allay fears 
that in throwing out the theoretical bathwater we would jettison ana-
lytical babies, I will consider how analyses of enharmonicism might be 
reframed to preserve their value. We have much to gain and little to lose.

A Critical Account of Some Notational Theories

Weber

Enharmonic modulations exemplify Gottfried Weber’s core con-
cept of Mehrdeutigkeit, or multiplicity of tonal meaning. By contrast to his 
usual focus on the ear, Weber’s definition of enharmonicism downplays 
aural experience: “Those combinations arise whose elements differ from 
those of an entirely different fundamental harmony only by an enhar-
monic distinction, and hence, in a manner, only in name. . . . The one sounds 
precisely like the other, although their individual tones are called by other 
names and written with other notes” [emphasis mine].12 This comment 
appears uncharacteristic of Weber, as it implies that enharmonic distinc-
tions are a mere artifact of notation. His insistence that enharmonic coun-
terparts “sound precisely the same” at first glance contradicts his analytical 
practice: in the famous Dissonance Quartet analysis later in the Versuch, 
he agonizes over whether the opening viola note should be heard as A♭ 
or G♯.13 Such a difference in hearing-as seems more than a difference in 
name only. This paradox can only be reconciled if Weber presupposes two 
different senses of “sounds the same”: having the same acoustical pitch 
versus being heard-as the same thing (such as A♭ or ♭6^).

For Weber, what is special about enharmonic modulations is not 
that they involve a special type of Mehrdeutigkeit, but that they are 

12 Gottfried Weber, Theory of Musical Composition, trans. James F. Warner 
(Schott: Mainz, 1851), 227 (§100).

13 Weber, Theory of Musical Composition, 739 (§466 bis.). This formulation 
cannot be left as it stands since no definite phenomenological quality attaches 
to A♭ or G♯ for all listeners; at least, some listeners have absolute pitch and 
hear chromata apart from scale-degree qualities. I say more about the idea of 
“hearing as A♭” below.
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useful for modulating to distant keys. In fact, at times he stresses the 
non-specialness of enharmonic modulations; for Weber, the ear can 
easily become accustomed to such modulations and learn to alternate 
between different enharmonic interpretations of the same chord.14 
A diminished-seventh chord is enharmonically volatile regardless of 
whether the composer actually treats the chord enharmonically.15 The threat 
to reinterpret is stronger than its execution. While Weber’s phenom-
enology of enharmonicism is insightful, it glosses over an important 
distinction: hearing an enharmonic modulation with surprise is differ-
ent from hearing a chord as enharmonically volatile from the outset 
regardless of whether it is transformed or not. Further, I argue below that 
relying as Weber does on stable note-identities to explain enharmonic 
modulations—a note is something called A♭ and then it is something 
called G♯—is inadequate.

Schenker

In Harmony (1906), Heinrich Schenker gives an ostensive definition 
(i.e. by showing an example) of “modulation by enharmonic change” 
instead of an explicit definition.16 He writes, “The effect of a modula-
tion by enharmonic change is  . . . drastic and surprising”;17 however, 
the illustration he gives (reproduced in Figure 1) is not a common 
type of abrupt enharmonic modulation, but rather a subtler form only 
interpreted as enharmonicism well after it has occurred (Telesco’s 
“retrospective enharmonicism,” discussed below). Drastic and surpris-
ing effects are more commonly associated with abrupt enharmonic 
modulations.

Schenker’s explanation is incomplete in another way. He attributes 
the surprising effect of enharmonic modulations entirely to the juxtapo-
sition of two “diatonic spheres” that are “so totally different that there is 
no connection whatever between the keys to which the two enharmoni-
cally exchanged tones of the triad belong.”18 This is problematic since 

14 Weber, Theory of Musical Composition, 364ff (§215).
15 Weber, Theory of Musical Composition, 368–69 (§219).
16 The later Schenker says little about enharmonic modulations since he 

considers modulations to be epiphenomena of the foreground. For the most 
part, he simply offers theoretically neutral comments that an enharmonic 
change occurs at such-and-such a place.

17 Heinrich Schenker, Harmony, ed. Oswald Jonas, trans. Elisabeth Mann 
Borgese (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954), 333.

18 Schenker, Harmony, 332.
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there are surprising enharmonic modulations between closely related 
keys, such as relative major and minor. The effect of surprise therefore 
cannot be attributed solely to distant keys, but must also involve how 
the enharmonic pivot is treated.

Kostka and Payne

Since classroom texts set out the fundamentals of music, they fre-
quently contain explicit definitions of enharmonic modulations. At the 
risk of swatting flies with a sledgehammer, I will scrutinize these defini-
tions closely because I suspect that they often retain an influence over 
theorists’ later work. In fact, it can take significant exegesis to expose the 
weaknesses in the definitions.

In Tonal Harmony, after discussing merely notational enharmonic 
respelling of keys, Stefan Kostka and Dorothy Payne write that “The 
term enharmonic modulation is used to refer to a modulation in which 
the common chord is reinterpreted enharmonically to fit into the sec-
ond key.”19 This definition needs supplementation. When the authors 
say a chord is “reinterpreted enharmonically,” they presumably mean 

19 Stefan Kostka and Dorothy Payne, Tonal Harmony with an Introduction 
to Twentieth-Century Music, 6th ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2009), 429. 
Incidentally, the remark about “fitting into the second key” is too vague: what 
does it mean to “fit” into a key?

Figure 1. Beethoven, String Quartet, Op. 59, No. 1, Scherzo, mm. 
177–86 (from Schenker, Harmony, Example 299)
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to exclude a merely notational reinterpretation. But it is not obvious 
what else should count as real enharmonic reinterpretation under this 
definition.

Consider Figure 2. This progression features what Paula Telesco 
calls “retrospective” enharmonicism: enharmonic reinterpretation that is 
retrospectively applied to an earlier chord in light of subsequent chords. 
Here, an opening G-major chord—stipulated as tonic—initiates an 
ascending 5–6 sequence with root-position chords. The example also 
posits that the D♭/C♯ minor chord in the third measure is confirmed 
as a tonic, expanded ad libitum, then used as a pivot chord to modulate 
back to G major. This is clearly not what exponents of the notational 
theory call “merely notational enharmonicism”; a notational conversion 
cannot be eliminated by claiming that the chord is “really just” D♭ minor 
or C♯ minor. By hypothesis, the enharmonically reinterpreted chord is a 
pivot, and thus Figure 2 counts as an enharmonic modulation by Kostka 
and Payne’s definition. But this leads to an unintended consequence. 
As we will see in discussing Telesco’s and Cohn’s work, there is noth-
ing essentially “enharmonic” about the D♭/C♯ minor pivot chord; other 
chords in the progression, such as the preceding A♭ major, could have 
been reinterpreted instead. But this means that, under such an alternate 
spelling, Figure 2 would cease to contain an enharmonic modulation 
according to the definition, which is an unintended consequence. How 
could such a choice in spelling decide whether or not real enharmoni-
cism—a musical, not merely notational, phenomenon—occurs?

Kostka and Payne’s definition is also excessively restrictive in that 
it allows for enharmonic modulations only in the presence of pivot 
chords. Figure 3 shows an excerpt from the first movement of Haydn’s 
String Quartet in D Major, Op. 20, No. 4. As Paula Telesco points out 
in discussing this excerpt:

Measures 107–12 comprise a retransition from A major to D 
major for the repeat of the exposition. In the first ending, A and B♭ 
function as 5̂ and 6̂ in D. But in the second ending, B♭ is respelled 
as A♯ and functions as 7̂/b. Because of its association with the first 
ending, the subsequent appearance of B♮ brings the enharmonicism 
to the fore.20

The second ending thus contains a modulation with enharmonic rein-
terpretation but no pivot chord. It is surely an enharmonic modulation 

20 Paula Telesco, “Forward-Looking Retrospection: Enharmonicism in 
the Classical Era,” The Journal of Musicology 19, no. 2 (Spring 2002): 358.



Muniz, What’s Notation Got to Do with It? 125

{
44

44

&
#

b
b
b

confirmed as tonic, expanded,
then used as pivot

#
n

# n
#

?#

I

b
= ##

V

n

I

˙
˙

˙
˙

˙
˙

˙
˙ ˙

˙
˙
˙

˙
˙

ww

˙
˙ ˙̇

˙b
˙b ˙̇ ˙̇ ˙

˙
n
n

˙̇
w
w

by any reasonable definition. We can easily imagine modulations 
achieved by means other than pivot chords—common-tone modula-
tions, direct modulations, single notes functioning as pivots—any of 
which might involve enharmonic reinterpretation. The given definition 
excludes all of these.

Recall proposition (3) of the notational theory from my introduc-
tion: enharmonically reinterpreted pitch or pitches have a special status 
because they make the modulation enharmonic. The aural impression 
created by the treatment of these pitches is part of what theories of 
enharmonic modulation attempt to explain. In their analytical exam-
ples, Kostka and Payne focus less on the treatment of individual pitches 
than on the smoothness that the enharmonic pivot creates in moving 
between distant keys—another part of what the theory of enharmoni-
cism explains. This heavy emphasis on smooth pivot chords renders 
their theory incomplete.

Laitz

In his textbook The Complete Musician, Steven Laitz deals with 
enharmonic modulations in two complementary passages. First, in dis-
cussing transformations from augmented-sixth chords to V7 chords, 

Figure 3. Haydn, String Quartet, Op. 20, No. 4, mm. 111–13
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Laitz defines “enharmonic reinterpretation” ostensively, as Schenker 
does. Commenting on a diagram showing a Ger6

5 next to an enhar-
monically equivalent V7, Laitz writes the following: 

Look again at Example 24.18. See how the only difference between 
the Ger6

5 chord in C and the V7 in D♭ is the shift of F♯ to G♭? 
To take advantage of this enharmonic relationship, composers treat 
this sonority as a pivot chord. Such enharmonic reinterpretation 
permits certain chromatic modulations.21

Laitz then returns to illustrating practical techniques of enhar-
monic reinterpretation. His examples are well chosen. He is presum-
ably less interested in delineating necessary and sufficient conditions 
for enharmonic modulation than in providing a practical guide for stu-
dents. Still, it is worth noting that ostensive definition of concepts is 
notoriously ambiguous as to which features of the example are meant 
to exemplify the term being defined.22 Obviously Laitz does not mean 
that only this sonority can be enharmonically reinterpreted. But then 
what else can? What is it about the example that the ostension “points 
to”—what, exactly, makes this example, and not others, an instance of 
real enharmonicism? It is easy for professional theorists to underesti-
mate this problem since they already know what the common enhar-
monic modulations are and even possess a theory of what makes them 
enharmonic. But it is worrisome nevertheless. Further, it is not obvious 
from Laitz’s text whether enharmonic reinterpretations can exist in the 
absence of pivot chords (a problem familiar from Kostka and Payne). 
Here the issue is more salient, because whereas Kostka and Payne are 
defining enharmonic modulation, Laitz is defining enharmonic reinter-
pretation; he does not mention that not all enharmonic reinterpretations 
are modulations. Perhaps Laitz does not aspire to this kind of complete 
definition. But the burden of clearly defining enharmonic modulation 
cannot be shifted indefinitely. 

21 Steven Laitz, The Complete Musician: An Integrated Approach to Tonal 
Theory, Analysis, and Listening, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2012), 583.

22 Ludwig Wittgenstein offered illuminating commentary on the profits 
and perils of ostensive definition through his career. For a critical summary, 
see P. M. S. Hacker, “Wittgenstein on Ostensive Definition,” Inquiry 18, no. 3 
(1975): 267–87.
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Following an example of the reinterpretation of diminished-seventh  
chords later in The Complete Musician, Laitz reintroduces the term 
“enharmonic reinterpretation” and gives new information:

Within a given chord, the audible enharmonic alteration of a single 
note (here, A♭ becomes G♯) allows the chord to function in two remotely 
related keys. C minor and A major (six accidentals apart) both 
become instantly accessible by virtue of this single respelled pitch. 
In fact, through enharmonic reinterpretation, the vii°7 becomes a 
vehicle that can modulate to many other key areas.23

Note once again the restriction of enharmonic reinterpretation to 
modulations by pivot chord. Laitz’s italicized clause provides another 
helpful clue to the nature of enharmonic modulations but has its own 
cracks into which wedges can be inserted. To whom must the alteration 
be audible? What sort of criterion does audibility impose? Is the ear 
the final judge of whether enharmonic reinterpretation is real or not? 
More importantly, the condition that a chord is allowed to function 
in a particular key is inadequate, because given a flexible enough tonal 
theory (e.g. allowing tonicization, or perhaps via Riemann’s extensive 
invocation of altered tones), any chord can function in any key.24 The 
idea seems to be that the chord is sufficiently harmonically close to the 
tonic, but Laitz does not attempt to clarify this criterion of harmonic 
proximity.

Laitz’s more scholarly offering in his article on the submediant 
complex does not attempt a more explicit definition, but it does hint 
at a notion of enharmonic shift different from that expressed in The 
Complete Musician. 25 In this article he focuses on enharmonic exchange 
between ♯5̂ and ♭6̂. Although these scale degrees come embedded in 
chords, Laitz suggests that the chords are not necessary for reinter-
pretation: “The chromatic note marks the motive for memory, and 
[the note’s] enharmonic potential endows the motive with a contex-
tual malleability.”26 It is the note that has enharmonic potential, not the 
whole chord. 

Laitz later implies that whether an enharmonic shift is real or illu-
sory depends on the directional tendencies of the pitches it contains. 

23 Laitz, The Complete Musician, 675.
24 Cf. Kostka and Payne’s remark about a chord “fitting into” a key.
25 Steven Laitz, “The Submediant Complex: Its Musical and Poetic Roles 

in Schubert’s Songs,” Theory and Practice 21 (1996).
26 Laitz, “The Submediant Complex,” 124.
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Referring to his Example 28 (reproduced as Figure 4 below) Laitz 
writes the following: 

We may now view the unusual enharmonic shift form [sic] D♭ to 
C♯ minor as essential, for without it G♯ would necessarily have 
been written as A♭, and as such would not have had the impetus 
to rise to A♮; the underlying connection with the A section would 
have been forfeited.27

This focus on a tone’s impetus to rise seems promising; the reinterpreta-
tion of a diminished-seventh chord, for example, is often explained in 
terms of the potential for any note of the chord to be treated as a lead-
ing tone.28 Unfortunately, Laitz does not pursue the question of how 
an impetus to rise is related to enharmonicism.29 It could be argued 
that such tonal tendencies cannot be essential to real enharmonicism 
because an enharmonic change need not be seen as coinciding with any 
special tendency characteristics, as shown in the discussion of “retro-
spective enharmonicism” in Figure 2. 

In summary, Steven Laitz has made a variety of suggestive obser-
vations about enharmonic shifts. In both his research and his textbook, 
he presents some well-chosen examples of enharmonicism but does not 
support his analysis with a clear theoretical framework that explains 
what enharmonic shifts are. Instead, Laitz presumes a bedrock of com-
mon knowledge. While such a bedrock may exist in our experiential 
knowledge as listeners and analysts, so far we have no consistent the-
oretical antecedent or supplement to ground such analyses as Laitz’s.  

27 Laitz, “The Submediant Complex,” 153.
28 Incidentally, I disagree about the G♯’s alleged tendency to rise. This 

assessment seems more like a retrospective imputation of tendency to the 
pitch based on its spelling and long-term behavior than a viscerally felt urge 
to resolve. When it appears in m. 10, the G♯ is taken over from a cadentially 
confirmed A♭ in the previous measure and does not show a particular impe-
tus to rise to A♮. Rather, the respelling as G♯ renders the rise to A♮ seven 
Langsam beats later—at which point there does appear an impetus to rise—
more intuitive. This intuitiveness is purchased at the cost of the counterintuitive 
juxtaposition of G♯ and A♭ in mm. 9–10. See my discussion below of similar 
“enharmonic paradoxes” as treated by Richard Cohn.

29 In Muniz, “A Tendency-Transformational Model,” I stress the role 
of tone tendencies in enharmonic modulations. Laitz would not necessarily 
endorse my development of the concept.
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I am not claiming that this is some kind of dereliction of duty on Laitz’s 
part; providing a general definition of enharmonic modulations is not 
his job. But someone has to do that job.

Aldwell and Schachter

In Harmony and Voice Leading, Edward Aldwell and Carl 
Schachter define real enharmonicism in contrast with merely notational 
enharmonicism: 

True (or functional) enharmonics  . . . involve reinterpreting the 
melodic function of a note and are inherent in the musical struc-
ture; no change in notation could possibly eliminate them, for they 
would be heard even if they were not expressed in the notation.30

This definition of “true enharmonics” has several weaknesses. First, the 
authors do not define “melodic function.” As we saw from Laitz, resolu-
tion tendency is a plausible candidate. But what distinguishes enhar-
monic from non-enharmonic changes in tendency? We might posit a 
criterion that a change in melodic function must be accompanied by an 
enharmonic notational exchange to be truly enharmonic, but this would 
fail to counterexamples that combine merely notational enharmonicism 
with a coincidental change in melodic function. The authors would have 
to explain how the merely notational enharmonicism must be “con-
nected to the change in function. The authors’ use of the word “involve” 
also suggests that the change in melodic function is necessary but not 

30 Edward Aldwell and Carl Schachter with Allen Cadwallader, Harmony 
and Voice Leading, 4th ed. (Boston: Schirmer, 2011), 650.

Figure 4. Steven Laitz, Example 28 (voice-leading graph, mm.  
8–14 of “Die Leibe hat gelogen”)
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sufficient for true enharmonics. What is sufficient, then? This question 
must be answered to provide a complete definition.

Finally, Aldwell and Schachter’s definition seems to make the ear 
the final arbiter on the reality of enharmonics. While aural experience 
is certainly helpful in indicating real musical phenomena, it is debatable 
that merely being heard is sufficient for musical “reality.” One could 
argue that audibility is a perceptual indicator of enharmonicism but 
is not a logical precondition for it.31 Further, since the authors have 
not expressed exactly what type of melodic-functional change consti-
tutes true enharmonics, it is unclear what kind of aural phenomenon 
the authors mean by “they,” such that “they would be heard even if they 
were not expressed in the notation.” The quoted passage, then, starts 
to look less like a definition than like a characterization of something 
already defined. But nothing has been defined; nor does the subsequent 
accumulation of illustrations from compositions make the theoretical 
point clear.

Judging from the above examples, we clearly need a tighter account 
than the ones given in textbooks. This may be reasonably expected given 
that their intent is to instruct novices, not to enlighten the already-
educated. What about writings aimed at professional theorists?

Cohn

The first step toward defining real enharmonicism is to exclude 
merely notational enharmonicism from the definition. One way to do 
this is to stress notational eliminability. While merely notational enhar-
monicism can often be easily eliminated by respelling the accidentals of 
the relevant passage—“This E major is really F♭ major”—the notational 
incongruities of real enharmonicism are more difficult to eradicate. As 
Richard Cohn writes,

What distinguishes essential [or “real”] enharmonicism is that the 
composer has no choice but to convert between sharps and flats in 
order to retain global diatonic logic (Schenker 1954, 333–34). In 
such cases, the exact point where the composer notates the conver-
sion is a pragmatic matter without significance; in a phenomeno-
logical sense, such a conversion happens everywhere and nowhere, 
which is tantamount to saying that it is distributed evenly across all 

31 See the analogous distinction made between “intentional” and “causal” 
accounts of musical structure in Mark DeBellis, Music and Conceptualization 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 138–49.
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of the possible moments when it could occur (Proctor 1978, 177; 
Telesco 1998; Harrison 2002a).32

For the present purpose, we can define the loaded phrase “global dia-
tonic logic” as “intuitiveness of accidental spellings throughout the 
passage.” Tones that “sound the same”—especially adjacent ones—are 
notated the same. Tones that are conspicuously some diatonic interval 
apart are notated as such. In essential enharmonicism we do not have 
this luxury: while the notation of accidentals can be shuffled around, we 
must violate these intuitive constraints somewhere.

Equal divisions of the octave might be the simplest instance. 
Figure 5 reproduces Example 1 from an earlier article by Cohn.33 In 
dividing the octave into equal parts of four semitones, we have no 
choice but to violate one of two intuitions: 1) that each equidistant 
move by four semitones is a move by a major third, or 2) that the closing 
tonic is “the same as” the opening tonic and should be spelled the same. 
By saying that the enharmonicism is “everywhere and nowhere,” Cohn 
means that there is no particular place where we hear a grinding of 
enharmonic gears,34 but the violation of notational intuitions indicates 
that an enharmonic change nevertheless must have occurred. For this 
reason, there is no fully satisfactory way to re-spell the accidentals; each 
spelling seems to imply nonidentity where identity is heard.

Although Cohn presents it as a definition of real enharmonicism 
simpliciter, his account does not describe enharmonic modulations since 
the latter do involve an audible grinding of gears at a particular moment 
(rather than “everywhere and nowhere”). In fact, Cohn’s definition 
applies only to Telesco’s “retrospective enharmonicism” (again, discussed 
below). Cohn’s treatment supplements Telesco’s by highlighting the 
criterion of notational eliminability. It also rightly portrays notational 
decisions as a tug-of-war among different musical intuitions whose 
relative strength may be difficult to assess. While discussing Daniel 
Harrison’s work below, I will critique the notion of “sounding the same” 
presupposed in Cohn’s account.

32 Richard Cohn, Audacious Euphony: Chromatic Harmony and the Triad’s 
Second Nature (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 9.

33 Richard Cohn, “Maximally Smooth Cycles, Hexatonic Systems, and 
the Analysis of Late-Romantic Triadic Progressions,” Music Analysis 15, no. 1 
(March 1996): 10.

34 The metaphor “grinding of gears,” denoting a jarring contrast produced 
by chromaticism, originates in Charles J. Smith, “The Functional Extravagance 
of Chromatic Chords,” Music Theory Spectrum 8 (Spring 1986): 109.
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Figure 5. Richard Cohn, Example 1 from “Maximally Smooth Cycles”
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Telesco

Paula Telesco’s article, “Forward-Looking Retrospection: 
Enharmonicism in the Classical Era,” contains perhaps the most pre-
cise, wide-ranging, and insightful notational theory of enharmonicism 
yet advanced. The chief distinction Telesco makes is between simultane-
ous (or immediate) and retrospective enharmonicism:

The first category is immediate because an enharmonic reinterpre-
tation is perceived at a specific point in the music (and no other 
point), and is simultaneous because two chord functions share the 
same time span, while maintaining an unambiguous chronology: 
for example, a chord is approached as a dominant seventh (V7) 
and left as a German sixth (Gr+6). . . . Retrospective enharmoni-
cism does not involve the reinterpretation of an enharmonic pivot 
chord, nor is a reinterpretation perceived at any one point—there 
is no aural clue. It becomes clear only in retrospect that one must 
have occurred.35

Retrospective enharmonicism, then, is the type involved in equal divi-
sions of the octave, whereas immediate enharmonicism is the kind 
typically seen in enharmonic modulations. Telesco further glosses 
immediate enharmonicism as “a negation of some resolution tendency, 
as happens when a dominant seventh is reinterpreted as an augmented 
sixth.”36 It is unclear whether this comment gives a definition or simply 
a mark of simultaneous enharmonicism. We also do not know whether 
the negated resolution tendency is that of a chord as a whole or of a 
tone or tones within a chord. She likely chooses not to develop this 
point because retrospective enharmonicism, not immediate enharmoni-
cism, is the main focus of her essay.

Telesco goes on to divide retrospective enharmonicism into four 
categories: “Pythagorean” enharmonicism, double enharmonicism, the 
simultaneous/retrospective hybrid, and the omnibus progression. Her 
discussion of double enharmonicism highlights the role of notation in 
her theory:

Double enharmonicism is so called because there are two reinterpre-
tations involved, a simultaneous one at the point of transformation, 
and a retrospective one apparent only after the fact. For instance, 

35 Telesco, “Forward-Looking Retrospection,” 333–34.
36 Telesco, “Forward-Looking Retrospection,” 334.
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we may believe that a Gr6/B♭ has been reinterpreted as a V7/C♭, but 
after the return to tonic we realize that it was reinterpreted instead 
as a V7/B. When this happens, the aural phenomenon is no differ-
ent from that experience in the simpler (and far more common) 
Gr6/V7 exchange [such as when] G♭–B♭–D♭–E becomes G♭–B♭–
D♭–F♭. . . . But [in double enharmonicism with reinterpretation as 
V7/B] G♭–B♭–D♭–E now becomes F♯–A♯–C♯–E.37

In sum, we hear a garden-variety immediate enharmonic modulation, 
but subsequent harmonic events force us to respell the enharmonic pivot 
differently (e.g., B instead of C♭). In reality, both types of enharmonic 
reinterpretation are heard retrospectively, but Telesco’s “retrospective” 
variety is heard after a longer elapsed time and is inferred rather than 
immediately felt.

I believe that there is a hidden problem in this formulation. 
Telesco’s example stipulates that listeners must revise their interpre-
tation of a single, specific chord: in this case, the Gr6. But this seems 
difficult to justify. Take Figure 6, a reproduction of the music from 
Telesco’s Example 5.38 How confident can we be that the chord in m. 
61 is a V7/B major rather than a V7/C♭ major? Not very. The juxta-
position of the notes A♯ and C♯ with their enharmonic counterparts 
in the previous chord is no more or less counterintuitive than other 
respellings we might imagine, such as spelling the chord as a more typi-
cal pivot to C♭ major and converting the notation to B minor only at 
the cadence in m. 64. Respelling a chord in the vicinity of the second 
Gr6/V7 reinterpretation at m. 66 is another possibility. Telesco seems to 
assume that since the Gr6 chord contains a tone that is vulnerable to 
immediate enharmonic reinterpretation, the other chord tones are more 
vulnerable to retrospective reinterpretation than other chord tones in 
the vicinity are. I question this assumption. As Telesco acknowledges, 
immediate and retrospective reinterpretation are different in kind. The 
latter creates notational clashes that are just as counterintuitive in a Gr6 
as in a V7; locating retrospective enharmonicism in the former rather 
than the latter may be more notationally “clean,” but as we have learned 
from merely notational enharmonicism, this is irrelevant to whether 
the chord’s enharmonic identity is in question. We therefore cannot 

37 Telesco, “Forward-Looking Retrospection,” 340.
38 Telesco, “Forward-Looking Retrospection,” 341. The original figure 

mistakenly contains treble clefs instead of bass clefs in the left hand.
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Figure 6. Mozart, Violin Sonata in B♭, K. 454, ii, mm. 57–76
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really know that it is the Gr6 that must be analytically respelled, and 
not some other chord.39 The appearance to the contrary results from 
the mutual contamination of two entirely distinct types of phenomena: 

39 As cited above, Telesco acknowledges that in retrospective enharmoni-
cism no reinterpretation is “perceived at any one point—there is no aural clue.” 
Given the context, by “perceived” she seems to mean “aurally perceived.” On 
this reading, her statement is true. My point above is that, as Cohn’s equal-
divisions example shows, no reinterpretation is analytically perceptible at any 
one point either. 
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retrospective enharmonicism, which is an artifact of notation, and 
immediate enharmonicism, which has little to do with notation.

Telesco’s remarks on immediate enharmonicism in an earlier 
essay bring up deeper issues.40 She writes of a V7/Gr6 enharmonic pivot 
chord that “at some point, in principle, [the chord] is simultaneously 
two different chords with an enharmonically transformed pitch (D♭ 
becomes C♯) whose chronology is unambiguous.”41 This is why imme-
diate enharmonicism is also called “simultaneous.” When Telesco refers 
to “unambiguous chronology,” she means that the chord is approached 
in one fashion and then resolved in another. But the notion that a chord  
“is simultaneously two different chords” needs explication. Taken liter-
ally, the notion is simply self-contradictory, like the idea of one person 
who is simultaneously two different persons. (I may say, figuratively, 
that I am two different persons: a spouse and a professor.) If, alterna-
tively, we wish to gloss the word “is” in Telesco’s statement as “functions 
as,” we end up with “the chord functions simultaneously as two dif-
ferent chords.” We would then have to clarify the difference between 
the chord’s identity (one thing) and its functions (two different things). 
These expressions are often used interchangeably, courting self-con-
tradiction since the chord cannot be both one and two in the same 
sense.42 This point is particularly relevant to enharmonicism, because in 
the diatonic tonal theory applicable to the work Telesco is analyzing (a 
Haydn piano trio), E♭–G–B♭–D♭ and E♭–G–B♭–C♯ are often taken 
to be distinct chords since their enharmonically equivalent members are 
distinct within the tonal system.43 While it may be possible to think 
that a diatonic pivot chord is simultaneously vi in C major and ii in G 

40 Paula Telesco, “Enharmonicism and the Omnibus Progression in 
Classical-Era Music,” Music Theory Spectrum 20, no. 2 (Fall 1998): 242–79.

41 Telesco, “Enharmonicism and the Omnibus Progression,” 244.
42 Perhaps “chord” in the first instance refers to a certain sound and in the 

second instance refers to different functions this sound can fulfill, like the dis-
tinction between the office of the president and the president him- or herself. 
But this distinction should be spelled out and can be criticized in turn.

43 Gregory Proctor is explicit on this point: “In diatonic tonality two notes 
differently named and conceived . . . have nothing in common with respect to 
the system. The C-minor scale contains an A♭, for example, but has nothing 
to do with any G♯. They are as far removed from identity within the system as 
are any other two distinct notes.” From his “Technical Bases of Nineteenth-
Century Chromatic Tonality: A Study in Chromaticism” (PhD diss., Princeton 
University, 1978): 131–32.
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major since it occupies a single place in the network of tonal relations, 
enharmonic pivots do not afford this opportunity.

Harrison

Daniel Harrison’s article on enharmonicism has at least two fea-
tures in common with the present essay: it explicitly critiques the nota-
tional theory and it uses extended chromatic harmony as a test case 
for a theory of enharmonicism.44 While Harrison’s objections to the 
notational theory are not decisive, he brings unprecedented clarity to 
problems in chromatic harmony and analytic methodology.

Harrison begins his argument by pointing out that “an enharmonic 
event [e.g., a modulation] can be perceived without its being notated.”45 
He adduces an excerpt, reproduced in Figure 7, in which a V7 resolves 
as a Gr6. As Harrison observes, the score’s notation does not explicitly 
show the transformation of A♭ to G♯ in the violin; analysts must “con-
form” Beethoven’s notation to show the change of tonal meaning. In 
doing so, however, we might inadvertently throw away relevant musical 
information: 

It may well be that Beethoven chose to misspell the augmented-
sixth chord for motivic reasons to highlight an A♭–A♮–B♭ con-
nection that is thwarted in the passage shown . . . but consummated 
a few bars later. . . . The unreliability of notation as an indicator of 
enharmonic structure puts the entire study of enharmonicism on 
hazardous footing, for all analytical dealings with enharmonicism 
must be sceptical [sic] about the score.46

Adherents of the notational theory already know this; hence the 
distinction between real and merely notational enharmonicism. Seen in 
this light, Harrison’s final, negative conclusion looks premature: 

These exquisite difficulties attending the analysis of enharmonicism 
seem somehow diversionary: they direct analytical efforts towards 
reconciling event and notation despite evidence that these parties 
are amicably divorced.47

44 Daniel Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions of Nineteenth-Century 
Enharmonicism,” Music Analysis 21, no. 2 ( July 2002): 115–60.

45 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 117.
46 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 118–19.
47 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 119.
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The notational theorist can reply that Harrison exaggerates the difficulties 
of conforming enharmonic notation. The average undergraduate can 
learn to recognize the shift from A♭ to G♯ in the Beethoven example. 
Harrison continues: 

Is an enharmonic event an aural reality, a notational artefact or a 
combination of the two? Does its notation reflect instrumentation, 
deep symbolism, a love of sharps or a simple mistake?48

Notational theorists have replies to both questions. First, an enhar-
monic event is clearly an aural reality. There is a distinction between 
actual notation (ink on the score) and idealized notation (locations in 
the tonal system). The E major in Schumann’s “Widmung” is really (ide-
ally!) F♭ major. Hence, enharmonic modulations are always reflected by 
idealized notation, (sometimes by actual notation) but they are not mere 
artifacts of a pragmatic language for performers to read. Meanwhile, 
Harrison’s second question trades in speculation about the composer’s 
motivation for choosing an actual notation; notational theorists, qua 
harmonic analysts, are not obliged to answer.

Harrison’s comments on merely notational enharmonicism can be 
similarly answered: 

That an enharmonic event can occur without its being notated 
suggests the possibility that such an event could be notated without 
its being heard. What listener can tell, for instance, that the 
E♭-minor prelude from the Well-Tempered Clavier, Book 1, is suc-
ceeded by a D♯-minor fugue?49

48 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 118–19.
49 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 117.

Figure 7. Beethoven, String Trio, Op. 9, No. 3, I, mm. 54–61
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This phenomenon is no more a threat to notational theorists than was 
the previous one, as notational theorists usually know merely nota-
tional enharmonicism when they see it. They might hold that a real 
enharmonic modulation is one that cannot be corrected out of the 
score. Since this is not usually a difficult matter—with caveats regard-
ing highly chromatic music—they will again ask what the problem is 
supposed to be. For this reason, I believe that debate over the notational 
theory should focus on whether idealized notational exchanges, such as 
the implicit A♭/G♯ exchange in the Beethoven, are a good foundation 
for the theory of enharmonic modulations.

By shifting all emphasis from notation on the page to idealized 
notation, Harrison’s own model of enharmonicism suggests how the 
notational theory might make its last stand.50 If this idealized notation 
can be shown to be explanatorily impoverished or otherwise defective, 
then the notational theory will give way. Once a gap appears between 
tonality and its notational representation, questions might appear as to 
how extensively our habits of notation have influenced our conceptions 
of tonality and whether this influence has distorted our thinking about 
the latter.

In Harrison’s view, the right account of enharmonicism in late 
chromatic music would maintain a precarious balance between separat-
ing enharmonically equivalent notes and assimilating them to the same 
pitch class. He asks us to imagine a piano keyboard in which each key 
represents a junction: the set of all possible notational exchanges valid 
for that pitch class.51 For example, the junction at pc 0 accommodates 
the enharmonic exchange B♯⇒C, among others.52 Harrison remarks 
somewhat cryptically that “the transformations are neither mandated 
nor coerced, but rather called to work on contextual demand.”53 He 
seems to mean that the transformations, as analytical constructs, are 
appropriately invoked only in certain musical situations and are not an 
inherent feature of tonal structures: “a pitch-class exchange is suggested 
by musical context, not by a priori conditions.”54 He refers to “analytical 

50 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 126.
51 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 126.
52 Trivial “exchanges” like B♯⇒B♯ are also included. Harrison disallows 

accidentals of greater magnitude than double flats and sharps, but his formal-
ism does not require this step.

53 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 127.
54 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 127.
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demands for [enharmonic] trades” [emphasis added].55 For Harrison, 
an invocation of a pitch-class exchange in “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little 
Star” would not be incorrect but merely idle.56 This seems at odds with 
the usual assumption that real enharmonicism is an inherent property 
of certain tonal structures and not others: for many theorists, I sus-
pect, “Twinkle, Twinkle” contains zero pitch-class exchanges, full stop. 
Harrison points out that junctions also fail to operate in atonal music, 
which contains too little tonal information to assign specific notational 
labels to pitches. B♯ might as well be C. “Enharmony, on the other 
hand, results from too much information, too many (i.e., at least two) 
possible contendors [sic] for a pitch.”57

Harrison recommends that we consider “the benefits of preserving 
differently-named but enharmonically related keys (e.g., G♭ and F♯) as 
independent and distinct entities. Further . . . we can even inquire after 
differences among keys that share the same name (e.g., G♭ and G♭) 
but that are separated widely in a composition.”58 Indeed, he stresses 
that even in a single I–IV–V–I phrase the opening and closing tonic 
differ from one another in their rhetorical functions. It stands to rea-
son that even greater differences may subsist between widely separated 
but identically notated tonics. Harrison’s analytical tool for modeling 
this difference is a two-dimensional, enharmonically unconformed 
Tonnetz, as opposed to the enharmonically-conformed torus preferred 
by theorists such as Peter Westergaard.59 The choice between the two 
models hinges not on which model “truly” represents nineteenth-
century tonal “space,”60 but on questions of metaphorical and historical 

55 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 128.
56 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 127. Steven Rings shows implicit 

agreement by formalizing keys as ordered collections of pitch classes, so that 
“The key of C major is the ordered septuple (0, 2, 4, 5, 7, 9, e)” in Tonality and 
Transformation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 71. This step obvi-
ates the distinction between enharmonically equivalent keys. Rings’s ensuing 
formalization of accidentals (72) refers not to the entities E♭, D♯, etc. but to 
how some scale degrees are heard as raised or lowered versions of other degrees.

57 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 127.
58 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 129.
59 Peter Westergaard, “Geometries of Sounds in Time,” Music Theory 

Spectrum 18 (Spring 1996): 16.
60 I use scare quotes because a few theorists have doubted, not without 

reason, whether the spatialization of tonality might misrepresent some deeper 
nature possessed by tonality; compare Bergson’s ideas about the spatialization 
of time. The notion of an a priori  “tonal system” standing above compositions 
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appropriateness.61 The upshot is that the spelling of widely separated 
tonics is up for grabs. It is an analytical decision, inherently somewhat 
arbitrary, and not a question of whether a tonic is “really” C or B♯. On 
Riemann’s unconformed Tonnetz, real differences of intonation subsist 
between the two, but Harrison points out that we “can imagine tonal 
relations independent of the materialist, acoustical aspect of the Tonnetz 
and not bother with the assumption of just intonation.”62

Harrison’s pragmatism or instrumentalism about enharmonic 
spellings—in contrast to the realism espoused in most writings on 
enharmonicism (where a pitch is “really” F♭ rather than E)—opens up 
a bit of refreshing air between the spelling of accidentals and musical 
reality. The notion of twelve-gamut tonality (i.e., based on the chro-
matic scale at the deepest level) also achieves this spacing at the cost 
of treating music with clear tonal implications as atonal—a practice 
Harrison argues against at length in his article.63 At the same time, 
Harrison undermines the explanatory power of the notational theory in 
general by pointing out that the spelling of accidentals is partly dictated 
by aesthetics and metaphor rather than by musical structure. If enhar-
monic spellings are subject to arbitrary pressures in the second practice 
of nineteenth-century tonality,64 how much faith should we place in 
them in the first practice?

This is the crux of the matter. Notational theories tend to assume 
that enharmonic notation ought to reflect some sense in which two 
instances of a pitch “sound the same.” For example, if an equal divi-
sion of the octave begins and ends with the same tonic, that tonic 
ought to be spelled in the same way at the beginning and at the 
end. But I submit that the expression “sounds the same” has no clear 
sense in this usage. There is an obvious acoustic similarity between the 

themselves is similarly open to critique. For intriguing suggestions along these 
lines, see Brian Hulse, “On Bergson’s Concept of the Virtual,” Gamut 1, no. 
1 (2008): 1–41. Less confident, but still skeptical, musings appear in Rings, 
Tonality and Transformation, 21n30.

61 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 132–33.
62 Harrison, “Nonconformist Notions,” 136.
63 Richard Cohn embraces this conclusion with the caveat that “triadic 

atonality” should be distinguished from the Second-Viennese harmonic idiom; 
see Audacious Euphony, 207–8. Cf. his “Introduction to Neo-Riemannian 
Theory: A Survey and a Historical Perspective,” Journal of Music Theory 42, no. 
2 (Autumn 1998): 167–69.

64 See William Kinderman and Harald Krebs, eds., The Second Practice 
of Nineteenth-Century Tonality (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996).
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starting and ending tonics, and they are both heard with the same 
scale-degree qualia; since these are the same even in the paradoxical 
equal-divisions-of-the-octave spellings in Figure 5, some mysterious 
additional level of structure is needed to support the requisite concept  
of “sameness.”65 This idea is not only conceptually but also aurally 
elusive: In order to say what it means to “sound the same” in this sense, 
we need to be able to say what would count as sounding different. Is there 
really a clear phenomenological difference between a C-to-C equal 
division and a C-to-D♭♭ equal division? I submit that the answer is 
doubtful at best. As Steven Rings points out, “it is not clear whether we 
can authentically experience a multiply altered scale degree, even one 
that is merely doubly raised or doubly lowered.”66 The best try might be 
to say that D♭♭ denotes the product of a flatward movement, resulting 
in a subtly different apperception of the D♭♭ as something more “flat-
ted” (or “darker”) than C. But the point of Cohn’s discussion of equal 
divisions is precisely that we do not perceive a clear difference—we iden-
tify the tonics with one another—and the fact that notation does not 
reflect this intuition is a problem. Harrison’s arguments for separating 
opening C from closing D♭♭ rest on hermeneutic points about heroes’ 
journeys and the like, and are presented as an artful analytical choice, 
not as forced upon us by a clear phenomenological or tonal difference 
between the two notes. The notation of accidentals naturally serves 
this purpose because of the complex tonal events that lead to the final 
tonic, but we should not make more of its explanatory power than 
Harrison does.67 None of this should be surprising: as the Tymoczko 
epigram at the head of this essay emphasizes, note spellings originated 
to serve a practical purpose. Why should we expect them to do much 

65 The literature on scale-degree qualia is blossoming under the influence 
of Rings’ Tonality and Transformation. For a seminal earlier account, see David 
Huron, Sweet Anticipation: Music and the Psychology of Expectation (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2006), Chapter 9; for a recent philosophical treatment, see 
Benjamin Hansberry, “What are Scale-Degree Qualia?” Music Theory Spectrum 
39, no. 2 (Fall 2017): 182–99. 

66 Rings, Tonality and Transformation, 74.
67 It is tempting to think that a closing tonic of D♭♭ in relation to a start-

ing C could represent the “same” tonic as achieved through flatward movement 
and apperceived as such. But this is dubious; first, because tonal processes quite 
different from flatward movement could also end in D♭♭, and second, because 
it is deeply unclear what important fact the D♭♭ spelling would indicate over 
and above its achievement by such processes.
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more?68 Clearly, the logical limits of notation (triple accidentals and 
up) outstrip hearers’ capacity for qualitative discrimination. I submit 
that this capacity bottoms out more rapidly than we may think, so that 
functionally-correspondent but enharmonically-distinct tonics are a 
notational artefact.

I suspect that what really inspires faith in notation is the one-
to-one correspondence between notational labels and tonal qualia in 
simple contexts. In the key of C, pitches labeled G♯ often sound quali-
tatively distinct from those labeled A♭. However, this does not mean that 
the qualities are rightly attributed to the notes’ being G♯ and A♭. Although 
“A♭” often appears to be a neutral label for “♭6̂ in C,” in reality “A♭” 
means something more. I conjecture that what theoretically-informed 
listeners truly hear in a G♯⇒A♭ transformation in C is often ♯5̂⇒♭6̂, 
but that the notational labels and internalized concept of a tonal system 
lead them to misconstrue the G♯⇒A♭ exchange, under that description, 
as the cause of their experience and as what is really going on in the 
music. The phenomena described in the sentence “I hear G♯ becoming 
A♭” might often be more accurately reported by “I hear ♯5̂ becoming ♭6̂; 
they are probably notated respectively as G♯ and A♭.” Yet construing 
enharmonic transformation as a mere exchange of scale-degree qualia 
is not enough, because we still need to explain what distinguishes an 
enharmonic exchange of qualia from a non-enharmonic one. Such an 
explanation is beyond the scope of the present essay.69

Notation and Musical Explanation

If we share Harrison’s pragmatism about enharmonic spelling, 
then we are already uncommitted to the idea that enharmonic con-
versions of idealized notation explain anything fundamental about 
enharmonic modulations. On the other hand, some readers will remain 
unconvinced: the idea of F♯ and G♭ as distinct objects in a tonal system 
would seem to explain the elements of surprise, wit, and punning in 

68 Tymoczko makes this statement in a different context and would not 
necessarily agree with my conclusions. Tymoczko, A Geometry of Music, 79.

69 I have attempted such an explanation in Muniz, “A Tendency-
Transformational Model.” For a skeptical treatment of qualia, see Daniel 
Dennett, “Quining Qualia,” in Consciousness in Contemporary Science, ed. A. 
J. Marcel and E. E. Bisiach (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 42–77. For a 
powerful rebuttal to Dennett, see Chapter 7 of William Seager, Theories of 
Consciousness: An Introduction and Assessment (New York: Routledge, 2016), 
154–76.
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enharmonicism, as well as enharmonicism’s ability to traverse tonal “dis-
tance.” This section and the next are intended to weaken any remaining 
faith in the notational theory.

Consider the expression “F♯ becomes G♭.” This statement cannot 
be taken literally since F♯ does not literally turn into G♭. Rather, a single 
pitch starts as an F♯ and ends up as a G♭. This apparent verbal quibble 
enables an elegant notational interpretation of enharmonic modula-
tions based on types and tokens: a pitch starts as a token of one note-
type and abruptly becomes a token of another note-type. Similarly, the 
inscription “grave” could be a token of two word-types in English: an 
adjective and a noun.

Obviously, enharmonic notational exchanges—in the score or 
idealized—tend to occur in enharmonic events. In fact, the correla-
tion of these exchanges and events is so evident that it must indicate 
something significant. It is not immediately obvious, however, exactly 
what this “something” is. If we are told that a modulation is enhar-
monic because F♯ becomes G♭, we should ask whether this merely 
gives us a criterion for applying the term “enharmonic modulation” or 
whether “F♯ becomes G♭” means something of mysterious importance. 
F♯ becomes G♭—so what? To sharpen the point, we should recall the 
kind of information with which labels such as “G” provide us: the note 
in question is a perfect fifth about C, it is a whole step above F, it can 
express 1̂ in G major or minor, and so forth. Now suppose that this G 
undergoes enharmonic reinterpretation to F�. The label F� yields simi-
lar bits of “Music Theory 101” information. The explanatory punch of 
the notational theory is supposed to come from its appeal to the change 
from G to F�.

But what does this change mean, other than that one label, “G” 
(which relates in certain ways to other labels before the modulation) is 
replaced by another label (that relates in different ways to other labels 
after the modulation)? And how does this explain the aural effect of the 
enharmonic change? Questions of labels versus reality aside, there is 
something static about the kind of information notation provides. The 
point of invoking enharmonicism is to elucidate either the relationship 
between the two notes or the transition from one to the other, but the 
notational description by itself simply says that the pitch goes from one 
role in one key to an unrelated role in another key. Indeed, I suspect 
that the appeal of this understanding of enharmonicism lies largely in 
its accommodation to the idea of a tonal system laid out something like 
a map—perhaps the neo-Riemannian Tonnetz or another geometrical 
space. But I see these spaces simply as useful explanatory fictions. Unless 
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one is a committed Platonist about musical structures, one should not 
buy too heavily into the mental picture of A♭ and G♯ occupying well-
defined spots in a tonal system, like objects suspended on a mobile. 
A♭ and G♯ are simply concepts that we have used to interpret certain 
(mostly diatonic) musical experiences; there is no guarantee that they 
can breathe the strange air of enharmonicism and survive.

Is the notational theory a good description or explanation of the 
experience of listeners with absolute pitch (AP)? After all, AP listeners 
report hearing pitch-class chromata as part of their immediate experi-
ence. Unfortunately for the notational theory, these perceived chromata 
do not typically discriminate between different enharmonic spellings 
or meanings of a single tone. On the other hand, I have heard one AP 
listener claim to be able to distinguish between different enharmonic 
versions of the same sounding pitch (although I have met many who say 
they cannot). To what extent is this mental labeling a cognitive overlay 
upon some more immediate experience? Granted, concepts and per-
cepts interpenetrate. But there is still a distinction to be made, albeit 
one that eludes casual introspection, between hearing G as G (changing 
to F�) and hearing G under some other aspect while thinking “This is 
a G.”70

Still, for these AP listeners, the notational theory will correspond 
with their experience if their aural enharmonic distinctions are in line 
with the ones that an analyst would make on paper. I know of no evi-
dence that this degree of accord between ear and analytical mind is par-
ticularly widespread. Even for these AP listeners, there is surely much 
more to the experience of hearing an enharmonic modulation than 
hearing one note change into an enharmonically equivalent one; we do 
not have any more guarantee that the change in label represents some-
thing musically significant than we did before. Here, again, it seems 
likely that the notational theory is at best a self-fulfilling prophecy. In 
other words, these AP listeners hear in a way that corresponds with the 
notational theory simply because they have learned to do so. That does 
not make the notational theory a compelling description of experience, 
any more than does the observation that gloves fit hands. Taken on the 

70 See Tymoczko, Geometry of Music, 266n45 for the distinction 
between hearing-as and hearing-while-thinking. As the source of this idea 
Tymoczko cites Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. 
E. M. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1953), Ilxi. DeBellis points out 
that skepticism is warranted about some claims of hearing-as, in Music and 
Conceptualization, 144.
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whole, then, the notational theory is not useful as an elucidation of the 
experiences of AP listeners.

The descriptive power of the notational theory with respect to the 
experiences of non-AP listeners is even less impressive. It is true that we 
sometimes say, for instance, “I hear that pitch as G♯” or even “I hear that 
pitch as changing from G♯ to A♭.” But it is not obvious that these utter-
ances are anything more than a theoretically literate gloss on a more 
phenomenologically immediate experience. For instance, a listener 
might hear intervals on a more primary level than note identities, first 
hearing the pitch as a major third above another pitch that the listener 
knows to be E, and accordingly deducing that the pitch in question is a 
G♯. Or the listener might hear scale degrees first: the pitch sounds like 
3̂ in the key of E major. In either case, some other (intervallic or scale-
degree) language would afford a more fundamental description of the 
speaker’s experience than the notational theory would.

Here some readers might justly object that not all kinds of music-
theoretic explanation aim at aural experience. We might be interested 
in the G/F� change from a more gnostic standpoint. For example, we 
might note that, relative to some tonic, the pitch in question starts as 
subdominant-functioned and becomes dominant-functioned according 
to Harrison’s theory of harmonic function.71 Again, it might serve our 
purposes to note that the pitch first occupies one spot and then another 
on an enharmonically-unconformed Tonnetz. But all that these obser-
vations amount to is that the notational theory, supplemented by some 
other theory, can explain enharmonic modulations. This is hardly a gain 
for the notational theory itself. Rather, the objector reader is imply-
ing that functional theory or transformational theory holds the real key 
to understanding enharmonic modulations. But no such supplement is 
widely shared or invoked by theorists of enharmonicism.

In practice, when notational theorists venture an explanation, they 
gesture toward the nonidentity, or “distance,” of G relative to F� within 
their own favored conception of the tonal system, or else insist on the 
ultimate identity of G and F� in an enharmonically unified, chromatic 
tonal space. To cite one influential instance, Gregory Proctor empha-
sizes both the nonidentity between A♭ and G♯ in the diatonic tonal 
system and their identity in chromatic tonality.72 Mere nonidentity is 

71 See Daniel Harrison, Harmonic Function in Chromatic Music: A Renewed 
Dualist Theory and an Account of Its Precedents (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1994).

72 Proctor, “Technical Bases,” 131–32.
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not an explanation, however; enharmonic difference is a special kind of 
difference. “Tonal distance” fares little better: it is an unclarified meta-
phor, not an explanation. If a metaphor is to genuinely aid our under-
standing, we should be able to elucidate it in literal terms, or at any rate 
less conspicuously metaphorical ones. While I realize that this is a con-
tentious claim, I take it that music theorists are, or should be, interested 
in literal descriptions and explanations where possible. They have this 
in common with scientists.73 Though this is not the place to argue the 
point at length, I think we do have more literal and helpful descriptions 
of enharmonic change at our disposal than the notational theory.74

Perhaps the most serious challenge to my position comes from 
progressions such as C minor—A♭ minor, shown in Figure 8 with its 
enharmonic equivalent. In a context in which A♭’s diatonic relation to 
the preceding G seems sufficiently clear (so that the A♭ is not a G♯ 
in disguise), pc 11 is C♭. It is tempting to think that there is some 
real audible or structural difference between this C♭ and the usual B. 
Indeed, this would seem to be corroborated by the fact that string play-
ers might pitch the two notes differently. In fact, a few considerations 
show that this is probably an illusion. 

First, a reality check: string players’ parts will often show B instead 
of C♭ here as if the musical reality were less important than readability. 
Indeed, a real difference in note identity isn’t the only explanation for 
the note’s being pitched lower; other explanations include the desire to 
tune the chord to the upper A♭ or the wish to create a diatonic semi-
tonal connection to a subsequent B♭. 

Second, a thought experiment: suppose we play the C-minor 
chord, then play the A♭-minor chord and hold it, then treat that chord 
as G♯ minor with an appropriate surprise follow-up. Analyzing the 
resulting music, we would reassess our commitment to the C♭ spell-
ing, as well as the diatonicity of the G–A♭ connection. This turns out 
to be another case where later events can modify our assessment of the 

73 This is not to say that scientific discourse is entirely non-metaphorical, 
or that music theory does not “hit metaphorical bottom” when trying to expli-
cate some concepts. But there is an obvious sense in which the language of 
physics is more literal than that of poetry, for example. And I think there is an 
equally obvious sense in which many of us want music theory to be more literal 
than figurative poetic language as well. Justin London, for instance, writes that 
“we believe in a particular theory in large part because we believe it to be true 
and of sound premises.” London, “Hearing is Believing,” 124.

74 I have tried to provide one in Muniz, “A Tendency-Transformational 
Model.”
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enharmonic identities of notes. The aural reasons for the selection of 
C♭ rather than B, therefore, cannot have been especially strong. Nor 
do there seem to be definite structural reasons. Although in the above 
discussion I motivated the difference between spellings of the second 
chord (A♭ minor and G♯ minor) by reference to a subsequently appear-
ing chord, in reality it is somewhat arbitrary to privilege retrospective 
meaning (the way the notes leave the chord) over prospective meaning 
(the way the notes sound in relation to the preceding C minor) in adju-
dicating the chord’s spelling. Even granted that one spelling is more 
correct than another, this point of orthography seems a flimsy peg on 
which to hang an explanation of real enharmonicism.

Objectors who grant the structural point might balk at the aural 
one, saying that in the one case they heard pc 11 as C♭ and in the other 
heard it as B, and this shows that pc 11 takes on different identities when 
the chord is A♭ minor versus G♯ minor. This objection fails because it 
assumes that note identities are transparent to hearing. I (and, I believe, 
Rings) would dispute this contention, and would hold instead that the 
note identities are an optional conceptual mediation or overlay, super-
imposed on a more basic appearing of qualia. Should the objectors be 
so certain that a difference specifically in note identity accounts for the 
difference they hear between the chordal thirds of A♭ minor and G♯ 
minor? It is simpler (and closer to the phenomena) to say that the dif-
ference is one of scale-degree qualia—different aspects in which the sur-
rounding notes cast pc 11.

A stronger perception of pc 11 as ♭3̂ plausibly entails a greater 
heard qualitative difference between it and 7̂. We might say that the G–
A♭ notational connection encourages hearing pc 7 as a “micro-leading 
tone”; hearing in this way reinforces pc 8 as a micro-tonic75 and pc 11 as 
♭3̂. The G–G♯ connection encourages a different sort of hearing.76 If this 

75 See Proctor, “Technical Bases,” 68ff. for discussion of microtonicization.
76 Compare Rings’ remarks on the same chord succession in Tonality and 

Transformation, 78–88. Rings thoroughly describes the aural phenomena with-
out relying on any ontological distinction between enharmonic counterparts. 

Figure 8. Chord progression that apparently supports the notational 
theory
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point still seems opaque, I recommend some questions for reflection: 
What aural phenomena can you experience directly in this chord suc-
cession? Do they really require us to posit two different notes, C♭ and 
B?77 Does our use of those notes correspond consistently to any phe-
nomenological difference between them?

Enharmonic Modulations and Analytical Practice

I have claimed above that we cannot read off deep musical truths 
from musical notation, given its pragmatic nature. The most easily recog-
nized scenario of notational deception is “merely notational enharmoni-
cism” (e.g., F♭ major respelled as E major). But even after the definition 
of “enharmonic modulation” is refined to exclude the latter, a problem 
remains: the note identities referenced in the definition are inherently 
too slippery to have the last word. Figure 9 illustrates with two harmonic 
progressions in C minor.78 Progression (a) is an enharmonic tonicization 
of D♭, which functions as the Neapolitan and leads to a PAC in C minor. 
Progression (b) begins in acoustically identical fashion, but later events 
retrospectively create orthographic ambiguities in mm. 2–3.79 

The problem is that if we hear the modulation in mm. 2–3 while 
bracketing any internalized prejudice in favor of the notational theory, 
we typically feel quite sure which pitch has been reinterpreted; which 
one, so to speak, is the “enharmonic-making” pitch. While all pitches in 
any pivot chord undergo some change in function (broadly construed), 
here only the F♯ undergoes the kind of transformation that has inspired 

He points out that enharmonic counterparts can be heard as raised or lowered 
versions of different diatonic scale degrees; this goes a long way toward explain-
ing the phenomenological difference between them without invoking C♮ and 
B♯ as real, distinct entities.

77 See Rings, Tonality and Transformation, 44, main text and n8. The latter 
suggests that he finds the lack of enharmonic distinctions to be an advantage. 
As for the main text, I would suggest that the perception of the “listener inno-
cent of the score” should be primary; this puts cart and horse in the right order.

78 These progressions are adapted from those Paula Telesco gives to illus-
trate “retrospective” and “double” enharmonicism. See Paula Telesco, “Forward-
Looking Retrospection,” 340.

79 These progressions may be taken either literally as written or as reduc-
tions of middleground structures lasting many measures, with internal cadences 
confirming D♭ major or C♯ major; key features of my argument remain the 
same either way.
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comment on the strange, viscerally-felt nature of enharmonicism.80 
Under these circumstances, I doubt that anyone, unprejudiced by 
the notational theory, would be tempted to consider the other three 
pitches as candidates for enharmonic reinterpretation. Yet it appears 
from Progression (b) that the further course of the music, even many 
measures later (if the progression is read as a middleground reduction), 
can appear to invalidate or at least question our aural perception of a 
reinterpretation.

This example is no contrived curiosity: (b)-type progressions grow 
increasingly common in nineteenth-century music.81 In such cases, it 
is sometimes impossible to decide non-arbitrarily how a given chord 
should be spelled. For instance, in Figure 9(b), we might rewrite the 
bass G♯ in m. 2 as A♭ because the previous bass note “sounds the same.” 
Unfortunately, to do so would create an A♭ leading to C♯ in mm. 2–3 
where we clearly hear a perfect fourth, not an augmented third. Trying 
to avoid this problem by changing the soprano C♯s in m. 3 to D♭s 
would obviously generate new difficulties. If the notational theory is 
correct, it follows that unless we arbitrarily privilege certain criteria 

80 See again the Rameau quotation cited in note 5.
81 The “enharmonic paradoxes” that Cohn identifies in Schubert’s music 

are an instance; see Chapter 1 of Cohn, Audacious Euphony, 1–15.

Figure 9. Two contexts for the same enharmonic modulation
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for note-spelling over other criteria, we cannot determine which pitch 
is enharmonically reinterpreted in the original modulation; different 
spellings yield different reinterpretations.

This is precisely where the notational theory conflicts with both 
listening and pedagogy, for in those domains we often favor more local 
criteria for where the real enharmonicism occurs. Sophisticated listeners 
can hear—and textbooks can reproduce—a modulation in a Wagnerian 
music drama and say, “Here the F♯ (or “this pitch,” the one that hap-
pens to be spelled F♯) is enharmonically reinterpreted,” without con-
cern for whether subsequent music will overturn the notation on which 
this assessment is thought to be based. Quoting the subsequent twenty 
minutes of music will, or should, do nothing to revise the judgment. But 
according to the notational theory, we must consult the remainder of 
the music, or else our confidence is ill-founded, since the present music 
could turn out to be notationally indeterminate considering what fol-
lows. The theory therefore runs afoul of our musical practice, provided 
that the practice has not been dictated by a prior commitment to the 
notational theory.82

After some key terms are defined, the argument can be clarified 
in the form of a syllogism. First, call the enharmonic modulation type 
occurring in mm. 2–3 of Figure 9(a) and (b) “M.” Call its token in 
Progression (a) “ma” and call its token in Progression (b) “mb.” For an 
enharmonic modulation to be “notationally indeterminate” means that 
we lack clear criteria for distinguishing which pitch should be enhar-
monically respelled. Finally, proposition (3) of the notational theory 
stipulates that a notationally indeterminate modulation is also “enhar-
monically indeterminate”: that is, we lack clear criteria for distinguish-
ing which pitch is enharmonically reinterpreted (as opposed to merely 
respelled on paper). 

Here is the syllogism:

1)	 If the notational theory is true, then mb is enharmonically 
indeterminate.

2)	 mb is not enharmonically indeterminate.
3)	 Therefore, the notational theory is false.83

82 Telesco embraces the conclusion that judgments of enharmonicism are 
defeasible; see Telesco, “Forward-Looking Retrospection,” 340.

83 It might be possible to defend the notational theory by notationally 
determining the enharmonic-making note by means of counterfactuals, thus: 
The enharmonic-making note is the one that, given a diatonic surrounding 
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One might be tempted to point out that, at most, the argument only 
demonstrates a problem in connection with (b)-type progressions—
those containing notational indeterminacy—not for (a)-type ones that 
contain no notational indeterminacy. I concede that the practical prob-
lems are less noticeable in (a)-type progressions, which force no such 
notational paradoxes on us and are extremely common. However, a the-
oretical problem still vexes the notational theory as applied to (a)-type 
progressions. On the reasonable assumption that the same enharmonic 
modulation can appear in both types of progression, it is a corollary 
of our conclusion that the notational theory is inadequate for (a)-type 
progressions as well.

The reasoning is as follows. Intuitively, ma and mb are the same 
insofar as they are both instances of one modulation M.84 Qua mod-
ulation, they are identical. All their essential, intrinsic properties will 
thus be shared: if mb, qua token of M, is not notationally indetermi-
nate, then ma is not either.85 A thoroughgoing holist could resist this 
inference by arguing that the very essence of any modulation is deter-
mined by everything that happens in the work in which it occurs, so that 
our two modulations are essentially different despite their local, aural 
appearance of identity.86 It would take me too far afield to argue against 
this implausibly extreme form of holism, but luckily the philosopher  

context as in Progression (a), would typically be enharmonically respelled. If it 
can be worked out precisely, this definition might be adequate, but would be 
a meager explanation: why should we care how a note would be spelled in a 
different situation?

84 They have different relational properties: mb has the property of being 
followed by a tonicization of D, while ma does not. But this is not usually 
thought to pose a problem for identity across different counterfactual situa-
tions. For example, on most accounts of possible-worlds semantics current in 
modal logic, it is intelligible to speak of an identity relation (and therefore 
shared essential properties) holding between me and myself across all possible 
worlds in which I exist, even though I have different accidental or relational 
properties in many of them (such as being the president or being seven feet 
tall). For a helpful introduction to these issues, see Joseph Melia, Modality 
(New York: Routledge, 2014).

85 For a classic treatment of essential properties and identity across dif-
ferent possibilities or possible words, see Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity 
(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 1991).

86 Schenkerians such as David Beach, as well as Schenker himself, 
sometimes espouse such holism. See Beach, “On Analysis, Beethoven, and 
Extravagance: A Reply to Charles J. Smith,” Music Theory Spectrum 9 (Spring 
1987): 185; and Schenker, Free Composition, §50.
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G. E. Moore has already given several persuasive arguments against it.87 
Eugene Narmour gives another argument, this one specifically musical 
and contra-Schenkerian, that tends toward the same conclusion.88

To avoid these inferences, the objector must show either that, in 
spite of these arguments, ma and mb do not possess the relevant kind of 
identity; that the remainder of premise (1) of the syllogism is somehow 
false, contra Telesco and myself; or that I have misrepresented musical 
practice and so premise (2) is false.89 As we have just seen, the first line 
of attack seems doubtful, the second even more so. I believe that the 
last is the most serious objection; I will now consider what I believe is 
the most plausible argument in its defense. I will also make clear why 
I have appealed to reflective musical practice rather than actual musical 
practice in support of premise (2).

In my discussion of musical practice, I have treated the notational 
theory as a prejudice to be disregarded in finding the location of the 
“enharmonic-making” note. This, an interlocutor might say, is unfair for 
two reasons. She may argue, first, that the shaky part of our musical 
practice is not the notational theory but rather our intuitive claims that 
apparent enharmonic modulations not ratified by the theory are in fact 
enharmonic modulations. In other words, the notational theory might 
be an improvement on our less reflective intuitions about which modu-
lations are enharmonic and which are not. She might also point out 
that, for better or worse, the notational theory is embedded in our dis-
course; it is taught to students and tacitly affirmed in the language we 
use to describe enharmonic modulations analytically. A famous instance 
is David Lewin’s analysis of enharmonic play in Beethoven’s Fifth 
Symphony: F♯ and G♭ transform into one another in the development 

87 G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (New York: Barnes & Noble Publishing, 
2005), 31–36.

88 Eugene Narmour, Beyond Schenkerism: The Need for Alternatives in Music 
Analysis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), 35.

89 A makeshift defense would be to advocate a piecewise account accord-
ing to which the notational theory is true for Progression (a), but false for 
Progression (b), so that we need another theory for the latter but not for the 
former. But this would seem needlessly complex and ad hoc—a single theory 
of enharmonic modulations would surely be preferable. It would also raise the 
question of why, in formulating a theory of modulation M, we should be forced 
to revise our account of M because of events temporally distant from M, i.e. 
the sequel of Progression (b). Why should these distant events have an essential 
bearing on M?
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of the first movement.90 In view of this fact, my critic might go on to 
suggest, we would do more harm by abandoning the notational theory 
than by keeping it.

As to the first objection, I think I have shown that the notational 
theory has little power to override our aural intuitions about enhar-
monic modulations in highly chromatic contexts. The aural and struc-
tural similarity between a modulation M in a diatonic context and M in 
a chromatic context is a strong prima facie motivation to expect music 
theory to account for the modulation in similar ways. The notational 
theory gives no compelling reason for thinking that the appearance of 
similarity in the two progressions is illusory.

The second objection also comes up short. In its favor, we can say 
along with many philosophers and music theorists that sufficiently well-
motivated theory and argument legitimately cut against the grain of 
our normal linguistic practices. The reconsiderations of the concept of 
cadence cited at the beginning of this study are examples. If our discourse 
about enharmonic modulations is inconsistent, sometimes affirming and 
sometimes implicitly rejecting the notational theory, this is not surpris-
ing. Words about music can be messy in ways that reflect their origin 
as practical instruction for composition and performance. Nevertheless, 
inconsistency is a strong reason for modifying a discourse when we are 
trying to speak accurately and generally, as in careful music-theoretic 
work. Even if actual musical practice does not fully sanction rejection of 
the notational theory, I believe that reflective musical practice does.91 This 
claim is further strengthened by an account of why we need not throw 
out the baby with the bathwater. On the contrary, we can keep every-
thing valuable about the notational theory and discard the rest.

Why We Can (Eventually) Afford to Discard the  
Notational Theory

The most obvious advantage of the notational theory may be its 
pedagogical simplicity. Any easy way to teach students how to recog-
nize enharmonic modulations is to indicate the change in sound and 
orthography of the F♯ in m. 2 of Figure 9(a). Since I have suggested 

90 David Lewin, “Music Theory, Phenomenology, and Modes of 
Perception,” Music Perception 3, no. 4 (Summer 1986): 389–90.

91 Similar reasoning plays a role in the ontology of art. There is a help-
ful discussion of ordinary versus reflective discursive practice in David Davies,  
Art as Performance (West Sussex: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2004), 18ff.
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that the notational theory might be retained as a pedagogical first 
approximation, there is no danger of losing this benefit.

The notational theory seems to do some useful work in our serious 
analyses, however. The most striking instances are pitch-class motives, 
which often exhibit enharmonic behavior.92 In a pitch-class motive, a 
single pitch-class (generally chromatic) is marked early in a piece, pro-
moted to a higher level of structure, and finally normalized. Enharmonic 
treatment of the pitch-class is common: one instance is the F� /G♮ in 
Schubert’s “Nacht und Träume,” whose behavior Carl Schachter illumi-
nates in his famous analysis.93 But Schachter’s discussion also illustrates 
the perils of embracing the notational theory too fully: he gives serious 
thought, especially in his subsequent dialogue with Joseph Straus, to 
the question of whether the note as represented in the middle section 
ultimately is F� or G♮.94 In a simple Music Theory 101 context the ques-
tion of F� or G♮ is an obvious one of technical correctness; in debatable 
contexts with foreground weighing against background (as in “Nacht 
und Träume”), it seems idle. The notational labels F� and G♮ have here 
transgressed beyond their clear domain of useful application. We simply 
do not have generally agreed-upon criteria for deciding between enhar-
monic alternatives in such contexts.

I do not deny that Schachter has provided significant insights into 
the piece; indeed, his hermeneutic reading of the prolonged F� /G♮ as a 
congealing of the evanescent dream world is superb. But we can extract 
the pith of his insight from the notational rind by translating pitch-
letter notation into pitch-class notation: there is a motive of pc 6–7–8 
at different levels of structure in the song. In the foreground, the motive 
manifests as F♯–F� –G♯ passing motion. At a deeper level: F♯–F�–G♯ 
or F♯–G♮–G♯, who knows? While it might be thought that Schachter’s 
whole reading hinges on this question, in fact it does not. He writes: 

The G-major section crystallizes around a most transitory musical 
event—a chromatic passing tone. Yet, while we are immersed in it, 
it assumes the guise of that most solid tonal structure, the major 
triad.95

92 For the theory of pitch-class motives see Steven Laitz, “Submediant 
Complex”; and Patrick McCreless, “The Pitch-Class Motive in Tonal Analysis: 
Some Historical and Critical Observations,” Res Musica 3 (2011): 52–67.

93 Carl Schachter, Unfoldings: Essays in Schenkerian Analysis (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 216–20.

94 Schachter, Unfoldings,13.
95 Schachter, Unfoldings, 217.
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It is true that I think we should not credit Schachter’s reality-illusion 
dialectic literally; for reasons already given, I believe it is idle to ask 
whether the large-scale pc 6–7–8 motive is F♯–F� –G♯ or F♯–G♮–G♯. 
But I think we can salvage our enjoyment of Schubert’s device by adopt-
ing a fictionalist attitude, as if what Schachter says were literally true. 
We can enter his reality-illusion dialectic and appreciate it aestheti-
cally without believing that the categories of reality and illusion apply 
to music literally. We can similarly appreciate Dante’s Divine Comedy 
or Bach’s St Matthew Passion without sharing the religious views of 
their creators. Further, the notion of a chromatic passing tone could be 
reconstructed in a notationally agnostic way by trading on the fact that 
some scale-degree qualia sound like chromatic alterations of others.96 
Schachter’s hermeneutic efforts survive intact; indeed, it is a testament 
to their musicality that they do not stand or fall by the meta-theoretical 
language in which they are couched.

In general, even when composers build notation-dependent fea-
tures into their works—whether witty or profound—these features can 
still be appreciated. Purely notational correspondences turn out to be a 
pleasing form of play that is accessible primarily by reading the score; 
most philosophical accounts uphold the contents of the score as valid 
objects of aesthetic appreciation.97 Perhaps some composers believed 
this notational play to have a deeper musical significance, but we do not 
lose by disagreeing with them any more than we lose appreciation for 
Scriabin’s music by not being theosophists. If this is true of Schachter’s 
analysis, I see no reason why it would be untrue of other analyses. Even 
a seemingly difficult case such as Lewin’s discussion of F♯/G♭ play in 
Beethoven’s Fifth98 comes through relatively unscathed, resolving into 
a conjunction between 1) the notational play in Beethoven’s score and 
2) some fascinating resolution behavior in a single pc tracked over the 
course of a development section. Everything aesthetically valuable is 
preserved.

96 Steven Rings formalizes this intuition in Tonality and Transformation, 72.
97 A now-unpopular exception is the view called “aesthetic empiricism,” 

according to which everything relevant to the aesthetic appreciation of a musi-
cal work can be perceived by simply listening to the work. For trenchant cri-
tiques of aesthetic empiricism, see Gregory Currie, An Ontology of Art (London: 
Macmillan, 1989), 17–45; and Davies, Art as Performance, 25–49. For a defense, 
which has in turn spawned more criticism, see Julian Dodd, Works of Music: An 
Essay in Ontology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 204–12.

98 Lewin, “Phenomenology,” 389–90.
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If the above arguments carry their point, it is desirable to formulate 
a model of enharmonic modulations that avoids the practical pitfalls 
of score notation and provides a clear view of the musical features that 
notation tends to occlude. This would seem a natural place to develop 
such a theory, but that endeavor would require the space of a separate 
published piece, and I do not wish to anticipate future work. The argu-
ments I have already adduced, I believe, warrant independent consid-
eration. Given the incredulous stares that the positions advocated here 
have sometimes drawn from interlocutors, that is enough for now.99
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