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Abstract 

 

This dissertation performs analyses of and compositions in three musical traditions that have 

received little attention in the English-speaking literature: Russian vocal folk polyphony (as described 

by theorist Aleksandr Kastalskiy in the 1920s), Russian village accordion repertoire and Soviet 

tourist/traveller bard songs. Each musical tradition is taken through five steps. First, a historical 

overview of the development of each tradition is provided. Second, a sizeable number of representative 

pieces or examples from each tradition are analyzed with the use of special methodologies tailor-made 

to show the most prominent apparent organizational principles in the music (including modes and 

chord progressions, melodic contour, musical form, poetic form and meter). Third, these analyses, 

performed upon dozens or hundreds of examples, are compared in order to discover the most typical 

traits of each musical language or dialect. Fourth, a composition is written in each musical tradition 

explicitly using these most typical traits: Three Swans (Russian vocal folk polyphony), Torontovka 

(Russian village accordion repertoire) and Song To Our Children (Soviet tourist/traveller bard song). 

Fifth, the aforementioned three compositions are arranged and expanded to varying degrees in order to 

allow them to be performed by contemporary Western small chamber wind groups – the brass quintet 

and the woodwind ensemble – in pedagogical and other contexts. 
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For the past three decades I have started the compositional  

process by building a shape, an architecture, before  

coming up with any musical material. 

 

 

– John Corigliano
1
 

 

                                                 
1
 Composer's program notes for Circus Maximus, cited in Frank L. Battisti, Winds of Change II – The New Millenium: A Chronicle of 

the Continuing Evolution of the Contemporary American Wind Band/Ensemble (Galesville, USA: Meredith Music Publications, 

2012), 58. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The following work involves the methodical execution of two main objectives: first, an analysis of 

the compositional principles in three types of traditional Russian music; second, utilization of these 

principles in creating three corresponding compositions for wind instrument ensembles (one for 

woodwind trio, two for brass quintet) that are suitable for contemporary, Western musical contexts.1  

The first of the above-mentioned objectives led the author to introduce new analytical methods 

based on quantitative representations of essential musical characteristics as well as their statistical 

analysis. An essential part of the present thesis is dedicated to the formulation and presentation of 

these methods. Thereafter, the new methods are applied to the analysis of the three above-mentioned 

Russian musical traditions,2 as well as the original compositions that were written in an attempt to 

follow those traditions. It is shown that the new methods significantly streamline the analytical process 

and make it easy to show the structural relevance of a specific piece to a certain musical tradition.  

It is hoped that the paper will be of interest to music scholars (as it features detailed, pioneering 

analyses of a number of genres overlooked in the English-language academic literature), composers 

and music software designers (who may find it useful as a stylistic guidebook), musicians searching for 

chamber ensemble repertoire, and the Russian emigrant community in the West. 

 

 

1.1. Overview of the chapters 

 

The musical traditions are presented roughly in chronological order with respect to their primary 

period of development. I begin with a summary of Aleksandr Kastalskiy’s study of village vocal folk 

polyphony, followed by an analysis of Boris Smirnov’s 68 ethnographic recordings of village accordion 

songs from Kalinin Oblast (Kalinin region), and concluding with an overview and analysis of 207 

transcribed Soviet tourist/traveller songs from the 1940s to the 1970s, collected by Leonid Belenkiy 

and others.  

The vocal folk polyphony tradition is the oldest and had the longest period of continuous 

development, as can be attested by its great variety (for example, in the number of musical modes that 

are used in it) and by the judgement of the early folklorists, who focused on recording the musical 

traditions of singing prior to that of other (i.e. instrumental) types. Russia historically had periods in 

                                                 
1 These may include performance practice and pedagogical use. 
2 Particularly the final two, as the description of the first is based primarily on analysis performed by A. Kastalskiy. 
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which the use of musical instruments was heavily persecuted for religious reasons, so ancient musical 

traces were most likely to survive in vocal music.3 This tradition represents the peasant music of pre-

industrial Russia. 

The village folk accordion music tradition is the second oldest; although Smirnov made most of his 

recordings in the 1950s, Russia is thought to have one of the earliest accordion traditions in the world, 

with instruments being made in Tula from the 1820s onwards; by the 1870s, over 700,000 accordions 

were being produced in Russia yearly4 (the production numbers were similar in the 1950s and 1960s).5 

At the start, there were many regional varieties of the accordion with different tunings that reflected 

pre-existing local traditions, but by the early 20th century the Hromka variety of accordion had become 

the most common, and it is the most common instrument in the analyzed songs. This tradition can be 

seen as being half-way between the style of the vocal folk polyphony analyzed by Kastalskiy and 

standard Western common-practice music. The Hromka accordion easily plays pieces in Mixolydian and 

natural minor (common in the vocal folk polyphony), but it also easily plays pieces in regular major and 

harmonic and melodic minor (uncharacteristic of the vocal folk polyphony, but used in common-

practice Western harmony). It has no dedicated buttons for producing dominant seventh chords in 

major (which tend to not be used in vocal folk polyphony), but its button for the fifth-degree chord of 

the minor scale has a raised subtonic (as would be expected in common-practice Western harmony). 

These "modernisms" meant that early Russian folklorists considered researching the folk accordion 

repertoire to be a low priority, and serious study of the tradition only began in the mid-20th-century. 

The tourist/traveller song genre developed in the post-WW2 period, among Soviet university 

students, scientists and mountaineers (mountaineering was quite popular in the science departments). 

Stylistically, its musical structures and harmonies bear a much greater resemblance to Western 

common-practice songs,6  and for this reason it is not usually referred to in Russia as folk music at all. 

Yet I would argue that functionally, it is not so different from the two previous traditions. Its principal 

creators were hundreds of amateurs, many of whom could not read music. They did not hear their own 

                                                 
3 Nikolai Findeizen, History of Music in Russia from Antiquity to 1800, vol. 1, trans. Samuel W. Pring, ed. Miloš Verimirović and 

Claudia R. Jensen (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2008), 188-89. Originally published as Ocherki po istorii muzyki 

rossii. 2 vols. (Moscow: Muzsektor, 1928). 
4 A. M. Mirek, Iz istorii akkordeona i bayana [From the history of the accordion and bayan] (Moscow, 1967), 43-45. 
5 I. D. Fadeyev and I. A. Kuznetsov, Remont garmonik, bayanov i akkordeonov. Izdaniye 2-e, ispravlennoye i dopolnennoye [Repair 

of garmons, bayans and accordions. Corrected and expanded second edition] (Moscow: Lyogkaya industriya, 1971), 15. The 

authors also show that roughly thirteen times more button accordions (of both diatonic and chromatic varieties) than piano 

accordions were produced during those decades. 
6 If a Western singer-songwriter with a guitar were to try and learn these songs, many of their structures, chords, etc. would likely 

be familiar (though determining the exact degree of similarity would require a thorough study and comparison of the traditions). 
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lives reflected in the songs they heard on the radio that were written by members of the Composers' 

Union, and so picked up a seven-string Russian guitar and wrote songs that they felt honestly described 

their lives. The songs were spread from person-to-person as they were played in university dorm 

rooms, on research expeditions, on mountaineering trips, and around countless apartment dinner 

tables. They came to "belong" to whole communities and the original authors, especially after a certain 

passage of time, were often forgotten.7 Eventually, for some of the most popular song-writers it became 

their primary vocation, and some of the songs were released on cassette tapes (and later on CDs). To 

this day, on their official websites the most famous artists from this tradition post the notation and 

chords for their songs and encourage them to be spread, and often post the mp3 files as well (a notably 

different approach from that of major Western music publishing agencies, who have tried to limit the 

unauthorized sharing of artistic works by shutting down websites that collect guitar tablature8 and 

lyrics).9 

Each of the three traditions is analyzed in depth and a composition is then written in the same style. 

The subsequent arrangements of these compositions become increasingly divergent from the source 

material. The Kastalskiy-style composition, for example, can be played by woodwind instruments with 

no changes at all. For the accordion-style composition, the length of the piece and its melodies and 

harmonies remain identical in the brass quintet version (aside from a transposition down a tone to be in 

a more appropriate key), but decisions needed to be made concerning which instruments play which 

sections of the melody. For the tourist/traveller song-style composition, a significantly longer new work 

is created for brass quintet which includes new melodies, countermelodies and background rhythms.  

 

 

1.2. A few words concerning terminology 

 

Before I start, I feel it is important to clearly describe certain terms and analytical techniques that 

are consistently used in this paper. 

                                                 
7 In the book I used in this paper for analyzing this tradition, a specific effort was made to find all the authors of the 207 songs, 

but even so, some were left unaccounted for. 
8 Jocelyn Kempema, "Imitation Is the Sincerest Form of… Infringement?: Guitar Tabs, Fair Use, and the Internet," William & Mary 

Law Review 49, no. 6 (2008), accessed Apr. 15, 2015, http://scholarship.law.wm.edu/wmlr/vol49/iss6/8; Bob Tedeschi, "Now 

the Music Industry Wants Guitarists to Stop Sharing," The New York Times, Aug. 21, 2006, accessed Apr. 15, 2015, 

http://people.ischool.berkeley.edu/~hal/Courses/StratTech09/Lectures/IP/Articles/guitart.html. 
9 Sam Guthrie, "Lyrical Restraint: Lyrics Sites and Copyright Infringement," The Grammy Foundation, Jan., 2014, accessed 

Apr. 15, 2015, http://www.grammy.org/files/pages/sam_guthrie.pdf; Alex Sayf Cummings, "The Foolish War Against Song-Lyric 

Websites," Al Jazeera, Jan. 3, 2014, accessed Apr. 15, 2015, http://america.aljazeera.com/opinions/2014/1/the-foolish-war-

againstrapgeniuscom.html. 
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Pitch set: The specific set of pitches that are used in a song. 

Mode/scale: The octave-equivalent10 intervallic arrangement of notes with respect to a tonic. For 

example: major, minor, Dorian. Sometimes the degrees in a scale/mode may be variable, an example 

being the sixth and seventh degrees of the Western melodic minor scale. The terms "mode" and "scale" 

are used interchangeably (in this I am following Kastalskiy's lead).  

The following abbreviations are used in tables and figures throughout the paper to refer to common 

modes/scales: 

 

Fig. 1.1 

Abbrev. Full name of mode/scale Pitch set with tonic on A Semitone intervals between 

the notes 

+ major A,B,C♯,D,E,F♯,G♯ 2-2-1-2-2-2-1 

- minor (of unspecified type) [one of the three below] [one of the three below] 

- (h) harmonic minor A,B,C,D,E,F,G♯ 2-1-2-2-1-3-1 

- (n) natural minor  

(aka. Aeolian mode) 

A,B,C,D,E,F,G 2-1-2-2-1-2-2 

- (m) melodic minor A,B,C,D,E,F♯,G♯ (ascending) 

A,B,C,D,E,F,G (descending) 

2-1-2-2-2-2-1 (ascending) 

2-1-2-2-1-2-2 (descending) 

M. Mixolydian mode A,B,C♯,D,E,F♯,G 2-2-1-2-2-1-2 

D. Dorian mode A,B,C,D,E,F♯,G 2-1-2-2-2-1-2 

 

Pitch constellation: The octave-equivalent intervallic arrangement of notes without respect to a 

tonic. In other words, the pattern of a key signature. For example, all of the Western medieval modes 

(Aeolian, Locrian, Ionian, Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, Mixolydian) have the same pitch constellation. A 

different pitch constellation, featuring a distinctive augmented second interval, is shared by the 

Western harmonic minor scale, the Klezmer Freygish mode, and the Misheberakh mode.11 Kastalskiy 

notes that the identity of the tonic in many of the pieces he analyzes is ambiguous even though most 

songs have no accidentals to modify the key signature, so I find this to be a helpful concept to have, 

even though it seems to be little-used in standard music theory analysis (if it were, one imagines that 

specific pitch constellations would have names, much as specific scales or modes have names).12 

                                                 
10 Generally, with the exception of the Obihod scale, which is fourth-equivalent (the same intervallic relationship repeats at a 

perfect fourth up or down). See my description of Kastalskiy in Chapter 2.1, § 2.1.1.7. 
11 The Freygish mode may be said to have its tonic at the harmonic minor's fifth degree. The Misheberakh mode may be said to 

have its tonic at the harmonic minor's fourth degree. Misheberakh is also known today as "Ukrainian minor" and "Ukrainian 

Dorian" among many other names. Kastalskiy mentions the mode too, though he does not give a name to it; see Chapter 2.1, 

§ 2.1.1.12. 
12 For example, "Western constellation" could be adopted as the name for the constellation used in the medieval modes and most 

contemporary popular music. The second constellation mentioned above, which is encountered throughout the former territories 

of the Empire of Alexander the Great, the Umayyad Caliphate, the Ottoman Empire and India, might be termed the "Eastern 

constellation". 
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Fig. 1.2. Two pitch constellation diagrams. There are twelve possible spokes emanating from a central point, each 

representing a semitone. The one on the left shows a C major scale with the note names, while the one on the right 

shows the degree numerals (see definition of "degree" below). If rotated, the same diagram can represent any one of 

the seven Western medieval modes; any degree can potentially serve as the tonic. In this paper, it should be 

assumed in most instances that the note at the top of a pitch constellation (C or iii, in this case) is the tonic (in some 

examples, it is impossible to determine what the tonic is). 

 

                                  
 

Note that this is a use of "pitch constellation" that, to my knowledge, has not been used prior to 

this paper; "pitch constellation" traditionally refers only to the graphic representation that shows the 

above concept, as shown in figure 1.2 (this meaning is also used in the paper). I thought that it would 

be natural to also apply the term to the what the diagram actually illustrates, much like the word 

"word" can refer to the symbols on a page as well as to the word that those symbols represent. 

Degree: A scale degree and a pitch constellation degree are two different things. In this paper, when 

I use the written-out scale degree terms (tonic, supertonic, mediant, subdominant, dominant, 

submediant, subtonic),13 I am talking about pitches in relation to the tonic of the scale/mode, whatever 

that mode is. On the other hand, when I use Roman numerals (i, ii, iii, iv, v, vi, vii), I am referring to the 

pitches in relation to the pitch constellation, and these remain identical no matter where the tonic is (so 

the tonic can be on "i", or "iii", or "iv", etc.). In a key signature of no sharps or flats, "i" is the pitch of A. 

If C is the tonic, then the scale is "III+". In a key signature of two flats (that is, the same pitch 

constellation, transposed down one tone), "i" is now the pitch of G. If C is the tonic, then the scale is 

called "IV Dorian". If a piece modulates, the degree designations stay fixed, remaining where they would 

have been within the piece's initial key signature. For example, if a piece starts out in III+, then degree 

"vi" is raised by a semitone and the tonal centre moves to "vii", it would be described as modulating to 

VII+. Alternately, if degree "vii" is lowered a semitone but the tonic stays on "iii", it would be described 

as modulating to III Mixolydian. 

                                                 
13 These terms are taken from Frederick Niecks, "The Two Keys to the Theory and Practice of Harmony," Proceedings of the 

Musical Association, 29th Sess. (1902-1903), 196, 198. Niecks also terms any "notes straining towards the degree immediately 

below or above them," e.g. the raised subtonic, to be "leading notes,"  but this term is not used in the present thesis.  
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Chord: When I speak of chords in this paper, the same rules apply as to scale degrees (see above). 

If I use the written-out scale degree terms (tonic, supertonic, mediant, subdominant, dominant, 

submediant, subtonic), I am talking about chords in relation to the tonic. But when I use Roman 

numerals (i, ii, iii, iv, v, vi, vii), I am referring to chords in relation to the pitch constellation. For example, 

in the scale of C+, the chord consisting of C, E and G would be called either the "tonic chord", or "III".14 

In the scale of A-, the chord consisting of A, C and E would be called either the "tonic chord" or "i".15 

Here is a full list of the chord terms and abbreviations and symbols used for them in this paper: 

  

Fig. 1.3. In columns 3 and 4 from the left, abbreviations which are not used have been left blank. 

Written-out 

chord name 

In chord 

progression 

tables
16

 

Pitch constellation 

chord name
17 

(assuming the root of the 

chord is on degree "i") 

Letter notation 

chord name
18

 
(assuming the root 

of the chord is on A) 

In scores
19

 
(assuming the 

root of the chord 

is on A) 

Chord 

pitches with 

root on A 

Semitone 

intervals 

between 

the notes 

major M I A A A,C♯,E 4-3 

minor m i a Am A,C,E 3-4 

seventh 7 I7 A7 A7 A,C♯,E,G 4-3-3 

minor sixth m6 i6   A,C,E,F 3-4-1 

minor 

seventh 

m7 i7 a7  A,C,E,G 3-4-3 

diminished dim i° a°  A,C,E♭ 3-3-3 

seven four 7/4 I7/4   A,D,E,G 5-2-3 

ninth 9 I9   A,C♯,E,G,B 4-3-3-4 

augmented aug Iaug   A,C♯,E♯ 4-4 

major 

seventh 

M7 Imaj7   A,C♯,E,G♯ 4-3-4 

seven flat five 7♭5 I7♭5   A,C♯,E♭,G 4-2-4 

sixth 6 I6   A,C♯,E,F♯ 4-3-2 

minor sharp 

seven four 

m♯7/4 i♯7/4   A,D,E,G♯ 5-2-4 

augmented 

seventh 

aug7 Iaug7   A,C♯,E♯,G 4-4-2 

 

The chords in figure 1.3 are listed from top to bottom in the same order as in this paper's chord 

progression tables.16 The chord progression map diagrams17 use a similar order, although there is 

some variation (the order of the major, minor and seventh chords stays the same in each diagram, but 

                                                 
14 The "III" is upper-case because it is a major chord. 
15 The "i" is lower-case because it is a minor chord. 
16 Used in Appendices 3.3 and 4.3. and also Chapter 3.2. 
17 Used in Appendices 3.2 and 4.2, and also Chapters 2.1, 3.2, 3.4, 4.3 and 4.5. 
18 Used in Appendix 3.3 (on the right of the chord progression maps for each piece) and Chapters 2.1 (in the text when analyzing 

the chord progressions of specific examples from Kastalskiy), 3.4, 4.5 and 4.7. 
19 Used in Chapters 3.3, 4.2 and 4.4. This is the standard chord notation in Finale 2007, which was used to create the scores. 

Only major, minor and seventh chords were used in the scores. 
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other, rarer chord types appear in different rows, depending on where it was most convenient to draw 

them). 

Accordion: In Russian, the term akkordeon refers only to the piano accordion.  A chromatic button 

accordion, usually with a B-system layout,20 is called a bayan, while any variety of diatonic button 

accordion is called a garmon or garmoshka. In this paper, the term "accordion" is used to encompass 

all three. The other terms are used for the respective sub-varieties.  

 

 

1.3. A note concerning transliteration 
 

The system of transliteration used in this paper is a slightly modified BGN/PCGN (British Standard, 

used in Oxford University). The differences are:  

• Apostrophes for the letters "ь" and "ъ" are omitted. 

• The letter "х" (pronounced like the "h" in "hot", or the "ch" in "Loch") is Romanized as "h" 

instead of "kh" when it is at the beginning of a word or between two vowels (so, Хромка = 

Hromka, not Khromka, and Обиходный = Obihodnyy, not Obikhodnyy). 

• The letter "ë" is written as "yo" in all instances (this feature is taken from the English Wikipedia's 

system), except when it follows "й" (see the point below) 

• When "е" and "ё" follow "й", they are written as simply "e" and "o", respectively (so, Майер = 

Mayer, not Mayyer, and Йёнчёпинг = Yonchyoping) 

• When two "o" letters appear next to each other ("oo"), they are written as "o·o" instead of as 

"oo" (so, Кооперация = Ko·operatsiya, not Kooperatsiya). This serves to separate "oo" (as in 

cooperation) from "у" (as in loop) 

No exception is made for common composer names that are usually spelled using different systems 

(for example, "Tchaikovsky" is instead spelled "Chaykovskiy"). However, a footnote describing the more 

common spelling is added upon such a name's first appearance to dispel any confusion. 

The goal was to use a system that allowed for intuitive and relatively accurate pronunciation by 

readers familiar with common English spelling, but unfamiliar with the sounds of Russian or the Cyrillic 

alphabet.  

See Appendix 1.2 for a table with a complete list of the transliteration rules.  

 

                                                 
20 See figure 3.1.5. 
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1.4. A few words about copyright 

 

Art is like science in that it attempts to make sense out of an apparently meaningless universe. 

However, the artist, unlike the scientist, doesn’t want anyone else to be able to replicate his 

experiment.  

       – [Claire West?]21 

 

On the other hand you have the folk process which shows that a series of people sequentially 

modifying the work (or maybe even in parallel) and then comparing versions can produce 

something tremendously rich... 

       – Richard Stallman22  

 

This paper and the new compositions in it are licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-

NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 license23 – this means that you are free to share and modify the 

contents as long as you clearly attribute the source, use them primarily for non-commercial purposes 

and allow others to do the same in the future.  

The three artistic traditions studied and imitated in the following text developed under conditions of 

collective artistic "ownership" and were used in situations of primarily non-commercial social 

interaction. These conditions (which left as strong an influence on the particular traits of folk music as 

they did on folk visual art and folk tales) could not have occurred under the active enforcement of 

modern copyright law, which represents the legal codification of individualism and social atomization, 

and by its very nature discriminates against the idea of collective art; of people making something 

together or adding to what was done previously.  

At one time, the effect of any copyright law on such social interactions would have been negligible 

for purely practical reasons; however, as social and artistic interaction has moved increasingly into 

spaces where it can be tracked and governed by copyright law (including online communities and 

private email correspondence), freedoms which were in the past taken for granted must now be 

explicitly allowed.  

I believe that folk art (in the functional rather than the stylistic sense) exists where copyright does 

not. The choice of license for this work aims to respect and encourage the ways of interaction that 

created the traditions that are studied within it. 

                                                 
21 Attributed by Dr. Michael P. Taylor, email message to author, Feb. 7, 2015. 
22 Richard Stallman, "Copyright Versus Community in the Age of Computer Networks," transcribed by Douglas Carnall, July 10, 

2000, accessed Feb. 6, 2015, http://www.carnall.demon.co.uk/stallman/all.html. Simple punctuation that was missing in the 

original transcription has been added by the author. 
23 See Appendix 1.1. 
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The important thing is to begin; the Russian people will understand  

what we are doing as soon as we start talking to them  

in their own language. 

 

 

– Prince Vladimir F. Odoyevskiy
1
 

                                                 
1
 V. F. Odoyevskiy, Russkaya i tak nazyvayemaya obshchyaya muzyka [The Russian and the so-called common music] (Moscow, 

1867), in V. F. Odoyevskiy, Muzykalno-literaturnoye naslediye [Musical and literary heritage], ed. G. Bernandt (Moscow, 1956), 

322, translated in Robert Sterling Beckwith, "A. D. Kastal'skii (1856-1926) and the Quest for a Native Russian Choral Style" (PhD 

diss., Cornell University, 1969), 41. Ann Arbor: University Microfilms, 1973. Accessed through the York University Library. 
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2.1. Analysis of Aleksandr Kastalskiy's Properties of the Russian Folk Music System 

 

Aleksandr Kastalskiy (1856-1926) was a Russian choirmaster, composer and ethnographer whose 

career straddled the divide between the tsarist and communist eras. He is mainly remembered today for 

his sacred choral works,
1
 but in fact these were only one part of his larger mission: to understand the 

native musical "roots" of his country, and enable them to be understood, appreciated and used by 

Russia's professional, literate musicians. In this, he was hardly alone: a wide gulf between elite (literate) 

and peasant (illiterate) music had been a feature of Russian life since the modernization campaign of 

Peter the Great, which had modernized mostly just the aristocracy. In the 19th century, Russia's best 

composers turned their minds to the task, but were hampered by theoretical as well as practical 

reasons: many music theorists refused to believe that there was anything particularly unique about 

native Russian folk music;
2
 nor was there a way to prove them wrong, for the folk songs were typically 

sung in complex multiple-voice arrangements that were too complicated to reliably transcribe.
3
  

The Moscow Musico-Ethnographic Commission, which Kastalskiy joined a year after its 1901 

founding,
4
 was set up specifically to solve this problem. In 1904, Yevgeniya Linyova, one of its founding 

members, published the first-ever phonographic recordings of Russian folk music,
5
 opening the way for 

their scientific examination. Kastalskiy began seriously working on this task after the 1917 revolution, 

which had forced the religious aspect of his career to a close. His efforts culminated in a landmark 1923 

book, Properties of the Russian Folk Music System, which was reprinted in 1961
6
 (a second book on the 

                                                 
1 79 of them were composed from 1896 to ca. 1910; see Robert Sterling Beckwith, "A. D. Kastal'skii (1856-1926) and the Quest 

for a Native Russian Choral Style" (PhD diss., Cornell University, 1969), 265, 353-56, 461-67. Ann Arbor: University Microfilms, 

1973. Accessed through the York University Library. 
2 Theorist German A. Laroche believed that it was similar to Gregorian chant: see Beckwith, 89-90. 
3 "The French and the Italians carry their tunes in a single voice. The music of a people is an expression of its spirit. Russians are 

not limited to a single line in their singing (too often, monophony is confused with melodiousness); the Russian needs harmony, 

needs a sense of musical community [obshchina]." – V. F. Odoyevskiy, "Kakaya polza ot muzyki? Sonate, que me veux-tu?" extract 

from notebooks of the 1860s, translated in Beckwith, 410. 
4 Beckwith, 272, 317-18. 
5 See Yevgeniya Linyova, Velikorusskiya pesni v narodnoy garmonizatsii zapisany Ye. Linevoy. Vypusk I [Songs of Great Russia in 

the folk harmonization transcribed by Y. Lineva. Volume I], ed. Fyodor Y. Korsh (Saint Petersburg: Imperial Academy of Sciences, 

1904); Yevgeniya Linyova, Velikorusskiya pesni v narodnoy garmonizatsii zapisany Ye. Linevoy. Vypusk II. Pesni Novgorodskiya 

[Songs of Great Russia in the folk harmonization transcribed by Y. Lineva. Volume II. Songs from Novgorod], ed. Fyodor Y. Korsh 

(Saint Petersburg: Imperial Academy of Sciences, 1909); and Eugenie Lineff, Peasant Songs of Great Russia. Second Series 

(Moscow: Imperial Academy of Science, 1911). Linyova's contributions are described in Beckwith, 295-97. 
6 Aleksandr Kastalskiy, Osobennosti narodno-russkoy muzykalnoy sistemy [Properties of the Russian folk music system] (Saint 

Petersburg, 1923; reprint edited by T. V. Popova.  Moscow: Gosmuzizdat, 1961). Page citations are to the reprint edition, 

hereafter cited as Properties. 
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topic, Principles of Folk Polyphony, was published posthumously in 1948).
7
 In his books, Kastalskiy tries 

to outline rules that any composer could follow if he or she wishes to use the native musical language. 

The music that Kastalskiy was trying to save was none other than the music of pre-industrial 

Russia. In the final few decades of its existence, the Russian Empire experienced massive change: the 

population was rapidly becoming more literate, new factories were being opened, and villages were 

emptying as people moved into the cities. As this was happening, age-old customs and ways of life were 

vanishing, but not everyone thought that what replaced them was an improvement.
8
 

Peasant folk life and music were seen by Kastalskiy and others as ways of being that had 

fundamentally proven their value for hundreds, maybe thousands, of years, and Kastalskiy clearly 

hoped that the new "people's government" of the 1920s would allow Russian music to finally shake off 

the old European "common practice" theories and chart its own path.
9
 Not all of his colleagues 

understood or supported Kastalskiy's mission;
10

 nevertheless, the release of Kastalskiy's Properties 

(which passed relatively unnoticed among English-speaking scholars)
11

 led his contemporaries to 

praise him as "the greatest theoretician of folksong style in our time."
12

 His book remained the most 

thorough and complete theoretical study of Russian vocal folk polyphony until the middle of the 

twentieth century,
13

 whereupon it was followed by several books which explained areas that Kastalskiy 

                                                 
7 Aleksandr Kastalskiy, Osnovy narodnogo mnogogolosiya [Principles of folk polyphony], ed. Viktor M. Belyayev (Moscow: 

Gosmuzizdat, 1948). A brief summary of the book's contents may be seen in Beckwith, 417-21, and commentary on pp. 422-31. 

Compared to the 1923 book, it presents a far more detailed, yet less reader-friendly, coverage of the same ideas. 
8 E.g. Here's music critic Yuriy Sakhnovskiy in 1912: "What is so moving is the strong sense of close family life that permeates all 

the old songs from the backwoods of Russia—a way of life that is dying out along with the old Russian folksong, gradually being 

overrun by the cheap barroom, good-for-nothing, hoodlum "repertoire" of the Vyaltsevas, Plevitskayas, Rtishchevas [popular 

Russian "folk" singers]—their name is legion. And barroom licentiousness, cheap lewdness and the utter destruction of family life 

is just what this factory produced song reeks of. But how could it be otherwise? What else is there to be inspired by?! When 

instead of a clear starry sky, there is a grimy ceiling with the flickering shadows of drive-belts; when instead of golden fields of 

grain, there are rows of looms and spinning-jennies; when instead of the sun and moon there is a half-burned-out electric light 

bulb; when instead of the living stream of fresh air, there is the stink of oil and steam? When, finally, there is not even time to 

surrender to one's grief, to let it pour out in sounds, and if a rare brief hour of rest does finally come, there is no longer anything 

left but the incontestable need of the body to surrender to drunken debauchery?" translated in Beckwith, 306-9. 
9 Beckwith, 376-408. 
10 Beckwith writes: "few of these youngsters could really grasp why he would want to give his last years to the preparation of a 

work on a dying peasant folksong style, when the needs of a new, revolutionary Russia beckoned on all sides" (Beckwith, 436). 
11 Perhaps the earliest English-language mention of the work was a translation of a rather incomplete assessment from 1928 by 

musicologist Viktor Belyayev (who later edited the 1948 release of Kastalskiy's second book on the subject): Victor Belaiev and S. 

W. Pring, "Kastalsky and His Russian Folk Polyphony," Music & Letters 10, no. 4 (Oct., 1929): 378-90. Translation by Pring of text 

written by Belyayev in Moscow, Jan. 10-24, 1928; it was also mentioned briefly in a 1943 article concerning Russian folk song:  

Alfred J. Swan, "The Nature of the Russian Folk Song," The Musical Quarterly 29, no. 4 (Oct. 1943): 501. 
12 A. Bugoslavskiy, in Muzykalnaya nov [Musical virgin soil] 1, no.1 (Oct. 20, 1923): 45, translated in Beckwith, 403. 
13 L. Kulakovskiy, O russkom narodnom mnogogolosii [On Russian folk polyphony] (Moscow: Gosmuzizdat, 1951), 18. The author 

also discusses Kastalskiy on pp. 10, 15-18, 20, 38-43 and 64-68. 
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had neglected, including melodic development and regional variations.
14

 The ideas of Kastalskiy 

remained important throughout the Soviet era, influencing choral works by composers such as Sergey 

Prokofyev and Dmitriy Shostakovich.
15

 

Not all of Kastalskiy's hopes turned out as planned. He had believed, along with earlier theorists 

such V. V. Stasov, that the "deliberate, conscientious imitation of the unvarnished 'truthfulness' of 

ordinary life, as expressed in the 'spontaneous' artistic outpourings of uneducated common people" 

would lead to a more truthful and vital art.
16

 In fact, imitations of folk techniques were used by the 

Soviet state to communicate its ideas to the public, and sometimes to impersonate the public's voice.
17

 

Kastalskiy's hope that cultural imports from Europe (and the urban art in which they held sway), 

would become sidelined by a newly-vibrant peasant folk art
18

 did not come to pass, either. In fact, 

Kastalskiy himself composed works
19

 not for real peasant singers and ensembles (who usually could 

not read musical notation), but for the descendants of nineteenth century "folk choruses"
20

 and "folk 

orchestras,"
21

 whose playing style and repertoire mixed European art music and Russian folk traditions. 

The Gypsy "folk" style (which had largely replaced more "genuine" Russian folk music in the cities, and 

was disliked by Kastalskiy) remained very popular.
22

 Nor was there much willingness among musicians 

                                                 
14 Ibid. and T. Bershadakaya, Osnovnye kompozitsionnye zakonomernosti mnogogolosiya russkoy narodnoy (krestyanskoy) pesni 

[Principal compositional rules of the polyphony of Russian (rural) folk song] (Leningrad: Gosmuzizdat, 1961). Bershadskaya 

discusses Kastalskiy on pp. 6-7. Bershadskaya's 1961 book is an expanded version of a 1954 dissertation on the same topic. 
15 Some examples are mentioned in Beckwith, 455-56. 
16 Beckwith, 438. 
17 "Folklore must serve the purpose of mass education" was the official Soviet policy in the 1940s, according to Laura J. Olson, 

Performing Russia: Folk Revival and Russian Identity (London: Routledge, 2004), 78. But already in 1930, Joseph Stalin had stated 

that Soviet culture should be "national in form and socialist in content" (Beckwith, 394-95). When Soviet folklore publications 

resumed in 1934 (after being suspended in 1928), researchers no longer merely recorded what they observed, but now actively 

intervened to "help" folk artists by fixing up "non-standard language" and "historical inaccuracies" (Olson, 41-42). In addition, 

newly composed "folk songs" were placed at the start of song collections praising Stalin, the new Soviet constitution, and other 

political topics. Stalin apparently hoped to be remembered among future generations through folk art, as had earlier leaders Ivan 

the Terrible and Peter the Great: see N. V. Novikov, Russkiye skazki v rannikh zapisyakh i publikatsyyakh XVI-XVII vv. [Russian folk 

tales in early manuscripts and publications of the XVI-XVIII centuries], ed. E. V. Pomerantseva (Leningrad, 1971), 11, 20. 
18 Beckwith, 394. 
19 For example, Selskiye raboty v narodnykh pesniyakh [Rural Labours in Folk Songs] (1923); see Beckwith, 395-96, 353-56. 
20 Soviet folk choruses descended from the Agrenev-Slavyanskiy "Russian Capella" chorus, founded in 1868. Its performance 

manner was similar to professional classical choruses, with "clean intonation, strictly controlled tempo, and varied dynamics" 

(Olson, 29). Each song was tightly staged and "acted out" in costume (Olson, 30-31). Chaykovskiy called it "a cartoon version of 

the Russian folk song," but most reviews were positive (Olson, 29). 
21 The Russian folk orchestra was invented by Vasiliy Andreyev in 1888. It consisted initially of balalaikas of various sizes, other 

folk instruments (winds, strings and accordions) being added later; the original still exists today under the name "Osipov State 

Folk Orchestra." It inspired dozens of imitators, in the Soviet Union (where they were state-funded) and around the world (Olson, 

16-19).  
22 It originated as divertissements between opera acts in eighteenth-century Russia, and consisted of an emotional solo singer 

accompanied by guitar or piano (Olson, 19-20). Its artistic descendants today include singers such as Nadezhda Kadysheva. 
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or music-lovers to follow Kastalskiy in condemning most of the music of nineteenth-century Russian 

composers for insufficient authenticity.
23

 

After the Second World War, fieldwork expeditions became mandatory for Soviet music students, 

and many new folk music studies were published.
24

 A new "authenticity" movement appeared, as it 

became clear to the students how greatly the music in the villages differed from what was presented as 

"folk music" in mainstream Soviet culture.
25

 Starting in 1966, village folk performers were brought to 

Moscow for a series of concerts,
26

 and these inspired the creation of the famous Dmitriy Pokrovskiy 

choral folk ensemble in 1973.
27

 While avoiding exact imitation (which earlier, less successful ensembles 

had tried in the 1960s),
28

 the ensemble tried "to recreate how the song would sound if they could 

imbibe the hidden rules of the tradition themselves."
29

 The primary difference with Kastalskiy's 

approach was the ensemble's combination of academic input with the hands-on learning of 

performance practices (including dances) directly from village musicians.
30

 

The typical audience of early Pokrovskiy ensemble concerts consisted of academics and "urban 

intellectuals;"
31

 the old peasant culture had found refuge within the ivory tower even as its own roots 

were drying out. The ensemble inspired thousands of similar groups throughout the Soviet Union.
32

 The 

new folk music revival movement shared some space and audience with that other contemporary 

movement of "genuine song," Soviet bard songs (see Chapter 4.1), but had less grassroots appeal,
33

 

perhaps because the Russian people had changed, and so had the musical language that best reflected 

their inner world.
34

 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, sincerity and authenticity ceased to be primary concerns for 

the folk music revival movement and, in a faint echo of the 1930s, folk art was called upon to awaken "a 

sense of national identity."
35

 As a wise man once said, "history never repeats itself, but it rhymes."
36

 

                                                 
23 Beckwith, 441. 
24 Olson, 83-84. 
25 A table comparing "Soviet-organized folk music" with "non-organized folk music" can be found in Olson, 75. 
26 Ibid., 83. 
27 Ibid., 80. 
28 Ibid., 81. 
29 Ibid., 87. 
30 Ibid., 84. 
31 Ibid., 89-90. 
32 Ibid., 9. 
33 Ibid., 71-72. 
34 Soviet theorist B. Asafyev wrote about how "musical intonations" are associated with particular ways of life (Beckwith, 436). 
35 Olson, 9. In practice, this often meant a thematic preference for nationalistic, military or religious themes. 
36 "History Does Not Repeat Itself, But It Rhymes," Quote Investigator, Jan. 12, 2014, accessed Apr. 15, 2015, 

http://quoteinvestigator.com/2014/01/12/history-rhymes/. The quote is often attributed to Mark Twain. 
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The social and historical significance of Kastalskiy's life and music has been covered in detail in two 

English-language studies. The first, a doctoral dissertation written by Robert Sterling Beckwith in 1969, 

focuses on Kastalskiy's central place in a wider Russian movement (beginning with Prince Vladimir 

Odoyevskiy in the mid-1800s) of trying to reconcile native and imported, Western singing traditions.
37

 

The second, a 2003 translation by Stuart Campbell of a 1999 book by Svetlana Zvereva, has a greater 

focus on Kastalskiy's personal life as seen through his private letters and on his interactions with the 

church.
38

 Neither book, however, contains a comprehensive description of the specific theories laid out 

in Properties of the Russian Folk Music System.
39

  

The following chapter is an attempt at a summary of the principles of the pre-industrial Russian folk 

style as they are laid out by Kastalskiy, whose work represents their theoretical conception as it existed 

during the first half of the twentieth century (Kastalskiy also frequently echoes ideas formulated during 

the final part of the nineteenth century, particularly those of Yuriy Melgunov). They are organized by 

topic in a way that should be easy to reference when writing a composition that adheres to Kastalskiy's 

description of "Russian folk practice". The only exception concerns the chapters on modulation, which 

are covered only partially. In a few places, comments are made pointing out interesting subsequent 

research. 

All page and example numbers in the footnotes of this chapter refer to the 1961 reprint of 

Kastalskiy's book, unless stated otherwise.
40

 

 

 

2.1.1. Pitch sets 

 

Kastalskiy believes that the foundation for the pitch sets of most songs he analyzes is the 

anhemitonic pentatonic scale,
41

 with non-pentatonic pitches (from the two "missing" scale degrees) 

often serving as "inessential, neighbour or passing tones",
42

 or with one or both of them being absent 

from a song entirely. 

                                                 
37 See footnote 1. 
38 Svetlana Zvereva, Alexander Kastalsky: His Life and Music, trans. Stuart Campbell (Aldershot, Eng.: Ashgate, 2003). Originally 

published as Aleksandr Kastalskiy: Idei. Tvorchevstvo. Sudba (Moscow: Vuzovskaya kniga, 1999). 
39 Beckwith discusses some of the history and critical reaction to Properties in Chapter 11 of his book, beginning on p. 410. 

Zvereva discusses it briefly on pp. 206-7 and 210 in her book. 
40 If a citation is to a particular musical example (or examples), "ex." precedes the example number(s) and  "p." or "pp." precedes 

the page number(s); also, non-consecutive pages are separated by semi-colons rather than commas. In references to page 

numbers alone (without examples), "p." and "pp." are omitted, and non-consecutive page numbers are separated by commas. 
41 Both minor and major; see § 2.1.1.1. 
42 Properties, 29, 57-58. 
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Sometimes, determining a tonality can be difficult. In one example,

43
 Kastalskiy shows a song that 

could be in A natural minor, G Mixolydian ("major with lowered seventh") or D Dorian ("minor with 

raised sixth"); it is unclear how to analyze it as it has no F and only a brief and passing B-natural. 

In addition, even when all seven diatonic degrees are present, many songs contain, as Kastalskiy 

puts it, "a backwards relationship between the official tonic and the dominant",
44

 both in major and in 

minor. The traditional ways of establishing tonality can thus become less applicable. 

Keeping all that in mind, here is a list of the scales/modes described by Kastalskiy as being present 

in the songs he analyzed: 

 

 

 

2.1.1.1. Regular major.
45

  

 

 
 

This mode and the five below come about naturally if one assumes that the basic foundation of the 

modes is a pentatonic scale beginning on either the higher tone of the two-tone group or the lower tone 

                                                 
43 Ibid., p. 46, ex. 35. 
44 Ibid., 45. 
45 Ibid., 34-35. 

Fig. 2.1.1 

Fig. 2.1.2 
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of the three-tone group ("A" or "C" in figure 2.1.1), and with either one of the "missing" scale degrees 

chosen (the dotted lines in figure 2.1.1).
46

 

 

 
 

2.1.1.2. Natural minor (with no raised subtonic).
47

 

 

 
Kastalskiy also presents some examples in which a song is in natural minor but ends in unison on 

V,
48

 or on VII.
49

 Another way to interpret those songs is that they are in Phrygian or Mixolydian modes 

(at least at the end). 

 

 
 

2.1.1.3. Mixolydian ("major with lowered seventh").
50

  

 

 
 

This mode is widespread in the tuning of Russian folk instruments, appearing in the gusli,
51

 lira,
52

 

svirel,
53

 zhaleyka,
54

 Vladimir horn
55

 and some types of button accordion.
56

 

                                                 
46 Ibid., 57-58. 
47 Ibid., 24. 
48 Ibid., pp. 39-40, ex. 28-1, 28-2, 28-5. 
49 Ibid., pp. 39-40, ex. 28-4; p. 33, ex. 18. 
50 Ibid., 43. Kastalskiy's opposition to using "Hellenic terminology" (p. 72) to describe songs with pitch sets that seem to 

correspond to the Medieval modes apparently originates with Yuliy N. Melgunov, Russkiya pesni neposredstvenno s golosov 

naroda zapisannyya [Russian songs transcribed directly from the voices of the people], vol. 1 (Moscow, 1879), xxi, translated in 

Beckwith, 75. Kastalskiy (following Melgunov) reasons that the terms contain theoretical baggage that makes them unsuitable for 

describing Russian traditions. Instead, he consistently uses "major with lowered seventh", "minor with raised sixth" and so forth. 

This, of course, merely trades one set of baggage for another...  

Fig. 2.1.3 

Fig. 2.1.4 



 

 20 

 

 
 

2.1.1.4. Lydian ("major with raised fourth").
57

 

 

 
 

 
 

2.1.1.5. Phrygian ("minor with a lowered second").
58

 

 

 
 

 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
51 A. M. Mekhnetsov, Russkiye traditsionnyye naigryshi na guslyakh [Traditional Russian playing formulas on the gusli] (Saint 

Petersburg, 2009),18. The gusli is an indigenous plucked zither, and the oldest known Russian instrument. 
52 A. A. Banin, Russkaya instrumentalnaya muzyka folklornoy traditsii [Russian instrumental music of the folk tradition] (Moscow, 

1997), p. 69, ex. 10. The lira is a version of the hurdy-gurdy common in the more Western Russian-speaking territories. An online 

version of Banin's book without page numbers is available at http://www.laurakim.ru/russkaya-instrumentaljnaya-

muzyka/index.html. 
53 Ibid., p. 97, ex. 24. The svirel is an indigenous recorder-like instrument. 
54 Ibid., p. 105, ex. 29. The zhaleyka is an indigenous double-reed aerophone (often with a horn attached to the far end). 
55 Boris Smirnov, Iskusstvo Vladimiskikh rozhechnikov. Vtoroe, ispravlennoye i dopolnennoye izdaniye [The art of Vladimir horn 

players. Improved and expanded second edition] (Moscow, 1965), 21. The Vladimir horn, which comes in several sizes and is 

played in ensembles, is an ancient Russian wooden "brass" instrument in which sound is produced by amplifying the buzzing of 

the lips; it bears a distant resemblance to the serpent (the ancestor of the tuba). 
56 Banin, p. 156, ex. 52. 
57 Properties, 50-51. 
58 Ibid., p. 54, ex. 51. 

Fig. 2.1.5 

Fig. 2.1.6 
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2.1.1.6. Dorian ("minor with a raised sixth").
59

 

 

 
 

 
 

2.1.1.7. Obihod pitch set
60

 

 

The Obihod pitch set (obihodnyy zvukoryad), or scale, lies at the foundation of medieval Russian 

Znamennyy church chant, monophonic and polyphonic. Traditionally within church chant, it consists of 

four groups of three notes; the three notes are separated by a whole tone, while each group of them is 

separated by a semitone. If starting from G, the result is: G, A, B / C, D, E / F, G, A / B♭, C, D.
61

  

It also became widespread in Russian folk music; evidence of this can be seen, for example, in the 

fact that the Livenka (a variety of accordion developed in the south-eastern town of Livny in the 1850s 

to 1870s, and manufactured there to this day) contains an Obihod pitch set on the melody side: 

 

Fig. 2.1.8. Reconstruction of the pitches on the melody side of a 12-note Livenka accordion derived from a 1906 

teaching manual.
62

  

 
 

According to ethnomusicologist Aleksandr Banin and other writers, accordion construction often 

reflected local song traditions.
63

 Since at least the start of the 1900s, 14- and 15-note instruments 

used an extension of the 12-note range. It has also been used by Soviet and Russian composers.
64

 

                                                 
59 Ibid., 55-56. 
60 Ibid., p. 40, ex. 28a-1; p. 46, ex. 36; p. 59, ex. 63-64; p. 64, ex. 70-1; p. 65, ex. 72-1; p. 69, ex. 83b. 
61 Findeizen, 74-76, 108. 
62 E. Rodin, Novyy samouchitel i sbornik pesen dlya odnoryadnoy livenskoy garmonii [New instruction manual and collection of 

songs for the single-row Livenka accordion] (Saint Petersburg, 1906), quoted in Banin, p. 160, ex. 56. 
63 See Banin, 145; and I. D. Fadeyev and I. A. Kuznetsov, Remont garmonik, bayanov i akkordeonov. Izdaniye 2-e, ispravlennoye i 

dopolnennoye [Repair of garmons, bayans and accordions. Corrected and expanded second edition] (Moscow: Lyogkaya 

industriya, 1971), 6. 
64 Richard Taruskin, On Russian Music (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 383-84. Examples cited are Yuriy Butsko's 

Polyphonic Concerto for organ, piano, harpsichord and celesta (1970), and Alfred Schnittke's Symphony No. 4 (1983). 

Fig. 2.1.7 
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Fig. 2.1.9. Pitches on the melody side of a modern 15-note Livenka accordion.
65

 It contains an expanded Obihod 

pitch set on the melody side; alongside four full three-note groups (counting up from the low A), it also has two notes 

from a group above and one note from a group below.  

 
 

Unlike most scales, which are octave-equivalent, the Obihod scale is fourth-equivalent. One way to 

think of it is as a series of overlapping Mixolydian modes separated by perfect fourths.
66

 If the pitch set 

is limited to twelve notes, as it was in the church, it contains two overlapping Mixolydian modes; the 

first one starting on the lowest note, and the second one on the fourth note from the bottom (in figure 

2.1.8, one Mixolydian mode starts on the low D, and another on G). In some of the songs analyzed by 

Kastalskiy, the singers sing partly in the lower register and partly in the upper, creating an effect not 

unlike modulation.
67

 Related scales also exist in Persian, Jewish
68

 and Armenian
69

 music. 

 

 
 

2.1.1.8. Soft major ("major with lowered sixth").
70

 

 

 

                                                 
65 Banin, p. 161, ex. 57. 
66 Ibid., 160-61. 
67 Properties, p. 59, ex. 63, 64. 
68 A. Z. Idelsohn, "Die Maqamen der arabischen Musik [The Maqams of Arabic music]," Sammelbände der Internationalen 

Musikgesellschaft 15, (Oct.-Dec., 1913): 20-22, also described in Kh. S. Kushnarev, Voprosy istorii i teorii Armyanskoy 

monodicheskoy muzyki [Questions of the history and theory of Armenian monodic music] (Leningrad, 1958), 319. Abraham 

Idelsohn describes the Persian "Dastgah" (mode) Mahur as having up to eleven pitches from bottom to top, the lower C being the 

tonic: B-[C]-D-E-F-G-A-B♭-C-D-E♭. He equates it with the "Adonoi Molokh" "Steiger" (mode), used in Jewish synagogue singing. 

This contrasts with some recent (less informed?)  analyses of "Adonoi Molokh" as being the same as the European Mixolydian 

mode; see Henry Sapoznik, The Compleat Klezmer (Cedarhurst, NY: Tora Publications, 1987), 22. 
69 Kushnarev, on p. 322, describes a similar scale widely used in Armenian monodic music, with a range of up to 2.5 octaves. In 

his description, it is made out of a combination of three series of notes: each series consists solely of perfect fourths, and they are 

separated from each other by a second. For example (from low to high): G, C, F, B♭, E♭, A♭ / A, D, G, C, F, B♭ / B, E, A, D, G, C. Put 

them together, and one gets: G, A, B, C, D, E, F, G, A, B♭, C, D, E♭, F, G, A♭, B♭, C.  What differentiates the Armenian scale from the 

Russian Obihod, Persian Mahur and Jewish Adonoi Molokh (as described by Abraham Idelsohn) is that the third series of notes, 

starting on B, is actually a tiny bit flat (so, it actually starts on B-half-flat, E-half-flat, etc.). 
70 Ibid., p. 51, ex. 43c, 44-1, 44-2, 44a. 

Fig. 2.1.10 
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The theoretical conception of this scale originates in the German theorist Moritz Hauptmann's 1853 

treatise Die Natur der Harmonik und Metrik.
71

 Hauptmann describes scales as being generated from 

major or minor triads on the tonic, dominant and subdominant degrees. Under this theory, if all three 

triads are major this produces the major scale; if all three are minor this produces the natural minor 

scale; and if the dominant triad is major but the other two triads are minor, this produces the harmonic 

minor scale. Perhaps for the sake of theoretical balance and elegance,
72

 Hauptmann (followed by later 

German theorists) also describes a counterpart to the harmonic minor, with a minor subdominant triad 

and major tonic and dominant triads, calling it "moll-dur" (minor-major).
73

 Today, it is most commonly 

known by the name given to it by Rimskiy-Korsakov in his 1886 treatise on harmony: the harmonic 

major.
74

 

Kastalskiy's use of the term "soft major" (myakhkiy mazhor) for the scale suggests that he was 

familiar (directly or indirectly) with the writings of Hauptmann's student Carl Friedrich Weitzmann, who 

called it "softer major" (weicherer Durtonart), deriving from the original meanings of Moll and Dur as 

"soft" and "hard".
75

 

Kastalskiy says it typically appears in Russian folk songs episodically among regular minor (with the 

tonics of minor and "soft major" being on the same note; in other words, the minor's third and seventh 

degrees are raised), but most of his examples show it by itself or appearing among the parallel major.
76

 

 

 
 

2.1.1.9. Variable mode ("major-minor and minor-major").
77

 

 

Chapter 17 is entirely about songs that contain both minor and major thirds and sixths. In the given 

examples, the seventh seems to be natural in the "minor" sections and either lowered or avoided 

                                                 
71 Matthew Riley, "The 'Harmonic Major' Mode in Nineteenth-Century Theory and Practice," Musical Analysis 23, no. 1 (Mar. 

2004), 2, discussing Moritz Hauptmann, Die Natur der Harmonik und Metrik (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1853), 21-22 and a 

number of other sources. 
72 Riley, 5. 
73 Ibid., 6. 
74 Ibid., 6, quoting Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, Praktisches Lehrbuch der Harmonielehre [Practical manual on harmony] (Leipzig: 

M. P. Belaieff, 1895), 6-7, 33-43. The book was first published in  Russian in 1886; see Rimskiy-Korsakov, N. Prakticheskiy 

uchebnik garmonii [Practical manual on harmony], 16th ed., rev. and enl., ed. M. O. Shteynberg (Moscow: Gosmuzizdat, 1937), 4; 

the harmonic major scale is mentioned on pp. 15-17 and 47. 
75 Riley, 5-6, quoting Carl Friedrich Weitzmann, Harmoniesystem (Leipzig: C. Kahnt, 1860), 7, 10. 
76 On p. 51 of Properties, ex. 43c is in minor but has a raised mediant in the second-last bar (without any subtonic appearing after 

that point, it is impossible to tell whether it is really in "soft major"). Ex. 44-1 is in "soft major" throughout. Ex. 44-2 starts and 

ends in C major but has a middle section in C "soft major". Ex. 44a seems to alternate between C major and C "soft major", 

although the tonic might actually be G instead. 
77 Ibid., p. 56, ex. 57a; p. 76; p. 78; p. 84, ex. 116. 
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entirely in the "major" sections (which may mean that this mode is really "minor-Mixolydian" rather 

than "minor-major"). 

 

Fig. 2.1.11. Variable mode. The brackets signify the variable degrees. 

 

 
 

One way to look at it would be that these songs wobble between the parallel minor and Mixolydian 

keys, with the degrees changing every few notes, but a number of Russian theorists at that time, 

including Kastalskiy, attempted to describe a single mode for them. Kastalskiy's "variable mode" seems 

similar to the "major-minor mode" of Georgiy Lvovich Catoire, which has variable thirds, sixths and 

sevenths.
78

 Catoire published the first volume of his theory book in 1924, the year after the publication 

of Kastalskiy's Properties. It is also similar to the "chain mode" of Boleslav Yavorskiy (figure 2.1.12). 

 

Fig. 2.1.12. Boleslav Yavorskiy's chain mode, with the dotted lines representing the unstable pitches forming the two 

tritones, and the solid lines representing the stable pitches that the unstable pitches resolve to. As can be seen, the 

mode contains both a major and minor third, but no raised sixth. It also contains a raised seventh, while Kastalskiy's 

contains a lowered seventh.
79

 

 
                                                 
78 Gordon Daniel McQuere, ed., Russian Theoretical Thought in Music (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1983), 275, 278. Catoire's 

"major-minor mode" was first described in his book Teoreticheskiy kurs garmonii [Theoretical course of harmony], 2 vols. 

(Moscow, 1924-26). Ellon D. Carpenter writes in McQuere (1983) on p. 274 that Catoire borrowed, modified and expanded 

concepts from Belgian theorist François Auguste Gevaert's book Traité d'harmonie théorique et pratique, 2 vols. (Paris, 1905-07). 
79 An analysis of a Russian folk song through the lens of Yavorskiy's "chain mode" can be seen in Gordon Daniel McQuere, "'The 

Elements of the Structure of Musical Speech' by S. V. Protopopov: A Translation and Commentary" (PhD diss., University of Iowa, 

1978), 262-70. The folk song has a pitch set analogous to the one in figure 2.1.12, but it is missing the seventh (the subtonic). 

Because of this, the song also fits within Kastalskiy's "variable mode" (with the variable mode's higher sixth degree and seventh 

not being played). 
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Yavorskiy described the characteristics of his "chain mode" in detail in his tritone-based theory of 

modal rhythm, first laid out in 1908.
80

 The mode, however, does not allow for the possibility of raised 

sixths, while Kastalskiy provides examples of both variable sixths and of completely raised sixths. T. V. 

Popova, editor of the 1961 reprint of Kastalskiy's book, states that alternating thirds and raised sixths 

are often paired.
81

 

 

 
 

2.1.1.10. Whole tone scale (consisting of four or five notes) 

 

 
 

Kastalskiy writes that some folk songs also use whole tone scales within the range of an augmented 

fourth, or more rarely an augmented fifth. Writing nearly 40 years later, T. V. Popova backs him up in 

the following footnote:
 
 

 

...whole tone melodies within the span of an augmented fourth or augmented fifth are 

predominantly to be found in the most ancient stratum of songs (calendar and wedding songs). 

See the transcriptions of A. Rudnyova in the collection "Narodnye pesni Kurskoy oblasti" [Folk 

songs of Kursk Oblast], Publisher "Sov. kompozitor", Moscow, 1957. No. 39 "Zelyonyy dudochek" 

and others.
82

 

 

Stepwise motion in the voices of whole tone songs predominates. Leaps of more than an 

augmented fourth are rare.
83

 

Kastalskiy suggests a link to Russian Orthodox church bell-ringing harmonies, providing an example 

which has the following pitch constellation:
84

 

 

                                                 
80 McQuere (1983), 116; see also description of the "duplex chain mode" on p. 119. 
81 Properties, 56. 
82 Ibid., 85, referencing A. Rudnyova, Narodnye pesni Kurskoy oblasti [Folk songs of Kursk Oblast] (Moscow: Sov. kompozitor, 

1957), 100. 
83 Properties, 85. 
84 Ibid., p. 86, ex. 120. Further information on the bell-ringing tradition can be found in Findeizen, vol. 1, 332. 

Fig. 2.1.13 
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Fig. 2.1.14. Example 120 from Kastalskiy, and its pitch constellation. The identity of the tonic is unclear. 

 

 

 
The mentions by Kastalskiy and Popova of Russian folk utilization of whole tone scales within the 

range of an augmented fifth is intriguing in light of the 1980 discovery by students of the Moscow and 

Leningrad Conservatories of an old tradition of Russian overtone flute playing (solo and ensemble) in 

the villages of Bolshe-Bykovo and Podseredneye. As described by A. N. Ivanov in 1993,
85

 a well-tuned 

kalyuka (as the open-ended reed instrument with no finger holes is called) will play a whole tone scale 

in the range of an augmented fifth in its most easily-played register: 

 

Fig. 2.1.15. Kalyuka range. From Banin, with the text translated.
86

 The black noteheads represent pitches that are 

attainable when one end of the kalyuka is covered.  

 
This raises the possibility that ancient Slavic weddings and calendar ceremonies (whose surviving 

musical legacy, as Popova says, uses the whole tone scale) were accompanied by these overtone flutes. 

 

                                                 
85 A. N. Ivanov, Volshebnaya fleyta yuzhnorusskogo folklora. Sokhraneniye i vozrozhdeniye folklornykh traditsyy [The magical flute 

of south-Russian folklore. Maintaining and reviving folklore traditions]. 2d ed. Moscow, 1993, quoted in Banin, 85. 
86 Banin, 85. 
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In addition, Kastalskiy mentions some modes as being more prevalent in Ukraine: 

 

 
 

2.1.1.11. Harmonic minor.  

 
Kastalskiy describes this scale as being rare, only sometimes seen in Ukrainian songs. He 

acknowledges its presence reluctantly, writing: 

 

This mode did not receive a wide distribution among native folk songs, and the style of the "cruel 

romance" survived as a fruit of the assault by the city and the factory against the musical 

independence of the Russian people.
87

 

 

 
 

2.1.1.12. Unnamed mode consisting of a "minor" with both natural and raised sixths and sevenths 

(however, the variable scale degrees are never sung next to each other) and a raised fourth.
88

 The 

raised fourth causes it to feature augmented seconds in the melody, which Kastalskiy says are very rare 

in Russia proper but are sometimes seen in Ukraine. Kastalskiy does not give a name to this 

scale/mode, but today it is called by a number of names: Ukrainian Dorian, Misheberakh (in the Klezmer 

tradition),
89

 Altered Dorian, Ukrainian minor. It is also likely closely related to the Hungarian gypsy 

scale
90

 and the Romanian minor scale, among many others.
91

 

                                                 
87 Properties, p. 52, ex. 44b; p. 55, ex. 54. The "cruel romance" was one of the three most popular song genres in Russia in the 

late 19th and early 20th centuries (the other two were chastushki and shansonetki, which were comic songs in the Russian and 

French styles, respectively). It was performed in city music halls and cabarets. The songs, based around themes of intense love 

and romantic hardship, were composed by professional singers but circulated anonymously. See Robin Bisha, Jehanne M. Gheith, 

Christine C. Holden and William G. Wagner, eds., Russian Women, 1698-1917: Experience and Expression, An Anthology of Sources 

(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2002), 140-41. 
88 Properties, p. 52, ex. 45. 
89 Sapoznik, 21-22. Sapoznik writes that this mode seems to occur most often in the more Jewish areas of Ukraine and Romania, 

citing Mark Slobin, Tenement Songs: The Popular Music of the Jewish Immigrants (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1985), 185.  
90 The Hungarian gypsy scale is only different in that it purportedly lacks a variable sixth degree. However, I have not explored the 

actual repertoire. 

Fig. 2.1.16 
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Figure 2.1.17 shows the pitch constellation for this mode beginning on A, as in Kastalskiy's 

example. The brackets signify the variable scale degrees. 

This mode seems to be prominent in the music of the Kobzars: traditionally blind Ukrainian singers 

that accompany themselves on the kobza or bandura, Ukrainian string instruments belonging to the 

lute family.
92

 

 

 
 

2.1.1.13. Speculative "diminished" scale.
93

 

 

Near the end of the book, Kastalskiy analyzes several monophonic examples which contain melodic 

leaps from the minor "i" down a tritone and back up, and ponders how they could be harmonized. He 

considers whether to use a raised "vi" in the secondary voices or not (in the original melody, this 

degree is missing entirely). He asks whether this could be considered a "diminished mode" and tries to 

create a polyphonic version using the voice-leading principles described earlier in the book. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
91 Francesco Balena, The Scale Omnibus (2014), 436, accessed Nov. 15, 2014, http://www.saxopedia.com/the-scale-omnibus/. 

Because Kastalskiy's scale has two variable degrees, it encompasses four different scales listed in the book under the names 

Gypsy, Gypsy Minor, Romanian Minor, and Lydian Diminished (they have the first four semitone intervals in common: 2, 1, 3, 1). 
92 A kobza can be heard, for example, in the animated adaptation of Gogol's short story Strashnaya mest [Terrible vengeance], 

directed by Mihail Titov (Kievnauchfilm, 1987) in a song sung by a traditional blind Kobzar musician to tell the centuries-old 

narrative; the role was realized by Mykola S. Lytvyn (a Ukrainian composer, writer and Kobzar specialist). For a description of the 

varieties of kobza and bandura, see Andrij Hornjatkevyč, "The Kobza and the Bandura: A Study in Similarities and Contrasts," 
Folklorica 13 (2008): 129-143, accessed Dec. 14, 2014, https://journals.ku.edu/index.php/folklorica/article/view/3802/3640. 

Hornjatkevyč writes (p. 6) that unstopped treble strings are what differentiates the kobza and bandura from other instruments in 

the lute family, but ignores the obvious suggestion that these strings may have migrated from the (much older) Russian gusli, 

despite including in his paper an illustration from 1691 that shows both instruments playing in the same ensemble, along with a 

viol and a recorder. Today, Kobzars (kobzari) sometimes play the lira as well, though these are usually called lirnyki; see Nestor 

Wolansky, "Kobzar Vasyl Nechepa performs at Stanford University," The Ukrainian Weekly 74, no. 52. (Dec. 26, 2006), accessed 

Dec. 14, 2014, http://www.ukrweekly.com/old/archive/2006/520632.shtml. 
93 Properties, 87-89. 

Fig. 2.1.17 
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2.1.2. Harmony: common chord progressions 

 

As was already mentioned, Kastalskiy often finds partial sonorities in the songs he analyzes instead 

of full chords.
94

 Coupled with occasional ambiguity of the tonic, chord analysis has the potential to be 

ambiguous. One gets the distinct impression that when there are chords in these folk songs, they come 

about as an incidental result of voice-leading, rather than the other way around. Nevertheless, 

Kastalskiy consistently attempts to analyze his examples in terms of chord progressions, an approach 

which despite its inadequacies does allow him to make direct comparisons with so-called academic, 

pan-European music. 

Precisely because the identity of the tonic can be ambiguous, I feel that there is no harm in using 

the same system that I later use in this paper for the accordion and tourist song analyses, in which the 

identity of "i" depends upon the pitch constellation of the song rather than subjective judgement of 

what is the tonic (see Chapter 1). As such, if there's no modulation, the tonic triad in minor is always 

"i", in major "III", in Mixolydian "VII", and so on. If one disagrees upon the identity of the tonic triad, the 

chord progression diagrams don't need modification as long as the song's pitch set remains constant. 

 

 
 

2.1.2.1. In i- 

Common chord progressions in i- as described by Kastalskiy:
95

 

 

In Russian vocal folk polyphony: 

 

 
 

In academic, pan-European music: 

 

Figures 2.1.18 and 2.1.19 are chord progression maps that show possible movement between pitch 

constellation chords.
96

 Major chords are in the top row, minor chords in the second row, seventh chords 

in the third row, and minor seventh chords in the fourth row. For example, figure 2.1.19 shows the 

                                                 
94 Ibid., 33. 
95 Ibid., 34-35, 54. 
96 See Chapter 1. 

Fig. 2.1.18 Fig. 2.1.19 
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chord progressions of i→iv, iv→i, i→V7, V7→i and iv→V7.
97

 Adjoining columns are arranged in a circle 

of fifths. I use similar diagrams throughout this dissertation because they are a concise and useful way 

of showing chord progressions, and they allow for quick visual comparisons. 

Notes concerning chord progressions in i- in Russian vocal folk polyphony: 

• Stepwise harmonic motion (III↔iv, VII↔i, i↔ii7) is common. 

• The ii7 is often missing the fifth, so it could be seen as either diminished or minor. 

• The III→i progression often ends a song, with III typically in first or (especially) second inversion. 

A partial III chord may also seem to start a song, due to the belated appearance of "i" in a tonic 

chord.
98

 

• Tertial chord movements (III→i, VII→v) go down, but not back up.
99

 Typically, due to the voice 

holding the tonic moving melodically down a third. 

• To reharmonize an "academic" piece in the "folk style", Kastalskiy replaces all V→i progressions 

with VII→i.
100

 

 

 
 

2.1.2.2. In III+ 

 

Common chord progressions in III+ as described by Kastalskiy:
101

 

 

In Russian vocal folk polyphony: 

 

 

In academic, pan-European music: 

 

 
To reharmonize an "academic" piece in the "folk style", Kastalskiy replaces all instances of VI (the 

major subdominant) with iv and i (the minor supertonic and minor submediant).
102

 

                                                 
97 These chord progressions are, as Kastalskiy notes, commonly taught in Western common practice harmony theory. 
98 Ibid., p. 27, ex.08b; p. 38; p. 53, ex. 49; p. 54, ex. 49. 
99 Ibid., 53. 
100 Ibid., 24. 
101 Ibid., 35-35, 78. 
102 Ibid., p. 35, ex. 20b. 

Fig. 2.1.20 Fig. 2.1.21 
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2.1.2.2. In VII Mixolydian 

 

Primary chord connections in VII Mixolydian ("major with lowered seventh", or "major with the 

dominant having replaced the tonic") in Russian vocal folk polyphony according to Kastalskiy:
103

 

 

 
In the above graphic, VII is the tonic; i.e. G in a key signature of no flats or sharps. 

 

 

2.1.3. Meter 

 

Kastalskiy never specifically talks about meter. However, over two-thirds of the examples he gives 

are in duple time (4/4 or 2/4), and a sixth are in triple time (3/4). Time signatures such as 7/4, 6/4, 

5/4, 6/8 and 3/8 also appear infrequently. 

28 of Kastalskiy's examples (11% of the total number) contain more than two time signatures. This 

can happen because of a beat that's held longer or shorter within or after a certain phrase (which will 

cause a single bar to be "elongated" or "shortened"), because a song has no consistent meter, or 

because it has consistent alternating meters. Most of Kastalskiy's examples are fairly short, so it is 

possible that this is more common in the tradition than his book suggests.  

Here is a breakdown of the time signatures present in Kastalskiy's examples (not counting very brief 

examples of one to two bars, or variations of the same song). For the rarer time signatures, the 

examples in which they are present are listed: 

 

                                                 
103 Ibid., 44. 

Fig. 2.1.22 
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Fig. 2.1.23. 

Time signature(s)
104

 
(time signatures in brackets, 

e.g. "2/4 (5/4)", are only 

present for one bar in the 

example) 

# % Example(s) 

3/2 1 00.41 07-3  

7/4 1 00.41 22c 

6/4 3 01.22 08, 49, 56a 

5/4 3 01.22 34a, 87b-1, 102 

4/4 83 33.88  

3/4 41 16.73  

2/4 70 28.57  

6/8 2 00.82 44-1, 44a 

3/8 3 01.22 13a+13b, 43, 95-1 

6/4, 5/4, 4/4 1 00.41 43b 

6/4, 5/4 2 00.82 38, 54a 

6/4, 4/4 2 00.82 30, 85 

5/4, 4/4, 3/4, 2/4 1 00.41 63 

5/4, 4/4 3 01.22 18, 105, 120 

5/4, 3/4 2 00.82 95d-1, 96-1a 

4/4, 3/4 3 01.22 81a, 95d-5, 95d-2 

4/4, 2/4 4 01.63 82-4, 88c, 91, 95d-4 

3/4, 2/4 4 01.63 57a, 58, 86, 131 

5/8, 2/4 1 00.41 15a 

4/4 (3/4) 1 00.41 110 

4/4 (2/4) 1 00.41 80-2 

3/4 (5/4) 1 00.41 124+125 

2/4 (5/4) 2 00.82 [p. 14], 34 

Total 245 100.0  

 

 

2.1.4. Structure and texture 

 

Kastalskiy does not go into much detail about the form or structure of the pieces he analyzes, being 

primarily concerned with vertical harmony and voice-leading. Most of his examples are in fact 

abbreviated versions of the original pieces, and this often obscures the structural elements they 

originally had. He also never looks at the text of the songs and the effect that it may have upon their 

form. The following is a summary of the comments he does give: 

• It is common to delay establishing the tonic at the start, and gradually outline the main pitches of 

a song.
105

 

                                                 
104 The subdivisions for additive meters (such as 5/4 and 7/4)  are not given. It's often impossible to know what they are because 

Kastalskiy prioritizes space-saving over separating the notes according to the subdivision (e.g. in the 5/4 bar in Properties, p. 48,  

ex. 38 there is a dotted half note in the middle voice that begins on beat 2). 



 

 33 

• Composers wishing to imitate the style should start with a solo melody (zapev)
106

 and gradually 

add voices as the song progresses.
107

 Kastalskiy provides an excerpt from the "Peasants' Chorus" 

in Borodin's Prince Igor which he claims is a typical example,
108

 although as far as I can tell, many 

of the original sources of his other examples seem to either alternate between solo voice and all 

voices, or start with a solo voice and then have all voices for the rest of the song, rather than 

starting with a solo voice and gradually adding voices. The solo at the beginning of the Prince Igor 

example is 20 notes long; another one is 13 notes long.
109

 In one case, the solo in the original 

example is 24 notes long, but Kastalskiy begins gradually adding and removing voices after four 

notes in his version of the harmonization, seemingly following Borodin's example (the result is 

effective, but perhaps not true to the original song).
110

 

• Songs tend to have a varying number of voices throughout their duration, more "like an 

instrumental ensemble" than traditional SATB choral style in which four parts sound continuously 

and on different pitches. The most common number is two or three voices (that is, two or three 

different pitches at any one time).
111

 

• The main melody is often in the middle voice.
112

 

• Unisons are used to mark the start, end, and transitions between sections in the middle.
113

 

Unisons are covered in more detail further below. 

 

 

2.1.5. Voice-leading, writing secondary voices 

 

Kastalskiy gives a number of guidelines for writing secondary voices:  

• A voice tends to stay within the range of 3-4 tones of the anhemitonic pentatonic scale (e.g. the 

black keys on the piano), including at least one of the two minor-third intervals. All of those tones 

must be consecutive unless both tones of the two-tone group and the middle tone of the three-

tone group are used.
114

 In another spot, Kastalskiy states that the range of three tones (a 

                                                                                                                                                             
105 Ibid., 33. 
106 Ibid., 30. 
107 Ibid., p. 28, ex. 9. 
108 The full version of Borodin's "Peasants' Chorus", as well as Kastalskiy's condensed version of it, are in Appendix 2.1. 
109 Ibid., p. 45, ex. 34. 
110 Ibid., p. 53, ex. 48. 
111 Ibid., 36. 
112 Ibid., 36. 
113 Ibid., 24, 30, 32, 37. 
114 The preceding two sentences are a more concise summary of the six "rules" given by Kastalskiy on pages 57-58.  
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pentatonic trichord) is the most common, usually with the first interval from the bottom a minor 

third and the second interval a major second, and sometimes the reverse (a major second from 

the lowest note, then a minor third).
115

 

• One can also add either one of the possible tones from inside the minor third interval (e.g. if using 

the pentatonic scale represented by the black keys on the piano, one could add either of the 

"white" keys between black-key groups: B or C, E or F).
116

 These non-pentatonic tones are 

typically used in stepwise passages, as passing or neighbour tones, usually on weak beats.
117

 For 

the potential pitch sets this can lead to, see the section concerning "pitch sets" above. 

• Melodic formulas (popevki) from the main melody should be used in the accompanying voices.
118

 

• The bass voice is as active as the other voices, "although bass pedals, in the manner of the lira or 

the bagpipe (volynka), are also of folk providence".
119

 

 

 
 

2.1.5.1. Dissonances and "unusual" practices 

 

Characteristic Russian folk practices that would be considered "unusual" in the Western common 

practice school of music theory: 

• Voice crossing occurs frequently.
120

 

• Direct movement into unisons, octaves and fifths is accepted, outward or inward (unlike in 

traditional academic Western voice leading).
121

 

• One voice can come to the final note of the piece a bar or more early, and just sustain that note, 

regardless of what else is going on harmonically.
122

 This may be what Kastalskiy means when he 

writes "Russian minor has a love for embellishments on i".
123

 

 

 
 

                                                 
115 Ibid., 29. 
116 Ibid., 57-58. 
117 Ibid., 29. 
118 Ibid., 90. 
119 Ibid., 23, 30. For more on the lira, see the relevant footnote in § 2.1.1.3. Some of Kastalskiy's examples include bass drones of 

octaves or fifths: p. 39, ex. 26; p. 40, ex. 27a; p. 50, ex. 41. 
120 Ibid., 36. 
121 Ibid., p. 31, ex. 13a. 
122 Ibid., p. 37, ex. 22a; p. 58, ex. 61; p. 61, ex. 66b. 
123 Ibid., 53. 
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2.1.5.2. Unisons 

 

Unisons are used: 

• At the start of a song. Kastalskiy says for 1-3 notes, but the original sources for his examples 

often have much longer solo melodies at the start (see § 2.1.4 concerning solo melodies)
124

 

• At the end of a song (most songs end in unison). See Kastalskiy's ex. 22e for one that doesn't (it 

ends with a sonority of a root and a third).
125

 

• In the middle of a song, for important changes or transitions (up to five notes, but usually around 

three). In cadences, voices are far more likely to join together in unison (or in octaves) than to 

divide.
 126

 It may also be used for modulations (see below). 

 

 
 

2.1.5.3. Sevenths  

 

• Quartal seventh (e.g. A-D-G) and quintal ninth (e.g. G-D-A) chords are fairly common.
127

 

• Sevenths may appear over various diatonic chords (for example: i7, ii7, v7). Either the third or the 

fifth of the full seventh chord will often be "missing". Kastalskiy calls this the aerial seventh
128

 

because it does not resolve in the way that common-practice music theory says a seventh should 

"but stays as if suspended in the sound environment".
129

 

• It seems that each voice within a seventh sonority may be approached from or resolve to any note 

within its own narrow pentatonic range (usually a pentatonic trichord);
130

 the seventh is simply 

an accidental result of being part of that voice's melody (main or secondary).
131

 

• Another way that sevenths tend to come about is if a melody that lands on the fifth degree (the 

dominant) is doubled a third above by another voice.
132

 

• If resolving into a unison (at the end of a piece or at a mid-piece cadence), the voices of a seventh 

sonority can resolve directly into it by a leap of a fourth or fifth.
 133

 In fact, it seems that a voice 

                                                 
124 Ibid., p. 38, ex. 40; p. 24. 
125 Ibid., p. 30; p. 37, ex. 22e. 
126 Ibid., p. 32, ex. 15 & 16. Kastalskiy only says "in unison", but he seems to mean "in octaves" as well because this is what his 

examples show. 
127 Ibid., 38. 
128 An original term. 
129 Ibid., p. 39-40; p. 32, ex. 13a, 13b. 
130 Ibid., p. 38, ex. 25a, 25c. 
131 Ibid., p. 39-40, ex. 27, 28. 
132 Ibid., p. 39-40, ex. 27a. 
133 Ibid., p. 32, ex. 13a, 13b. 
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may move down into dissonance with another voice if it means that a comfortable leap (e.g. a 

leap of a perfect fifth) to a unison follows,
134

 especially if the two notes are the dominant and 

tonic (it seems to not really be considered dissonant for any voice to move to them at any 

time).
135

 

• One characteristic example from minor: four descending fast notes from VII, then a leap upwards 

to i. This works especially well when accompanied by a tonic note held over the previous 

measure.
136

 

 

 
 

2.1.5.4. Example analysis: p. 31, ex.13a 

 

The following is an analysis of chords, structure and dissonances in one example. 

 
Fig. 2.1.24. Example 13a from Kastalskiy. 

 
 

• Chord progressions in the nine bars: i-v-i|i-VII-iv|v|i-ii7|III-i-v|iv-VI|III-VII-i|v-VII-III|i 

• In Kastalskiy's abridged example seen above, there are three phrases in 3/8, each ending in 

octave-unisons: first v (bar 3), then iv (bar 6), then i (final bar). In the original source, however,
137

 

there are four phrases: first ending in v, then v, then iv, then i. This is then repeated. 

• The following is a map of all the movement between chords seen in this example, assuming F♯ is 

"i": 

 

 

                                                 
134 Ibid.,  p. 31, ex. 13: second-last bar and bar 4. 
135 My own observation, based on Kastalskiy's examples. 
136 Ibid., p. 37, ex. 22d. 
137 Melgunov, 48. 
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Dissonances and "unusual" voice-leading present in the example:  

• Direct movement inwards into octaves (bars 6 and 9). In my observation, this seems to give a 

sense of wide open fields. 

• Accented passing tone (bar 2) 

• Two consecutive passing tones (bar 2) 

• In the pickup to bar 9 (also bar 6), the lower and middle voices move into position to be able to 

leap into the unison by a perfect fifth or fourth, up or down, even though it means that they come 

to form dissonant intervals with the other voices. The unison is also approached by descending 

melodic passages, and (in bar 5, upper voice) by a cambiata.   

 

 

2.1.6. Scattered chromaticism or semichromaticism 

 

Kastalskiy insists that there is no "crawling chromaticism" (directly chromatic passages consisting 

entirely of semitones moving up or down) in Russian folk songs,
138

 although in a later chapter he does 

unearth some unusual examples of songs with descending chromatic passages.
139

 Instead, the 

chromaticism of Russian folk songs typically consists of various scale degrees being changed here and 

there, somewhat akin to the varying sixth and seventh degrees in the Western melodic minor scale. This 

"scattered chromaticism" (hromatizm vrazbivku) or "semichromaticism" (polukhrom) is the focus of 

Chapter 15, where it is defined as "chromaticism that does not crawl in semitones, but is intermediate, 

with a tone or two in between."
140

  

                                                 
138 Properties, 42. 
139 Ibid., p. 72, ex. 87b. 
140 Ibid., 74. 

Fig. 2.1.25 
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Kastalskiy states that the most commonly-modified degrees in both major and minor are 3, 6 and 

7,
141

 and that he has never seen a modified 5th degree.
142

 He shows specific examples of the following 

degree modifications: 

• ♭2/♮2 in minor
143

 

• Either 2 or 6 (depending on which tone one identifies as the tonic)
144

 

• ♭2/♮2 and ♮3/♯3 in minor
145

 

• ♮3/♯3 and ♮6/♯6 in minor/major
146

 (see the description of the variable mode above) 

• ♮4/♯4 in major (Kastalskiy states that this is less common)
147

 

• ♮6/♯6 in minor
148

 

• Other examples of the above changes
149

 

As for how specifically these modified degrees are used, perhaps it would be best to quote a lengthy 

passage from my translation of Kastalskiy's book:
150

 

 

 
 

 § 16. Various kinds of embellishment. The role of chromaticism 

 

And so, the Russian song will embellish diatonicism in the following ways: 

a) Following the stepwise ascending motion of three to four notes, one of the 

intermediate notes will be lowered by a semitone during the descent back down; 

likewise, during the ascent following a descending passage, one of the intermediate 

notes will be raised (see 88, 93, 94); (likewise 95a-1). The same can apply if there are 

big intervals between modified notes with movement in the same direction (ex. 95a-2): 

 
   Ex. 95a-1                                                      Ex. 95a-2 

 
b) Both the modified (lowered) and the original scale degrees

151
 can also be 

approached by a leap up, just like regular scale degrees (see the preceding example: a 

lowered scale degree during upward motion in the melody). The modified notes may 

                                                 
141 Ibid., 72. C.f. Catoire's "major-minor mode", § 2.1.1.9. 
142 Ibid., 74. 
143 Ibid., p. 73, ex. 89a-b, 90b. 
144 Ibid., p. 73, ex. 90a. 
145 Ibid., p. 73, ex. 91a, 92. 
146 Ibid., p. 73, ex. 91b. 
147 Ibid., p. 74, ex. 93. 
148 Ibid., p. 74, ex. 93a. 
149 Ibid., p. 74, ex. 94. 
150 Ibid., 75-76. 
151 By "original scale degrees" Kastalskiy means the unmodified notes (not sharp or flat). 
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be followed by leaps down a third (but not always): 

 
Ex. 95b-1                          Ex. 95b-2          Ex. 95b-3         Ex. 95b-4         Ex. 95b-5 

 
 
Ex. 95b-6                                                       Ex. 95b-7 

  
See also examples 80, 87, 88, 91, 93, 94. 

c) Melodic figures with changed scale degrees are often of a sequential nature (of 

course, without an exact repetition of the motive), and sometimes even two degrees 

may be modified: 
 

Ex. 95c-1 

 
Ex95c-2                                                                             Ex. 95c-3 

 
 

d) The modification of the third and sixth degrees during a song constitutes a 

specific mode: major-minor or minor-major. 

The number of intermediate notes between the modified scale degrees varies 

between one, three and four. The modified degrees appear not only in the main 

melody, but also in the accompanying voices: 

 

 
Ex. 95d-1                                                   Ex. 95d-2                                 Ex. 95d-3 

  
 

 
Ex. 95d-4                                             Ex. 95d-5 
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Ex. 95d-6                                  Ex. 95d-7 

 
 

 

2.1.7. Modulation 

 

Countering what was at the time a widely-held view that Russian folk songs are entirely diatonic, 

Kastalskiy was one of the first to recognize that a notable minority of them modulate between modes.
152

 

He states that "modulating songs make up no less than 10%" of the repertoire he investigated.
153

 

There is often no raised subtonic preceding the modulation, unlike in traditional common practice 

harmony.
154

 Instead, Kastalskiy provides examples of a typical modulation technique in which the song 

stops in unison on the tonic before modulating, and the first degree that is sung in the modulated 

section (with respect to the new tonic) is either unison I (the new tonic) or unison V (the new 

dominant).  In one case (Kastalskiy's ex. 65), the first sung degree is unison VII, the new subtonic). The 

following is a brief summary of these examples:
155

 

• D Dorian (maybe starting in C+) → D natural minor.
156

 In the chord analysis below (figure 2.1.26), 

the identity of "i" shifts from section A to section B because the pitch set of the song changes. 

The tonic stays on the same note, but it's analysed as "iv" in section A and "i" in section B. 

Chord progressions of the first four bars (where i=a): VII|VI-III-ii°|i-VI|iv 

Chord progressions of the last four bars (where i=d): VII-III7-VII-iv|III-i-iv|VII-i7-v-III|i 

 

                                                 
152 Ibid., 10, 73 (footnote by Popova). Popova doesn't mention it, but it seems likely that Kastalskiy learned about the presence of 

modulation in Russian folk songs from reading the preface to Melgunov's 1879 folk song collection (Melgunov, xx-xxi, translated 

in Beckwith, 74-5). As noted earlier, Kastalskiy's reluctance to use the terminology of the Medieval modes also apparently stems 

from the same source (see footnote 50). 
153 Ibid., 61. 
154 Ibid., 61. 
155 Ibid., p. 59-60, ex. 64-65d. 
156 Ibid., p. 58, ex. 62. The first part of the song starts on C but ends on D, with no sharps or flats. Therefore, it may be D Dorian 

which starts in C+ (Kastalskiy just writes "D Dorian", or in his words, "minor with raised sixth"). 
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Fig. 2.1.26 

 
• G Mixolydian → E natural minor.

157
 This example uses the Obihod pitch set. It seems to start in G 

Mixolydian (using the natural F in the higher register) and end in E natural minor (using the sharp 

F in the lower register) 

• F major (or F Mixolydian, or C Mixolydian) → C minor (III→vii or VII→vii).
158

 There is no E in the 

first part, so the transition feels smooth. E♭ appears, then later A♭. The song begins and ends on 

C. It might be (Kastalskiy doesn't explicitly mention this possibility) that this is the Obihod pitch 

set again, because all of the A naturals in the first part are in the lower register and the A flats in 

the second part are in the higher register. In that case, the pitch set of the four three-note groups 

would be: F, G, A / B♭, C, D / E♭, F, G / A♭, B♭, C. 

• A minor → D minor (i→iv)
159

 

• A natural minor → A Phrygian → A natural minor (the song contains no F or F♯, so the identity of 

the modes is a bit ambiguous)
160

 

• E Phrygian → E natural minor
161

 

• A natural minor → E natural minor
162

 

• G major → D natural minor → G major
163

 

                                                 
157 Ibid., p. 59, ex. 63. 
158 Ibid., p. 59, ex. 64. 
159 Ibid., p. 59, ex. 65. 
160 Ibid., p. 60, ex. 65a. 
161 Ibid., p. 60, ex. 65b. 
162 Ibid., p. 60, ex. 65c. 
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Kastalskiy writes that, as well as stopping in unison on the tonic, songs can also stop in unison on 

the dominant before modulating. and provides some examples to show how the dominant may be 

approached.
164

 This goes hand-in-hand with his earlier statement about the often "backwards 

relationship between the official tonic and the dominant" in Russian folk songs. 

Kastalskiy proceeds to discuss unusual methods of modulation in detail.
165

 I will not summarize 

here, only mentioning a few things of interest: 

• A modulation from minor to the minor at the tritone is shown. Kastalskiy then provides an 

example of Mussorgskiy using this type of modulation via a descending chromatic passage, and 

shows how it could have been accomplished in a more typically folk-like manner.
166

 

• Kastalskiy shows that modulations sometimes happen without stops on unisons between the two 

modes.
167

 

Passing modulation is covered in Chapter 18.
168

 

Chapter 19 concerns "methods of distant modulations from major and minor". Kastalskiy talks 

about potential ways to achieve distant modulations using his own examples, by combining the 

methods in the folk examples described previously.
169

 

It is perhaps worth noting that most of Kastalskiy's examples of modulating songs (with some 

exceptions
170

) were recorded monophonically, with the secondary voices composed by Kastalskiy 

himself in a manner that he believed was in keeping with folk practice.  As such, it is possible that some 

of the specifics described are not in fact typical. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
163 Ibid., p. 60, ex. 65d. 
164 Ibid., p. 61, ex. 66a-e. 
165 Ibid., 63-71. 
166 Ibid., p. 70, ex. 85, 85a. Modulations to the tritone also occur in the other two traditions discussed in this paper; see § 3.2.2 

(final paragraph) and § 4.3.2 (final paragraph). 
167 Ibid., 69. I find it hard to decipher most of the examples Kastalskiy gives for this claim – they are short, condensed and 

confusingly labelled. Furthermore, the original sources are not specified in detail (only by author, not by song number). One 

example he gives that I can decipher is ex. 83b on p. 69: it goes from C+ to e- via the chord progressions C+→G+→D+→e-, 

without ever stopping on a unison. The example seems to be using an Obihod scale (F♮ is in upper register in first half of song, 

while F♯ is in lower register in second half of song), so perhaps it's not really a modulation. 
168 Ibid., 82-83. 
169 Ibid., 84-85. 
170 For example, Ibid., p. 74, ex. 95. 
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2.1.8. Some further analyses of specific examples 

 
FIg. 2.1.27. Kastalskiy, p. 25, ex. 04c: 

 
 

The song starts and ends on D in unison. Its pitch set is missing an F (natural or sharp).  The chord 

analysis graphic on the below right in figure 2.1.28 assumes that "i" is "A" (in figure 2.1.27, Kastalskiy 

assumes that "i" is "G"); the harmony of the song moves between G+ and a- (VII and i); these two 

chords cover all the notes of the pitch set. The circle around "iv" (D) is drawn with a broken line to 

signify that it only appears as a unison at the beginning and end. 

 

 
 

Kastalskiy analyses the song as being in G+ and ending on the dominant. The mode could also be 

seen as an incomplete D Dorian. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2.1.28 
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FIg. 2.1.29. Kastalskiy, p. 33, ex.18. The bass voice is newly composed by Kastalskiy; its progression stays within a 

pentatonic pitch set. 

 
• Mixed 5/4 and 4/4 meter. 

• The song is in i natural minor but concludes with a unison on VII. 

• Chord progressions: i-VII-i-VII|i-(i7)-i-v7-i7|III-iv-III|i-VII-i-VII|i-(i7)-i-v7-i7|VII 

 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 2.1.30 
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Fig. 2.1.31. Kastalskiy, p. 52, ex. 45 

 
 

Chord progressions: i|VII-i|ii7-i-ii7-i|VII-iv|v-VII|III-i-VII|i 

 
 

My chord analysis is a little different from Kastalskiy's. It should, of course, be noted that vertical 

harmony is often not the most important element. In this example, it is especially clear that the vertical 

harmony arises out of melodic movements. 

 

 
 

 

Fig. 2.1.32 
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Fig. 2.1.33. Kastalskiy, p. 53, ex.48 

 
 

Chord progressions (with line breaks corresponding to the staffs above):  

i|i|v-i|i-(ii)|i-(v)-(III)-i| 

i-(ii)-VI-i-ii7|VII-III-VI-iv| 

III-i-(v)-III-i-VI|iv-i-VI-VII-ii°|i-v-III-i 

 

Fig. 2.1.34 
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2.1.9. Research after Kastalskiy 
 

I think it may be of interest to write a little about the ideas that immediately followed Kastalskiy's 

contributions. The first post-Kastalskiy attempt to add to the theory of Russian folk polyphony was 

made by N. A. Garbuzov in a 1939 book
171

 which applied his earlier theory about the overtone series 

being the foundation of music
172

 to Russian folk harmony. However, by 1951 Garbuzov had apparently 

conceded that his theory was unsound, due to newly-discovered evidence.
173

 A more lasting 

contribution to the theory of Russian vocal folk music
174

 seems to have been provided by L. Kulakovskiy 

in his 1951 book O russkom narodnom mnogogolosii ("On Russian folk polyphony"). The book's focus is 

narrow: it is based entirely on an analysis of Yevgeniya Linyova's published folk transcriptions, which 

represent one of the styles of central Russia. Kulakovskiy criticizes contemporary Western appraisals of 

Linyova's folklore recordings for using the term "heterophonic" to describe them (citing works by Guido 

Adler, Carl Stumpf and Hermann Abert). He writes: "they proved completely incapable of understanding 

[Russian folk polyphony]".
175

 Kulakovskiy asserts that the use of multiple voices in the transcribed 

songs has a number of things in common with both homophony and polyphony but goes along a 

different path, and proceeds to spend a few chapters explaining what he means.
176

  

A decade later, Bershadskaya confirms most of Kulakovskiy's findings, but expands the field of view 

to describe, for the first time, several regional styles (grouped into "northern", "central" and 

"southern"), among which four primary ways of combining multiple voices are encountered: 

1. Heterophonic (geterofoniya). Predominating in the far north; sometimes encountered in other 

regions. Separates into two varieties, which in their more advanced phases of development turn 

into types #2 or #4. Can be present in other types of multipart songs as well.
177

 

2. Secondary-voice-polyphonic (podgolosochno-polifonicheskiy sklad).
178

 Predominating in the 

centre, and generally the most widespread (this is the style studied by Kulakovskiy). The main 

                                                 
171 N. A. Garbuzov, O mnogogolosii russkoy narodnoy pesni [On the polyphony of the Russian folk song] (Moscow, 1939). 
172 N. A. Garbuzov, Teoriya mnogo·osnovnosti ladov i sozvuchiy [Theory of the multiple foundations of scales and sonorities], 2 

vols., (Moscow, 1928-32). 
173 Kulakovskiy, 18-9. 
174 Bershadskaya, 7-8. 
175 Kulakovskiy, 15. The exact names of the articles are not given, but are said to be quoted from R. Gruber, Istoriya muzykalnoy 

kultury [History of musical culture], vol. 1 (Moscow, 1941). 
176 Ibid., 86. 
177 Bershadskaya, 33-37. 
178 Beckwith translates the same term as "improvised choral heterophony" (on p. 70 and later), a translation with which 

Kulakovskiy and Bershadskaya would have doubtlessly strongly disagreed with. Perhaps the reason lies in differences of opinion 

concerning the definition of "heterophony". 
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voice carries the melody. Any secondary voice (which can be above or below the main voice) 

can have its own different distinguishing characteristics compared to main voice, e.g. range, 

rhythm, even mode/scale, but it will have a role within the overall fabric of the song. Most often, 

each secondary voice functions either as a simplification or a development of the main voice. 

Voices can switch roles. There are also many other details.
179

 

3. Seconding (vtora). The secondary voice doubles the melody a third above or below (more 

rarely, a fifth or a sixth). As this requires for the melody to be fixed, it is not seen in songs with 

an "uncrystallized" melodic line (particularly older ones). It is not usually seen solely by itself 

for a long time, and it may combine with other types of secondary voices, such as a "drone" 

voice or one of the types from style #2.
180

 This folk technique, or something like it, seems to 

have been used in "improvisational practices of the large monastic choirs in [Russia's] 

South".
181

 It was applied by a number of 19th-century Russian composers (e.g. Turchaninov, 

Rimskiy-Korsakov, and Kastalskiy) who attempted to harmonize medieval monophonic Russian 

Orthodox chants without resorting to the "Italian style" of harmonization.
182

 R. S. Beckwith calls 

this style "organum-like",
183

 and cites S. S. Grigoryev's use of the term "multivoiced melody" 

(mnogogolosnaya melodiya).
184

 

4. Chordal-harmonic (akkordovo-garmonicheskiy sklad). Voices move between certain 

consciously-chosen "chords" or "sonorities" within a song. Not all the notes in a particular 

chord necessarily sound immediately – i.e. the root of a triad might be missing at first.
185

 

Sonorities of 3rds, 5ths, 7ths and triads are common. Bershadskaya lists some of the more 

common ones, and described what seems to determine which ones are chosen.
186

 

 

This is only a very brief overview. None of Kulakovskiy's or Bershadskaya's findings have been 

incorporated into my composition in Chapter 2.2, which is limited to the "rules" described by 

Kastalskiy himself. 

                                                 
179 Bershadskaya, 37-50. Another detail: dissonances occur mostly on weak beats, and are approached by contrary motion. 
180 Ibid., 50-52. 
181 Beckwith, 139, citing Preobrazhenskiy. 
182 Ibid., 139, 152-67, 215, 222, 236. 
183 Ibid., 162. 
184 Ibid., 171-72, citing S. S. Grigoryev, O melodike Rimskogo-Korsakova [On Rimskiy-Korsakov's use of melody] (Moscow, 1961).  

In addition, Grigoryev uses the term "separable harmonic layer" (obosoblennyy garmonicheskiy stroy) if the intended texture of 

the selected voices is primarily harmonic rather than melodic (this perhaps  applies to the compositions of Rimskiy-Korsakov 

rather than to folk technique). 
185 C.f. figure 2.1.27. 
186 Bershadskaya, 52-56. 
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2.3. Analysis of Three Swans, a composition for woodwind trio based on principles 

 laid out in Aleksandr Kastalskiy's Principles of the Russian Folk Music System 

 

Writing a musical composition based on the principles in Kastalskiy's book immediately presented 

me with a difficult challenge: although Kastalskiy writes in detail about scales and voice progressions, 

none of his examples come close in length to what would be considered a finished piece of music. Many 

are just a few bars long, while a few might be long enough to constitute an entire verse (it's difficult to 

tell, since Kastalskiy omits the lyrics). 

My first step was to pick out a few of his longer examples that I particularly liked the sound of and 

analyze them. All of these are mentioned and analyzed in my Kastalskiy analysis (Chapter 2.1): they are 

examples 9, 13a, 18, 45 and 48 (using Kastalskiy's example numbers). They were used as a kind of 

tuning fork while composing this piece, and are included in this thesis in Chapter 2.1 and Appendix 

2.1.
1
 

The first of these, example 9, is perhaps a special case: it is not from an ethnographic recording but 

a selection from Borodin's opera Prince Igor (No. 26: Chorus of Peasants [Hor poselyan]).
2
 It was 

specifically written in a folk polyphony style and is the only contemporary composition that Kastalskiy 

praises in his book.
3
 

Examples 13a, 18, 45 and 48 come from contemporary ethnographic studies. In his book, 

Kastalskiy makes use of 32 folk song collections from 24 authors.
4
 Some of these (especially the books 

by Yevgeniya Linyova) are widely known and respected among Russian folk song researchers to this 

day; others are difficult to find, and some have never been published at all. I managed to track down 21 

of out of the 32. Their transcriptions are similar to contemporary song books in that generally, the 

notes for one verse are recorded; the following verses are assumed to be sung in a similar fashion. A 

solo voice often starts the song, and is joined by the other voices soon after. 

Creating this composition was a complex process of trying to write something that followed many of 

the characteristics that I had discovered from Kastalskiy, some of which are not absolute rules (for 

example, according to Kastalskiy, the voices often but by no means always move within pentatonic 

                                                 
1 Examples 13a, 18 , 45 and 48 are in Chapter 2.1: see figures 2.1.24, 2.1.29, 2.1.31, and 2.1.33, respectively. Example 9 is in 

Appendix 2.1. 
2 Aleksandr Borodin, ed. Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov and Aleksandr Glazunov, "Act IV. No. 26: Chorus of Peasants [Hor poselyan]" in 

Knyaz Igor [Prince Igor] (Leipzig: M. P. Belaieff, 1888;  first edition, reprinted by New York: Edition Musicus New York, n.d. n.p.), 

accessed Dec. 14, 2014, http://imslp.org/wiki/Prince_Igor_%28Borodin,_Aleksandr%29 
3 Properties, 28.  
4 Listed in Properties, 20-21. A few sources that are only used once are not included in this list. 
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trichords).
5
 The piece also had to sound "right" to me. There was a lot of rewriting. I started by taking 

an especially close look at example 48, and writing a beginning "in that vein". Once I had a full "verse", I 

decided to repeat it twice more with variations in the voices, keeping an eye on the way Borodin 

handled this (his piece was the only example I had access to that had a full score of all the verses 

available). 

Here is a list of the devices/rules that were ultimately included in my composition; the bar numbers 

in which they are used are listed in [square brackets]: 

1. Written for 3 voices (Kastalskiy says that 2-3 voices are the most common) 

2. The lowest voice is as active as the other voices - [11-13, 15, 20, 24-26, 28, 31, 39, 40, 42-44, 

47]. 

3. The full pitch set is only gradually revealed (F doesn't appear until bar 7 in verse one, and until 

bar 39 in verse three). 

4. Unisons appear here and there, including at important points in the melody. They appear on 

notes A [3, 4, 9, 15, 19, 20, 22, 24, 25, 27, 31, 35, 36, 38, 41, 47], D [10, 13, 20, 26, 29, 35, 

42, 45], E [18, 37] and G [34]. 

5. There are parallel unisons [13, 20, 36, 42]. 

6. Sometimes the "root" of a chord is established late [14, 22, 27 (the F in lower voice), 30, 36, 

38, 46]. This can also be interpreted as a tertial chord movement downwards (i.e. III→i) 

7. Presence of sevenths [5, 7, 9, 11, 12, 15, 21, 25-29, 31, 34, 35, 39, 43-47]. 

8. Presence of quartal seventh chords [3, 10, 40]. 

9. Use of semi-chromaticism/scattered chromaticism; the F varies between F♮ and F♯ in the top 

voice [12, 28, 39, 44].  

10. Trichordal melodic fragments are present throughout the piece [2-7, 9-11, 13, 18, 20, 21, 24, 

25, 34-37, 42, 45]. 

                                                 
5 Kastalskiy believed that pentatonic trichords (see § 2.1.5) were the first stage of development from which the contemporary 

scales and modes emerged, as a result of the extending of the range and the filling-in of notes (Properties, 37). Popova disagrees 

in a footnote below his remark, writing that non-pentatonic, narrow, closely-spaced intervals are also characteristic in some of 

the oldest "Slavic songs" (to be precise, this is characteristic of songs from the north of Russia; songs from the south are 

characterized by anhemitonic pentatonicism, as Kastalskiy wrote, while the central region is a mixture of the two styles). The 

earliest researcher to describe these regional variations (and probably Popova's source) was T. Bershadskaya, on pp. 18-20 of 

her 1961 book (expanded from her 1954 dissertation). However, I believe that Bershadskaya actually shows Kastalskiy to have 

been broadly correct. While the oldest songs in the Russian far north (Pinega) region do feature many narrow-closely spaced 

intervals, these are embellishments of the important notes, which tend to be from the anhemitonic pentatonic pitch set (one such 

song is analyzed in Bershadskaya, 68-9). 
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11. Non-trichordal notes are usually used as passing notes (but not consistently, just like in 

Kastalskiy's examples) [7, 8, 12-15, 25, 28, 29, 31, 38-40, 44-47]. 

12. There is a solo zapev
6
 at the beginning of every verse [1-3, 17-19, 33-35]. 

13. Nevertheless, not all voices come in after the solo zapev is finished, but instead come in and out 

for a few bars before finally all being present consistently [3-7, 18-22, 34-38]. This doesn't 

seem to be very typical of the actual folk songs, but is described as a feature in Kastalskiy and 

shown in some of his examples, such as his example 48.  

14. The solo zapev is started by a different voice in each new verse [17, 33].
7
 

15. Use of the melody moving in parallel thirds [6, 8, 15, 31, 35, 38, 47]. 

16. Direct voice-leading movement into a fifth [7, 11-12, 43, 46]. 

17. Unusual meter, as shown by varying time signatures representing extra/missing beats 

[9,10,13, 25, 26, 28, 41, 42, 44]. 

18. Voice crossing is present throughout the piece [11, 13, 20, 24-27, 29, 34-38, 42]. 

19. Nevertheless, some voices tend to stay in higher ranges, and others stay in lower ranges (can 

be seen from Kastalskiy's examples, and other books). Although in my composition, the overall 

range of each voice is perhaps wider than typical.  

20. Simple imitation of short rhythms/patterns from "main" melody
8
 [7, 9, 10, 24, 26, 27, 34-36, 

39, 40, 43]. 

21. Long, held notes in one voice, while other voices are more active [5, 8, 14, 15, 21, 30, 31, 46, 

47]. 

22. Long, held notes by all voices in unison at the end of each verse [16, 32, 48]. 

23. Near the end, one voice lands on the tonic before the others do [15, 31]. 

24. Frequent leaps by a fifth or fourth into a tonic, even from "dissonant" intervals [14, 30, 34, 46, 

47]. 

 

                                                 
6 A solo melody; see § 2.1.4. 
7 Seen in the Borodin example, as well as other Russian folk music pieces I have listened to (such as Vladimir horn ensembles). On 

the other hand, Mariya Kudryavtseva of the Ukrainian vocal folk group Kosa Kolektiv states that in the Central and Eastern 

Ukrainian tradition, it is always the same person who begins singing the solo at the beginning of a verse (comment made during 

her singing workshop, attended by the author, at York University on Nov. 24, 2014). 
8 Kastalskiy, Properties, 90. 
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In general, I tried to keep to ranges that would make the piece playable by a variety of woodwind 

instruments. Here are the ranges of the voices, in concert pitch: 

 
All three parts are within the comfortable ranges of flutes, oboes and clarinets. In addition, the 

lowest part is within the comfortable range of the alto saxophone. If transposed down an octave, all 

three parts are within the comfortable ranges of the tenor and alto saxophones. 

I am attaching an "analyzed" version of the score. Along the top of each system, numbers are 

written in that correspond to the numbers of the twenty-four "rules" above; in that way, it can be 

clearly seen which stylistic devices are present in each measure. Along the bottom of each system is a 

simple harmonic analysis of each sonority, similar to Kastalskiy's analytical technique. A circled numeral 

signifies that it is a unison by several voices, rather than a chord. An underlined numeral signifies that 

the chord appears in the same spot in each of the three "verses" (even though the melodic lines 

themselves may differ). Letters below a chord signify that just a note or two, rather than a full chord, 

are the same in each of the three verses. 

Phrase markings are absent in the score below, in order to provide space for the analysis. 
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Fig. 2.3.1 
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3. Russian Folk Accordion 
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И гармошка то заплачет, 

То застонит, то кричит,  

То в галопе быстро скачет, 

То о счастье говорит. 

О неволе вдруг зальётся, 

О докучливой тюрьме,  

И о том рабе, что бьётся 

День и ночь в кромешной тьме... 

 

 Starts the garmon sobbing sickly, 

Then it groans, and then it yells, 

In a gallop it rides quickly, 

Tales of happiness it tells. 

Of our chains it speaks, that rattle 

Where our hopes in prison sleep; 

Of a slave's unending battle, 

Day and night in darkness deep... 

 

 

 

– Advertisement for June 13, 1907 concert by  

virtuoso garmon player Pyotr Yemelyanovich Nevskiy
1
 

 

                                                 
1
 Reproduced in Mirek (1967), 53. Translated by Eugene Belianski. 
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3.1. Introduction to the Russian folk accordion tradition 

 

The accordion is one of the most ubiquitous Russian instruments. Although its popularity is 

currently on the decline (its role as a mass instrument has been increasingly taken over by the guitar, in 

a trend that has existed since the Second World War and accelerated since the Soviet collapse), it is 

still orders of magnitude more popular in Russia than it is in North America. Its loss of popularity – 

which is connected to urbanization and the resultant disappearance of its former role in rural folk 

dances – has to some extent been compensated for by a corresponding rise in its use in the popular 

music world, in specialist folk ensembles (professional or amateur) and in higher music education. 

In the following chapters, I analyze a small sliver of this tradition that was recorded on the pages of 

Boris Fyodorovich Smirnov's 1962 book, Iskusstvo selskikh garmonistov ("The art of rural 

garmonists").
1
 The popular Russian term for the diatonic button accordion is the garmoshka,

2
 with 

garmon or garmonika being the more formal names.
3
 The bulk of the pieces in Smirnov's book were 

collected by him in 1956, and in 1957 during an expedition organized by the Institute of Ethnography of 

the USSR Academy of Sciences.
4
 Information about the instrumentation, authorship, recording dates 

and locations for individual pieces can be seen in Appendix 3.1. A detailed analysis of the form, 

harmony and modes of individual pieces can be seen in Appendix 3.2. 

 

 

                                                 
1 Boris Smirnov, Iskusstvo selskikh garmonistov [The art of rural garmonists] (Moscow: Sovetskiy kompozitor, 1962). 
2 Banin, 144. 
3 There is room for confusion here, as both of the latter are also the Russian terms for the harmonica. 
4 Smirnov (1962), 3. 
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3.1.1. History 

 

The early history of the accordion is poorly documented; it is thought that the ancient Chinese 

sheng may have made its way to Europe in the late 18th century and inspired the very first, primitive 

models. The accordion's early development is attributed to often anonymous instrument makers in 

various countries, including Russia, Germany, Austria, France, England and Italy in the 18th and 19th 

centuries.
2
 The earliest known records of the instrument from different countries are from similar dates. 

In Russia, accordions may have been manufactured as early as the 1820s by Timofey Vorontsov in the 

city of Tula, and by Ivan Sizov beginning in the 1830s.
5
 In the early 1880s, it was believed by Tula 

accordion makers that the instrument had been invented there.
6
 

The Tula accordion was the first to achieve mass popularity in Russia. Publications from those years 

indicate that it was already very widespread by the late 1840s.
7
 In the year 1848, the factories of 

Vorontsov and Sizov together produced 10,000 instruments.
8
 

According to Mirek, the earliest accordions were small "children's models" with five buttons on the 

right-hand side and two on the left-hand.
9
 The instruments were bisonoric; each button had two notes 

that it could produce, depending on whether the accordion was being pulled out or pushed in (or, in the 

case of one of the left-hand buttons, it could produce two different chords). Its button layout is shown 

in figure 3.1.1. The octave of the pitches is specified using Helmholtz octave pitch notation.
10

 

 

                                                 
5 Alfred Mirek, Garmonika. Proshloye i nastoyashcheye. Nauchno-istoricheskaya entsyklopedicheskaya kniga [Garmon. Past and 

present. A scientific and historical encyclopedic book] (Moscow: Muzyka, 1994), 50, cited in Banin, 144. See also Pamyatnaya 

knizhka Tulskoy gubernii na 1872 god [Tula governorate commemorative book for the year 1872] (Tula: Tulskiy gubernatorskiy 

statisticheskiy komitet, 1872), 407, quoted in Mirek (1967), 40-41. 
6 Trudy komissii po issledovaniyu kustarnoy promyshlenosti [Works of the committee for the study of handicraft industry], vol. 9 

(Saint Petersburg, 1883), 2276, cited in Banin, 144; see also I. G. Fadeyev and I. A. Kuznetsov, Remont garmonik, bayanov i 

akkordeonov. Izdaniye 2-e, ispravlennoye i dopolnennoye [Repair of garmons, bayans and accordions. Corrected and expanded 

2nd edition] (Moscow: Lyogkaya industriya, 1971), 5. 
7 Etnograficheskii sbornik Russkogo geograficheskogo obshchestva [Ethnographic digest of the Russian geographical society], 

vol. 2 (Saint Petersburg, 1854), 26, 162, accessed Oct. 20, 2014, 

http://publ.lib.ru/ARCHIVES/__Raritetnye_knigi/IRGO_Etnograficheskij_sbornik_02_1854.pdf 
8 Tulskiy oblastnoy gosudarstvennyy arhiv [Tula region government archive], f. 90, op. 27, d. 21415, hereafter cited as TOGA, 

cited in Mirek (1967), 42. 
9 Mirek (1967), 43. The layout of this instrument is shown in Banin, 151. A photograph of it is shown in Mirek (1967), 44. 
10 The following octave pitch indications are used, from low to high: 2C, 1C, 0C, c0, c1, c2, c3, c4 in which c1 = "middle c". The note 

immediately above "middle c" = c♯1 or d♭1. The note immediately below "middle c" = b0. 
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Fig. 3.1.1. Arrangement of notes on the first model of Tula accordion (1840s): Pyatiklapanka. The letter on the top 

within each circle represents the note when the bellows of the accordion is pulled out, and the letter on the bottom 

represents the note when it is pushed in. 
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In the 1850s, a more adult-sized model began to be made that had seven buttons on the right-hand 

side and two on the left-hand (see figure 3.1.2).  

Top              Bottom 

Bottom               Top 
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Fig. 3.1.2. Arrangement of notes on an 1850s Tula accordion, also called semiklapanka (layout: 7x2).

11
 The letter on 

the top within each circle represents the note when the bellows of the accordion is pulled out, and the letter on the 

bottom represents the note when it is pushed in.  
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11 Based on Banin, 150. The pitches are given in a key signature of no sharps or flats, but in reality, the accordions were built on 

various "keys" in the early years. 
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Top                                         Bottom 
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Banin writes that these instruments were played predominantly in the Mixolydian mode, and 

accompanied the melody with a tonic and subdominant chord.
12

 This agrees with what is known about 

pre-existing traditions of older Russian folk instruments, which are often tuned in the Mixolydian mode 

(see § 2.1.1.3). In the above figure, the III+ chord (C+, the subdominant) is played when the bellows is 

pulled, and VII+ (G+, the tonic) when it is pushed. In German instruments of the period, the relationship 

of the chords was reversed; the tonic chord was III+, and it sounded when the bellows was pushed, 

while VII+ acted as the dominant, and sounded when the bellows was pulled.
13

 

The further development of the construction of the accordion flowed in two overlapping but 

contradictory directions. On the one hand, in the villages, efforts were being made to build an accordion 

that would better accompany traditional folk songs of the kind that had existed for centuries (with all 

their variation of modes and scales, as described in § 2.1). Most of the users of accordions were either 

villagers, or city residents closely tied to village folk culture and familiar with non-written folk music 

traditions. At the same time, in cities, efforts were directed at building instruments that could play the 

latest art music scores coming out of Europe, generally in the major-minor common practice tonality.
14

 

Inexpensive accordions began to appear in the late 1860s and early 1870s, and this coincided with 

the appearance of the comic song genre known as chastushki (which they accompanied).
15

 In 1866, 

factories in Tula and the neighbouring villages produced 57,250 accordions.
16

 The Novgorod, Vyatka, 

Saratov
17

 and Oryol
15

 regions also had significant production. By the 1880s, accordions were being 

produced in practically every city of note, including Saint Petersburg, Yaroslav, Volynsk,
18

 Ryazan, 

Moscow, Tver, Vologda, Kostroma, Nizhniy Novgorod, Simbirsk and others.
19

 Just in Chulkovo alone (a 

subdivision of Tula), over 3,000 people (mainly women) manufactured over 700,000 accordions in 

1874.
20

  

A large number of regional varieties of the accordion developed. These varied in their size, visual 

appearance, construction, range and notes of the melody and bass, and in their timbres. This variation 

reflected local traditions and tastes. The Livenka accordion, for example, was unisonoric (each button 

                                                 
12 Banin, 150-52. 
13 Ibid., 150. 
14 Ibid., 145. 
15 Smirnov (1962), 5. 
16 "O fabrikakh i zavodakh, sushchestvuyushchikh v g. Tule za 1866 god" ["About the factories and plants existing in the city of 

Tula in 1866"], Tulskiye gubernskiye vedomosti [Tula governorate news], no. 88 (1872), cited in Mirek (1967), 43-44. 
17 Banin, 144. 
18 Fadeyev and Kuznetsov, 5. 
19 Banin, 144. 
20 TOGA, f. 52, op. 1, d. 216, 46, cited in Mirek (1967), 45. 
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produced the same note on both push and pull)
21

 and used the ancient non-octave-equivalent Obihod 

scale (see § 2.1.1.7).
22

 

The list of accordion varieties included:
23

 

• Tulskaya
24

 (1840s)
18

 

• Livenskaya (Livenka)
23

 (1850s-1870s)
25

  

• Yeletskaya
26

 (1880s/1890s)
27

 

• Kasimovskaya
26

 

• Cherepovetskaya
28

 (Cherepashka; "turtle")
29

 (1870s)
30

 

• Bologoyevskaya
26 

or bologoyskaya (early 1870s)
31

 

• Venskaya (Venka) (1880s/1890s, displaced in popularity by the Hromka in 1925-30)
32

 

• Vyatskaya (Vyatka)
23

 (late 1860s, displaced in popularity by the Hromka in the 1930s)
33

 

• Vyatskaya odnoryadka ("Talyanka") (late 1860s)
34

 

• Saratovskaya (Saratovka)
24

 (1870s)
30

 

• Sibirskaya
 26

 (1870s)
30

 

• Smolenskaya
29

 

• Hromka
35

 (late 1890s)
36

 

                                                 
21 In this thesis, I use the term "unisonoric" to refer to accordions in which each button produces just one note, and "bisonoric" to 

refer to accordions in which each button can produce two notes: one note when the accordion bellows is being pushed in, and 

another when it is being pulled out. For a much more detailed discussion about this terminology, see Appendix 3.6. 
22 Octave equivalence is explained in the definition for "mode/scale" in Chapter 1. 
23 Banin, 145. Many of the accordion models listed appear in the following Youtube video:  Vitaliy Alekseyev, "Zolotodesyatochniki 

igrayut na razlichnykh instrumentakh. [Top-10 artists play on various instruments.]" Youtube, Flash video file (Feb. 11, 2011) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NkBCfeJixZg (accessed Feb. 13, 2015). The accordion models appear at the following 

timestamps in the video: saratovskaya - 00:20; vologodskaya - 1:47; nizhegorodskaya - 3:23; livenka - 5:18; sibirskaya one-row - 

6:56; yeletskaya - 8:50. It is not a perfect video; the image quality is bad, the presenter talks over the performances and the 

musicians are mostly not allowed to play for very long. 
24 Banin, 145, 150. Its pitch set was first described in A. A. Novoselskiy, Kniga o garmonike [A book about the garmon] (Moscow, 

1936). 
25 Mirek (1968), 50, cited in Banin, 159. Its pitch set was first described by Novoselskiy in O Garmonike. Sbornik rabot Komissii po 

issledovaniyu i usovershenstvovaniyu garmoniki. Trudy gosudarstvennogo Instituta Muzykalnoy Nauki [About the garmon. Digest of 

works by the Committee for studying and improving the garmon. Works of the government institute of Musical Science] (Moscow, 

1928), hereafter cited as O Garmonike (1928). 
26 Banin, 145. Its pitch set was first described in O Garmonike (1928). 
27 Fadeyev and Kuznetsov, 10-11. 
28 Banin,145. Its pitch set was first described in Novoselskiy (1936). 
29 Fadeyev and Kuznetsov, 6. 
30 Ibid., 7. 
31 Ibid., 8. 
32 Ibid., 10, 13. This is a Russian modification of German and Viennese bisonoric instruments which began appearing in Russia in 

the 1880s-90s. The authors write that they did not enjoy mass popularity due to native unisonoric models becoming more 

popular in Russia at that time. Its pitch set was first described in Novoselskiy (1936). 
33 Smirnov (1962), 6. Its pitch set was first described in Novoselskiy (1936). 
34 Banin, 156. 
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• Bayan (1890s/1900s, with changes in construction in ~1930 and ~1950)
37

 

 

Most of the early history of the Russian accordion tradition's development was left unrecorded; for 

a long time, accordions were ignored by Russian ethnomusicologists, who even went out of their way to 

avoid them. They were resented for displacing a wide variety of other wind and string folk instruments 

that had been widespread before their arrival.
38

 The two-chord system of early models was thought to 

be a German import which "skewed" the sound of traditional songs when it was used to accompany 

them.
39

 The first ethnographic accordion recordings were made only in the 1920s and 1930s,
40

 and 

they were few. Because of this, researchers attempting to reconstruct its earlier history have had to use 

other sources, one of the main ones being method books.  

Banin believes that the first accordion method books in Russia may have been published in the 

1860s.
41

 Over a hundred such publications have been discovered from the pre-1917 period, and one of 

the earliest, from 1872, is a method book for an advanced three-row instrument with chords.
42

 

By the 1950s, when Smirnov began his work, the Hromka accordion had displaced most of the 

earlier varieties, and was itself in the process of being slowly sidelined by the fully chromatic bayan 

(though that process has never been completed, due to the different strengths of each instrument).  

Figure 3.1.3 shows the instruments that Smirnov recorded in his book, and a count of the number 

and percent of songs they featured in. As can be seen, the Hromka is by far the most frequently 

encountered accordion, accounting for half of the songs if the "unspecified garmon" instruments are 

considered to be Hromkas (which is quite likely, from a quick comparison of the pieces with the 

possibilities of the instrument). 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
35 Its pitch set was first described in Novoselskiy (1936). 
36 A. M. Mirek,  Spravochnik po garmoniyam [Handbook about garmons] (Moscow, 1968), 75, cited by Banin, 170. 
37 Fadeyev and Kuznetsov, 11-13, 15; Banin, 146. 
38 They were also associated with industrialisation. A typical quote comes from the composer and ethnomusicologist Yuriy 

Sakhnovskiy, who praises a 1912 concert by a village choir "whose artistry has not yet felt the effects of the accordion or the 

factory chastushka": Yuriy Sakhnovskiy in Russkoye slovo [Russian word] 24 (Moscow, Jan. 24, 1912), translated in Beckwith, 

307. 
39 Banin, 146, 
40 They are: I. Hrebes, Sovremennoye krestyanskoye peniye s prilozheniyem tipovykh napevov [Contemporary rural singing with 

the enclosure of typical melodic formulas], 2d ed. (Moscow, 1929); Ye. V. Gippius and E. V. Evald, eds., Pesni Pinezhya [Songs of 

Pinega] (Moscow: Muzgiz, 1937); F. A. Rubtsov, Narodnyye pesni Vologodskoy oblasti [Folk songs of Vologda region] (Moscow, 

1938). 
41 Banin, 146. 
42 Mirek (1994), 163-67, cited in Banin, 146. 
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Fig. 3.1.3. Accordions in the 68 transcribed pieces in Smirnov's book. See Appendix 3.1 for more detailed information 

on specific pieces. 

Type of accordion Bisonoric? Rows on the 

melody side 

# of pieces % of pieces 

Hromka No 2 24 35.29 

Bayan No 3 15 22.06 

Unspecified garmon ? ? 10 14.71 

German 3-row 

garmon 

? 3 4 05.88 

Venka
43

 Yes 2 4 05.88 

Vyatka No 1 3 04.41 

Unspecified 1-row 

garmon 

? 1 3 04.41 

Unspecified 2-row 

garmon 

? 2 2 02.91 

Unspecified Pskov 2-

row garmon 

? 2 1 01.47 

Pskov Talyanka Yes 3 1 01.47 

Saratovka Yes 1 1 01.47 

 

 
 

3.1.2. The Hromka 

 

The first written reference to a Hromka of modern construction is from 1925,
44

 but the instrument 

itself appeared in the northern regions of Russia in the late 1890s, initially under other names such as 

Severyanka ("northern") and Vologodka ("of Vologda region").
36

 It is a unisonoric (each button 

produces only one note) accordion; unlike the older Livenka, however (which is also unisonoric), it has 

two rows of buttons, one row for the pitches that had been "in" pitches in some early bisonoric 

accordion models, and one for the "out" pitches. Having two rows largely solves the main problem of 

unisonoric instruments; namely, that they need twice the number of buttons to get an equivalent 

range.
45

 

Figure 3.1.4 shows the physical characteristics of the Hromka variety that was most widespread in 

Smirnov's time, as well as today. 

 

                                                 
43 "Viennese". This Austrian accordion made its way into Russia in the 1880s and 1890s and was modified into a different variety 

(Venka russkogo stroya) by Russian accordion makers. See Fadeyev and Kuznetsov, 10. 
44 Banin, 171-72. The modern Hromka has an equation of "(13+12)x(8+8+9)" (this is a common way of describing the number of 

buttons on an accordion in the Russian literature. It means that the melody side has two rows of "13" and "12" buttons, and the 

bass side has three rows of "8", "8", and "9" buttons). 
45 Ibid., 144. 
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Fig. 3.1.4.  Arrangement of notes on a Hromka accordion,
46

 using Helmholtz pitch notation.
10
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Assuming that we use a key signature consisting only of those pitches that are present in every 

octave on the melody side of the Hromka (which in this case would be one F♯),
48

 the left-hand side of 

the instrument can produce the following chords on the two outside rows: 

                                                 
46 Fadeyev and Kuznetsov, 46-47.  I have corrected a mistake in their diagram, however: the left-most C♯ of the Hromka is 

actually one octave higher than they place it. This is shown in Banin, 171. To be sure, I analyzed Smirnov's transcriptions that 

were played on the Hromka, and the only possible conclusion is that the C♯ must be in the Hromka's mid-range rather than its low 

range (for example, #12 and #25). Perhaps this varies between instruments. 
47 The rectangles represent the round buttons on the actual instrument. If there is more than one letter in a rectangle, it means 

that several notes are played at once when that button is pressed, forming a chord. Helmholtz pitch notation is used to represent 

the notes that are sounded; see footnote 10.  
48 A rule that Smirnov, unfortunately, did not consistently follow when transcribing his pieces, which means that it's not always 

possible to reconstruct the exact fingerings that were used. The same flaw exists in my analyses of modes and pitch 

constellations (fig. 3.2.13, § 3.2.1.3.3, fig. 3.2.15, Appendices 3.2 and 3.3), which were based on the key signatures in his 

transcriptions. The best one can do is assume that the degrees in an analysis are within one step on the cycle of fifths from the 

accordion's primary key signature (because a Hromka accordion can only modulate by one step on the cycle of fifths, so that is 

the possible margin of error). 

Top                                 Bottom 

Bottom                               Top 
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Pitch constellation 

chords:
49

 
 Letter notation 

chords: 

iv i V7 II
50

  a e B7 F♯
50

 

VI III VII IV
50

  C G D A
50

 

 

The bass notes on either side of those chords are the tonic and dominant of that chord. 

The melody, bass and chord buttons of a Hromka featuring the above pitch set allow it to easily play 

music in the scales/modes of G major (III+), D Mixolydian (VII M.), E minor (i-) and A Dorian (iv D.). The 

c♯ button allows D major (VII+) to be playable in one octave, as well as A Mixolydian (IV M.), though it 

would lack a major dominant chord. Here is a quick overview of several traits and peculiarities of this 

layout: 

• Chords and melodic stepwise runs are extremely easy to play with the layout on the right-hand 

side of the instrument. 

• The inside row on the left-hand side allows for easy playing of melodies within the range of an 

octave in the bass. 

• In D Mixolydian, the dominant chord is major and features a raised subtonic (C♯), even while the 

melodic side, with the exception of a button on the very edge, features a lowered subtonic (C♮). 

The potential clash that this creates in practice is encountered in the recorded pieces in 

Smirnov's book, and provides a characteristic flavour to the songs.
51

 

• In E minor, there is a V7 chord as well as a II (V/V7) chord. In the lower melodic register, presence 

of notes C♮, C♯, D♮ and D♯ make is possible to play either in the natural, harmonic or melodic 

minor scales. However, in the upper register, only a lowered subtonic (D♮) is available. This can 

create clashes between the D♯ in a V7 chord and the D♮ in a melody, similarly to the Mixolydian 

mode. The A♯ note on the melodic side is there to accommodate the II chord (F♯, A♯, C♯). 

• It is extremely easy to modulate between the relative major and minor keys. Transposing the 

same melody into a relative major or minor requires merely shifting the position of the starting 

note, while the fingering patterns for both hands stay the same. I have often heard similar 

                                                 
49 See Chapter 1. The symbols of "VII M.", "iv D.", etc., are explained in fig. 1.1. 
50 There is a discrepancy between the sources concerning whether the II and IV chords on the right are major or dominant 

seventh. Fadeyev and Kuznetsov show in their diagram on p. 47 that they are major. Banin, in his diagram on p. 172, shows them 

to be dominant seventh. I am going with Fadeyev and Kuznetsov because their version agrees with Smirnov's transcriptions. Since 

Banin was writing 30 years later, it's possible that this is a more recent change. 
51 The chords which typically accompany the Mixolydian mode are listed in § 3.2.2.1. More detail is given in Appendix 3.4, based 

on the individual analyses in Appendix 3.2. 
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modulations in Russian folk accordion songs, although (curiously), it is not so frequent in 

Smirnov's collection.  

• In A Dorian, the buttons for the most commonly-used chords (the tonic minor, supertonic major 

and subdominant major) are not right next to each other as they are in the other scales/modes. 

This may be why the mode is little-used in Smirnov's examples. 

• There is no diminished chord. 

• There is no minor "v" chord. This means that there is no minor mediant chord in major, or minor 

dominant chord in minor. 

 

Originally, older models of the Hromka had a construction of (11+10)x(6+6). Compared to the 

modern construction, the melody side did not have the C♯ and A♯ on its low end, nor the highest two 

notes. The bass side had only the twelve buttons on the lower left in figure 3.1.4, with six from each of 

the two rows. As such, it had only six chords, consisting of the tonic, subdominant and dominant chords 

for the major and relative minor. The dominant chord for the minor scale was simply a major chord, not 

a dominant seventh as in the newer model.
52

 

 

 
 

3.1.3. The Bayan 

 

While diatonic accordions that could play much of the repertoire of the European major-minor 

music literature (in a limited number of keys) had been developed by the 1870s, fully chromatic three-

row button accordions with left-hand chords in all the keys were in use by the 1890s at the latest.
53

 

These instruments, made by F. M. Zaharov and P. P. Vatunin, were the first to use the melodic button 

layout (called the "B-system" internationally and the "Moscow system" in Russia) which is commonly 

used on bayans in eastern Europe today.
54

 On the left-hand side, they had three rows of buttons 

featuring the single-note bass and the major and minor chords, ordered in the circle of fifths. This 

chord-bass system had been invented in 1891 by the German (Bavarian) accordion maker Mirvald,
55

 

and became (after the addition of a secondary row of bass notes and two rows for dominant seventh 

and diminished seventh chords) the commonly used Stradella system. 

                                                 
52 Derived from Banin, 171 (note that his example is transposed to a different key and the rows are listed in the opposite order 

from the one in this paper). 
53 Banin, 145. 
54 Fadeyev and Kuznetsov, 12. 
55 Ibid., 11. 
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Fig. 3.1.5. Melodic layout pattern of Zaharov and Vatunin's accordion, later called the "Moscow system" or "B-

system". Shown here is one full octave beginning on middle C, plus three notes above and below (the actual range of 

instruments using this layout tends to be several octaves). 
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Fig. 3.1.6. Eight columns of the modern Stradella left-hand accordion layout.
56

 Underlined and bolded 

pitches/chords represent Mirvald's original system from 1891. The two rows closest to the bellows consist of single 

bass notes (most instruments play the bass note simultaneously in several octaves when the button is pressed), 

while the four further rows consist of chords. 

 
Bellows 

Major 3rd G D A E B F♯ C♯ G♯ 

Bass E♭ B♭ F C G D A E 

major E♭ major B♭ major F major C major G major D major A major E major 

minor E♭ minor B♭ minor F minor C minor G minor D minor A minor E minor 

dominant seventh E♭7 B♭7 F7 C7 G7 D7 A7 E7 

diminished seventh E♭d7 B♭d7 Fd7 Cd7 Gd7 Dd7 Ad7 Ed7 

Player's left hand 

 

In 1907, V. S. Sterlingov in Saint Petersburg made the first instrument to bear the name "bayan", 

for the virtuosic player Orlandskiy-Titarenko. It featured 52 right-hand melody buttons and 72 left hand 

buttons (featuring the Mirvald system of basses, plus a secondary row of basses and two rows for 

dominant seventh and diminished seventh chords. This made it exactly like the widespread Stradella 

bass system on modern accordions). However, its layout on the melody side (called the "Leningrad 

system") was different from the layout of Zaharov and Vatunin's "Moscow system". For some time, 

these layouts competed with each other, but by around 1930-35 the Moscow system had become 

dominant due to its greater comfort.
57

 

 

                                                 
56 The rectangles represent the round buttons on the actual instrument. 
57 Fadeyev and Kuznetsov, 12-13. The buttons on the melody side of Leningrad-system bayans are in fact somewhat rectangular. 

Top 
Bottom 

Top Bottom 
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Fig. 3.1.7. Melodic layout pattern of the "Leningrad system".
54
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d
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Player's right hand 

 

 

Accordions, the bayan included, were disliked by professional musicians in Russia until the 

development of a model that equalled the piano and organ in its ability to play complex music. This 

happened only in the mid-20th century, with the development of the converter free bass mechanism for 

the bayan, which allowed both left and right hands to play any note within a wide range, while being 

able to switch back to traditional chord accompaniment if needed.
58

 In the latter half of the 20th 

century, the most prominent Soviet composers began writing music for the bayan, and it began to be 

taught at music institutes and appear in concert halls and competitions.
59

 

A distinguishing feature of the timbre of the Russian bayan is its lack of the audible "beats" caused 

by the reeds being slightly out of tune with each other, a feature which is common in Central and 

Western European and (to a lesser extent) American accordion models; the Russian sound instead 

tends to be clearer. 

 

 
 

3.1.4. The piano accordion 

 

The first chromatic accordions with a piano layout in Russia were built in 1871 by Nikolay Ivanovich 

Beloborodov.
60

 Piano accordions, however, never attained the popularity of button accordions 

(chromatic or diatonic). This also held true in the Soviet period, as can be seen in the following table of 

the yearly Soviet production of accordions between 1953 and 1968: 

 

                                                 
58 An impressive example of the musical possibilities of this bayan can be seen in Vitaliy Dmitriyev's performance of the Bach 

Toccata and Fugue in D minor (BWV 565): "Dmitriev Bach Toccata & Fuga in d moll BWV565 on bayan [The Full Version!!!]" 

YouTube, Flash video file (Apr. 24, 2009) http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1VVFu8GQyWw (accessed Dec. 16, 2014). 
59 Banin, 146. 
60 Fadeyev and Kuznetsov, 9-10. 

← Doubled row 

Top                                          Bottom 
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Fig. 3.1.8. Yearly production of accordions in the Soviet Union.
61

 

 

Type of accordion 1953 1955 1957 1959 1961 1963 1966 1968 

Button accordions 

(garmons and 

bayans) 

597 307 807 365 921 674 776 750 639 829 684 500 673 410 729 000 

Piano accordions 7 124 11 070 28 036 53 634 120 313 102 000 46 380 60 000 

                                                 
61 Ibid., 15. 
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3.2. Analysis of the Russian folk accordion tradition 

 

A detailed look at the 68 Russian folk accordion pieces published in Smirnov's 1962 book can be 

found in Appendices 3.1 and 3.2 (it may help the reader's understanding to read them first). In this 

chapter, I combine the analyses performed on individual songs to see the bigger picture of what unites 

them. 

Smirnov notes on p. 48 that most of the transcriptions in his book are shortened from the original 

versions.
1
 Keeping this in mind, if one counts all the repeats explicitly labelled in the transcriptions, the 

average piece in the book is 48 measures long.
2
 The simplified breakdown is as follows: 

 
Fig. 3.2.1. Total number of bars in the transcribed pieces (68 pieces in total). 

 10-19 20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70-79 80-89 90-99 110-119 190-199 

# 7 9 14 14 10 2 3 4 2 2 1 

% 10.29 13.24 20.59 20.59 14.71 02.94 04.41 05.88 02.94 02.94 01.47 

 

58.82% of pieces have sharps in the key signature. Four key signatures are more common than 

others, as can be seen in figure 3.2.2. There are no pieces with a two-sharp key signature.
3
 

 

Fig. 3.2.2. Key signatures used in the transcriptions of the pieces. 

 4♭  3♭ 2♭ 1♭ 0 1♯ 3♯ 4♯ 5♯ Total 

# 1 1 4 11 11 17 16 6 1 68 

% 01.47 01.47 05.88 16.18 16.18 25.00 23.53 08.82 01.47 100.00 

 

The pieces are primarily transcribed in duple time signatures (mostly 2/4), with the exception of a 

waltz (#37) and the second arrangement of Kamarinskaya (#19), which the author remarks is a song 

that has an ambiguous meter and could be thought of as being in either duple or triple time.
4
 Many 

pieces have extra beats in certain places, particularly when a rhythmically mischievous melody gets out 

of sync with the accompaniment and so an extra beat must be added (such as the 3/4 measure midway 

through #1). Sometimes this lengthening happens initially when a new section is introduced (as in 

                                                 
1 Smirnov (1962), 48. 
2 3294.0833 total measures ÷ 68 songs = 48.44. 
3 Since most of the instruments recorded by Smirnov are diatonic, the key signature is determined by the instrument itself. 

Interestingly, the two-sharp key signature that's conspicuously absent from his transcriptions is precisely the one that is most 

widespread in the instrumental folk music of France and the British Isles, the ancestors of much of the folk music of Canada (from 

what I've seen of the Quebec, Newfoundland and Ontario folk music scenes, diatonic accordions are expected to be tuned in "D", 

with a two-sharp key signature). 
4 Ibid., 21. 
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#16), which Smirnov writes can serve to cue the dancers to change their positions.
5
 In a few cases (as 

in #56) part of the piece is consistently in a compound meter such as 5/4. 

The average number of chords per song is three or four, ranging from as few as two to as many as 

twelve (the higher number is invariably encountered in pieces that were played on the chromatic bayan 

rather than on the diatonic button accordions). 

 
Fig. 3.2.3. Total number of chords per song (e.g. a song alternating between a tonic major triad and a dominant 

major triad would count as having two chords). 

 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 12 Total 

# 3 27 17 12 6 1 1 1 68 

% 04.41 39.71 25.00 17.65 08.82 01.47 01.47 01.47 100.00 
 

Mean: [278/68] = 4.0882 chords/song 

Median: 4 chords/song 

Mode: 3 chords/song 

 

 

3.2.1. Form 

 

Of the 68 analyzed songs, 60 (88.24%) contain discernible repeating chord progression patterns. 

For example, a song might cycle through the chords of "tonic → subdominant → tonic → dominant" 

every two bars.
6
  

Of the remaining eight, seven contain discernible repeating melodic patterns (in which the chords 

are less consistent, seeming like a secondary element picked out to accompany certain notes rather 

than being a constant background). Many songs contain melodies that line up with the chord 

progression patterns, while in some they do not fully do so. One (#10) seems to contain no easily 

identifiable form. 

 

 
 

3.2.1.1. Chord progression patterns 

 

Of the 60 songs that contain discernible repeating chord progression patterns, there are an 

average of 3.17 patterns per song (190 total patterns ÷ 60 songs). The most is 10 patterns, in #13. 

 

                                                 
5 Ibid.,19. Half of the 68 pieces recorded by Smirnov (#16-50) accompanied folk dances. 
6
 One song, #15, has a pattern that is variable; its second pattern is either i-v (a-e) or i-VII (a-G), seemingly at 

random. See its analysis in Appendix 3.2, p. 215.  
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Fig. 3.2.4. Number of chord progression patterns in the songs that have them. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 10 Total 

# 9 16 17 5 8 1 2 1 1 60 

% 15.00 26.67 28.33 08.33 13.33 01.67 03.33 01.67 01.67 100.00 

 

The average length of a pattern is ~4 measures, though generally they may be from 2-8 measures 

(with one isolated case of 24 measures – the waltz in #37). Here is the breakdown: 

 
Fig. 3.2.5. Number of measures in the chord progression patterns (some of them vary within the same piece). 

 1 2 3 4 6 7 8 24 3.5 4.5 5.5/6.5 3.5/4 Total 

# 1 56 5 104 1 2 12 1 3 3 1 1 190 

% 00.53 29.47 02.63 54.74 00.53 01.05 06.32 00.53 01.58 01.58 00.53 00.53 100.00 

 

In most of the 60 songs that contain chord progression patterns, these patterns are of the same 

length; a minority of songs (15, 25.00%) contain chord progression patterns of different lengths in the 

same piece. 

 
Fig. 3.2.6. Songs and the number of measures in their chord progression patterns. 

 2 3 4 8 24 1+2 2+4 4+8 4+7 2+6 3.5+ 

4.5 

4.5+ 

5.5/6.5

2+3 Total 

# 13 1 26 4 1 1 5 3 2 1 1 1 1 60 

% 21.67 01.67 43.33 06.66 01.67 01.67 08.33 00.05 03.33 01.67 01.67 01.67 01.67 100.00 

 

A chord progression pattern typically contains three chords in it (mean average = 2.76), though it 

ranges from as few as one to as many as six. 

 
Fig. 3.2.7. Number of chords in chord progression patterns. Brackets, e.g. (3-4), mean that the number of chords is 

variable.
7
 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 (1-2) (2-3) (3-4) (2-4) Total 

# 5 61 91 17 4 1 4 2 4 1 190 

% 02.63 32.11 47.90 08.95 02.11 00.53 02.11 01.05 02.11 00.53 100.00 

 

 
 

3.2.1.2. Melodic patterns 

 

13/68 pieces transcribed by Smirnov have either no visible harmonic organization, or melodic and 

harmonic patterns which do not line up.
8
 I defined the melodic patterns in them based primarily on 

rhythmic similarity, following Smirnov.
9
 

                                                 
7 #15, in which two at a time out of three possible chords are played (see previous footnote) has been put under "(2-3)". 
8 These are pieces #2, 4, 6, 7, 19, 20, 23, 24, 33, 35, 42, 49 and 61, analyzed in Appendix 3.2. 
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The melodic patterns in these thirteen pieces may be from 2-18 measures long. The mode and 

median are 4 and the mean is 5.09. 

 
Fig. 3.2.8. Number of measures in the melodic patterns. 

 2 4 6 7 8 10 12 14 18 Total 

# 14 19 1 1 2 1 1 2 2 43 

% 32.56 44.19 02.33 02.33 04.65 02.33 02.33 04.65 04.65 100.00  
 

 
 

3.2.1.3. Other elements 

 

Besides the harmonic or melodic patterns, pieces may contain introductory sections, transitions 

and codas. 

 

 
 

3.2.1.3.1. Introductory sections 

 

33/68 (48.53%) contain introductory sections, which may be from 1-4.5 bars long and contain 

from 1-4 chords (usually one bar, and one chord). 

 
Fig. 3.2.9. The length of introductory sections (in measures). 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 1⅓ 2.5 3.5 4.5 Total 

# 15 6 3 2 1 2 1 1 1 1 33 

% 45.45 18.18 09.09 06.06 03.03 06.06 03.03 03.03 03.03 03.03 100.00 

 
Fig. 3.2.10. The number of chords in introductory sections. 

 1 2 3 4 3-4* Total 

# 20 8 2 2 1 33 

% 60.61 24.24 06.06 06.06 03.03 100.00 

*(#51 has four chords in the introduction if one counts the C7 chord; otherwise, three) 

 

 
 

3.2.1.3.2. Transitions 

 

15/68 (22.06%) contain transitions, which may be from 0.5-7.5 bars long, but are two to three 

bars long on average (62, the total length in measures of all transitions ÷ 24, the total number of 

transitions = 2.58). In addition, in certain songs (such as #16), an extra beat or half-beat is often 

                                                                                                                                                             
9 Smirnov (1962), 18-26. Smirnov describes how the important rhythmical beats of subsequent melodic variations remain in 

place, even as rhythms become subdivided and embellished. 
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added in when a new harmonic pattern is introduced; one may or may not count this as a "transition". 

When they appear, transitions often bridge the gap between two tonalities or modalities (though often 

there is no transition at all, as the two tonalities or modalities are pretty close anyway). 

 

Fig. 3.2.11. Number of transitions per song. 

 0 1 2 3 5 Total 

# 53 9 3 2 1 68 

% 77.94 13.24 04.41 02.94 01.47 100.00 

 
Fig. 3.2.12. The length of transitions (in measures). 

 0.5 1 1.5 2 2.5 3 4 4.5 7 7.5 Total 

# 1 8 3 5 2 1 3 1 1 1 26 

% 03.85 30.77 11.54 19.23 07.69 03.85 11.54 03.85 03.85 03.85 100.00  
 
Fig. 3.2.13. Tonality/modality that the transitions bridge, and the chords used. 

 Transition harmonic structure 
(each  subsequent line shows the chord 

progressions of a transition from a different song) 

# % 

III+ → III+ iv-VII|III-VII 

III-VI|VII-III 

III|III 

VII|VII-III 

III|III-VI|VI|VI 

III 

III 

iv|VII7|III|VII7-iv|iv 

VII7 

III-VII|VII-III|VII|VII-III 

10 38.46 

III+ → III M. III 1 03.85 

III+ → VII+ IV|IV 1 03.85 

III+ → VII M.  VII-III 

VII|III-VII|VII-III 

III|VII|III|VI-III|III|VI|VI 

VII 

VII|III|VII 

5 19.23 

III+ → i- (n)  VII-i 1 03.85 

i- (h) → III+ VII 1 03.85 

VII+ → VII M. VII|VII|VII|VII-III|III|III-VII|VII-III 1 03.85 

VII M. → VII M. III-VII 

VII-IV-VII 

2 07.69 

VII M. → III+  III|VI-III|III 

III 

2 07.69 

VII M. → ♭V+ ♭II-vi 1 03.85 

♭V+ → III+ ♭II|vi|♭II|VII 1 03.85 
 

Total 

 

 
 

26 
 

100.00 
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3.2.1.3.3. Codas 

 

10/68 (14.71%) contain codas. They conclude typically on III, which happens to be the tonic in all 

of them (#16 ends on VI, the mediant). They are usually one, sometimes two measures long. In #54 and 

#63, the coda replaces part of the section before it rather than being added on to the end of it. 

 
Fig. 3.2.14. Codas and their chord structures. 

 III i-VII-III or 

i-VII|III 

VI VI-III|VI-III| 

VI-III|III-VII| 

III-VII-IV| 

VII-III|III 

III|III Total 

# 5 2 1 1 1 10 

% 50.00 20.00 10.00 10.00 10.00 100.00  
 

 

3.2.2. Tonality/modality 

 

Here is a list of pieces by the tonalities or modes present in them (+ = major, M. = Mixolydian, D. = 

Dorian, -(n) = natural minor, -(h) = harmonic minor, -(m) = melodic minor): 

 
Fig. 3.2.15 

Modes/tonalities List of pieces plus a more detailed look at pieces with more 

than one mode/tonality  
The numbers on the lower left represent the number of measures (if they are next to 

arrows, e.g. #64, it means that for a while the tonality/modality is ambiguous since the 

note which would make it clear is avoided). The numbers on the upper right represent 

the number of repetitions of a section (if there are any repetitions).  

# % 

III+ p.43, #1, #4, #14, #17, #19, #21, #22, #23, #28, #37, #45, 

#54, #56, #62, #63, #67 

17 25.00 

III+, III M. #7: 33III M./III+
 

#12: 80III+/M.
 

#13: 3III M. → 71III+
 

#20: 25III+ → 1III M.→ 7III+
 

#24: 24III+/M.
 

#35: 8III+ → 8III M./+ → 8III+
 

#44: 29+III+/M.
 

#51: 50+III+ in voice, III M. in accordion melody (polytonality)
 

#53: 16+III M./III+
 

#55: 82+III+/M.
 

#60: 51.5+III+/M.
 

11 16.18 

VII M. #32, #39, #41, #42, #57, #58, #59, #65 8 11.76 
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III +, VII M. #2: 53III+/VII M.
 

#6: 9III+ → 24VII M. → 8III+ → 7VII M.→ 1III+         

#29: 59III+/VII M.
 

#31: 37+III+ or VII M.
 

#33: 1III+
 
→ {9.5III+ → 15VII M. → 8III+ → 7.5VII M.}

2+ 

5 07.35 

III+, VII+, VII M. #8: 9III+ → 8VII+/M. → 8III+ → 8VII M. → 8III+  

#9: 16III+ → 4VII+/M. → 16III+ → 8VII+/M. → 8III+
 

#10: 30III+/VII M./VII+
 

#25: 12VII+/M. → 45III+
 

#61: 1III+ → {8III+ → 8VII+/M. polytonality; voice in VII M., 

accordion melody in VII+}
4 

5 07.35 

III+, VII+ #18: 15.5III+ → {29VII+ → 20.5III+}
2
 → 0.5III+

 

#46: 24 or 32III+/VII+ → 16III+  

#48: {8III+ → 16VII+}
2+ 

#64: 13.5III+ → 10VII+ 21→ 11VII M. → 1III+
 

4 05.88 

III+ (i-) #11, #30, #43? 2 02.94 

III M., III+, VII+ #27: 29III+ → 8III M. → 2III+ → 2(VII+) → 33III+
 

#66: 6III+ → 1VII+ → 1III M. → 40III+/M.
 

2 02.94 

i- (n) #36, #52 2 02.94 

III+, i- (n) #40: {12III+ 1→ 7i- (n)}
2+ 

#43: 27III+ → 2i- (n) → 4III+ → 2i- (n)
 

2 02.94 

VII M., i- (n) #3: 14VII M.→ 14i-(n) → 14VII M.
 

1 01.47 

III+, III M. or iv- #5: 2III+ → 4(III M. or iv-)
 
→ 2III+ 1 01.47 

III+, i D., i- (n) #15: 2III+ → 4i- (n) → 4III+ → 4i- (n) → 4i D. → 2III+ →  

7i- (n) → 2i D. → 2III+ → 3i- (n) → {1III+ → 4i- (n)}
2
 → 1i- (n)

 
→ 

1III+
 

1 01.47 

III+, iv- (h) #16: 7.25III+ → {0.5III+ → 0.5iv-(h) → 1III+}
2
 → 86III+

 
1 01.47 

VII+, VII M. #26: 29+VII+/M
 

1 01.47 

i- (n+h) #34 1 01.47 

III M., i- (h) #38: 8III M. → 8i-(h) 1 01.47 

III+, i- (m) #47: 8III+ → 8i-(m)
 

1 01.47 

III+, VII M., ♭V+ #49+#50:  

7.5III+ → 7.5VII M. → 6III+ → 7.5VII M. → {9♭V+ 4→ 12III+}
2+ 

1 01.47 

VII+, III+, i- (h), III+/M., 

VI M., VI+ 

#68: 2VII+ → {16III+ → 7.5i- (h) → 8.5III+ → 2III+/M. → 1VI M. → 

5III+/M. → 8VI+}
2
 → 16III+

 

1 01.47 

 

Total 

  

68 

 

100.00 
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Further breakdowns: 

 
Fig. 3.2.16 

Total # of pieces with... # % 

major 55 80.88 

Mixolydian 37 54.41 

minor 13 19.12 

Dorian 1 01.47 

major & major @ the dominant
10

 12 17.65 

major & Mixolydian @ the dominant
11

 12 17.65 

major & Mixolydian @ the same tone (parallel)
12

 21 30.88 

major & relative minor 7 10.29 

only major 21 30.88 

only Mixolydian 8 11.76 

only minor 3 04.41 

 

Major is by far the dominant mode, appearing in four out of five pieces, but less than half of those 

are only in major. Mixolydian appears in just over half of the pieces, but rarely by itself; it is usually 

accompanied by its relative or parallel major (the latter often frequently alternating with it), and in two 

cases (#3 and #5) by its relative minor. Minor appears in a fifth of the pieces, usually in its natural or 

harmonic variety rather than melodic; half of that time it is accompanied by its relative major (the well-

known tendency of Russian folk songs to alternate melodic passages between major and relative minor 

is surprisingly little-represented in the pieces recorded here). The Dorian mode appears once, in #15, 

as a "variation" of the natural minor (it appears briefly; the sixth of the minor is sometimes raised). 

Pieces rarely modulate further than one step on the circle of fifths, sometimes two (#27 and #66). 

The few exceptions to this rule are invariably played on the chromatic bayan accordions: #49-50 

suddenly modulates the melody by three steps, up a minor third (the advantage of this unusual 

modulation is that it allows the bayan player to keep the same fingerings when playing the transposed 

melody), while #68 has a total spread of four steps on the cycle of fifths (however, the outer two of 

these appear only very briefly). 

 
Fig. 3.2.17. Pieces by number of modulation steps on the circle of fifths. 

 0 1 2 4 Total 

# 39 25 2 2 68 

% 57.35 36.76 02.94 02.94 100.00 

                                                 
10 For example, C major and G major, or G major and D major. 
11 For example, C major and G Mixolydian, or G major and D Mixolydian. 
12 For example, C major and C Mixolydian, or G major and G Mixolydian. 
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3.2.2.1 Chords accompanying scales/modes 

 

When a melody uses the major scale, it is accompanied by:  

• Major chords on the tonic and dominant in all songs. 

• The major subdominant chord in two-thirds of songs. 

• The minor supertonic chord in a third of songs. 

• The dominant seventh chord in a seventh of songs. 

• The minor submediant chord in a tenth of songs. 

 

When a melody uses the Mixolydian mode, it is accompanied by:  

• Major chords on the tonic and submediant in almost all songs.  

• The major dominant chord in two thirds of songs (despite the clashing minor second interval on 

the subtonic between chords and melody). 

• The minor supertonic in a sixth of songs.  

 

When a melody alternates between a Mixolydian mode and the parallel major (with the subtonic 

changing pitch),
13

 it is accompanied by chords similarly to melodies purely in the Mixolydian mode. 

 

When a melody uses the minor scale, it is accompanied by:  

• The minor tonic chord in all songs. 

• The minor subdominant chord in two-thirds of songs. 

• The major dominant chord in two-thirds of songs. 

• The major subtonic chord in a third of songs. 

• The dominant seventh chord in a quarter of songs.  

Even in the natural minor scale, the use of the minor dominant chord is rare, due to that chord 

being absent on popular diatonic accordion models such as the Hromka
14

 (it only appears in one song 

that is played on the bayan). 

The sole piece with a melody that uses the Dorian mode (mixed with natural minor) alternates 

between the tonic minor chord and the subtonic major chord. 

                                                 
13 For example, a melody with a tonic on C in a key signature of no sharps or flats that alternates between having a B♭ and having 

a B♮. 
14 See § 3.1.2. 
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More detailed tables that tally which chords accompany which scales/modes may be seen in 

Appendix 3.4. 

 

 
 

3.2.2.2. Common chord progressions 

 

The most common progression in both major and Mixolydian mode is: tonic → subdominant → 

tonic → dominant → tonic, etc. Unlike in common practice harmony, the subdominant chord only rarely 

moves to the dominant chord (in less than a tenth of songs). Modulation is also typically approached by 

direct motion through the circle of fifths; see song #6 (Appendix 3.2, p. 211) for a typical example.  

In minor, alongside the progression described in the above paragraph, stepwise motion is also 

common (for example, between the tonic and the major subtonic chord). It is also common for the 

subdominant chord to progress to the dominant, unlike in the major and Mixolydian modes. 

A full account of the frequency of pitch constellation chords across all 68 songs, as well as the a full 

tally of the frequency of progressions between the chords, may be seen in Appendix 3.3.  
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3.3 
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3.4. Analysis of Torontovka 

 
In composing Torontovka, I attempted to be faithful to the most prominent characteristics of the 

tradition of the Russian folk accordion music, based on the examples recorded by Boris Smirnov. It is 

named Torontovka because it imitates the music of the Russian village, yet it was composed in Toronto 

("Torontovka" is what Toronto's name would be if Toronto was a little Russian village). 

Figure 3.4.1 provides a concise summary of Torontovka's structural and harmonic form. The 

analytical method used in figure 3.4.1 is described in Appendix 3.2, where this method is also used to 

analyze every piece in Boris Smirnov's book, allowing for direct comparisons to be made. 

 
Fig. 3.4.1 

 
  , III+ ┤ ,─── III M.──┤,── III+──┤,─── VII M.──┤ 

5-4i-4A7-4.5A-4A4-1t-4B2-14C-
1.5t-4A4 

                                  ,── III+ ──┤ 

 

Torontovka 
III+*, III Mixolydian*, VII Mixolydian** 
1# (e) 
2/4, 98 bars 
 
i III|III|III|III|VII| 

III|III|III|VII-III 
G|G|G|G|D| 
G|G|G|D-G 

A VI|III|VII|III C|G|D|G 
B III|VII|IV|VII G|D|A|D 
C IV|VII|III|VII| 

III|VII|IV|VII| 
IV|VII|III|VII| 
IV|VII|III|VII|IV|VII 

A|D|G|D| 
G|D|A|D| 
A|D|G|D| 
A|D|G|D|A|D 

t III G 
 

*For chords VI, III, VII 
**For chords III, VII, IV 
 

To avoid any misunderstandings, I will also describe what figure 3.4.1 shows in words:  

An introduction in III+ (G+) lasts for nine bars (separated into two phrases of five and four bars). 

This is followed by eight repeats of a four-bar chord progression pattern of VI|III|VII|III (C|G|D|G) with 

the melody in III Mixolydian (G M.). An elongated phrase ending leads into four more repeats of the 

same pattern, this time with the melody in III+ (G+). After a one-bar transition, the piece moves into VII 

M. (D M.), accompanied by a chord progression pattern of III|VII|IV|III (G|D|A|D). After two repeats, the 

same chords are played in a less predictable pattern for 14 more bars. Finally, a 1.5-bar long transition 
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(that is, consisting of one bar with a 3/4 time signature) modulates back into III+ (G+) and leads into a 

recapitulation of the first chord progression pattern, which repeats four times and ends the piece. 

Torontovka has the following characteristics which are also common in the pieces recorded by Boris 

Smirnov (as described in Chapter 3.2):  

 
1. Use of III+, III Mixolydian and VII Mixolydian (the three most common modes; see fig. 3.2.15). 

2. Chordless introduction over a held bass note, with the main accompaniment pattern beginning 

a measure early1 in bar 9 (as in Smirnov #2). 

3. Repeating symmetrical chord progression patterns four measures long and containing three 

chords (as in most songs; see § 3.2.1). These are labelled A and B in figure 3.4.1, and are 

removed from each other by one degree on the circle of fifths (also common; see § 3.2.2 and 

fig. 3.2.17).2 

4. Asymmetrical chord/melodic progression pattern in section C (as in a large minority of songs).2 

5. Extra-long measures at certain points at the ends of sections or in transitions (as in Smirnov 

#1, #16, #18 and others) (see § 3.2.1.3.2). 

6. The melodic line features both chords and single notes in various parts of the song; they are 

often combined, as both are easily playable on the Hromka accordion (see fig. 3.1.4) 

7. When the melody moves down by step, one of the notes above the lowest note may be turned 

into a triplet 16th ornament that moves to the upper neighbour tone and back (this is very 

common in Smirnov's transcriptions; sometimes this ornament appears on more than one note 

of a downward passage, as in piece #3). 

8. Chords only ever move to the adjoining chord on the cycle of fifths (the most common 

progression type in Smirnov, though not by any means exclusive; see § 3.2.2 and Appendix 

3.3). 

9. The major dominant chord is used in the Mixolydian mode, despite the lowered subtonic in the 

melody (its melodic use is often avoided while the major dominant chord is playing, although 

some songs will use it as long as it passes by quickly. If it's prominent, it is typically raised by a 

semitone so as to not clash with the chord too much; see also § 3.1.2, fourth bullet point). 

 
                                                 
1 That is, the background pattern (bass-chord pattern) of section A begins a bar before the melody of the introduction (which was 
accompanied by a different pattern) ends. 
2 Characteristics #3 and #4 do not seem to usually be combined within the same song. In this sense, the composition may be a 
little atypical. 
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