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Center of Symmetry

Its Concept and Perception

KAWAI Manabu

s

In a musical work, a tone or a pitch that stands at the “center of symmetry,” equidistant

between two different significant tone pitches, sometimes takes on a nature of a special moment.

For example, in Prélude op.28-17 by F. Chopin, which was examined in my article, “An
Attempt to Analyze Musical Works (1),” Bulletin, Faculty of Music, Tokyo Geijutsu Daigaku,
1999, a specific tone is shown to exist consistently as a “center of symmetry” in a register of
each section and element, and that tone acts as a core in creating (in a broad sense) a

developing variation of the main musical idea.

The symmetry structure having a similar function already appears on a large scale and
systematically in Quartet No.9, C major op.59-3 (Rasumovsky No.3) by L.v. Beethoven, and
later in works of A. Berg and B. Bartok, among others, where it works in a more self-conscious

and methodological manner, being combined with other concepts and techniques.

This article, through the examination of three works— Rasumovsky No.3, Fiinf Orchester-
lieder nach Ansichtskarten-Texten von Peter Altenberg op.4 by A. Berg and Musik fiir
Saiteninstruments, Shlagzeug und Celesta Sz.106, Mov.1 by B.Bartok—provides an overview
of the various manifestations of the “center of symmetry”: their states or behaviors as moments,
looks into some aspects of the processes of how the works’ respective orders are created, and
considers the meaning and perception of the “center of symmetry” for both a composer and an

audience.
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