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Figure 28 (continued) 

 In mm. 27 – 30 the harmony is triadic and moves chromatically from E minor to 

G major. The parallel relationship between the G minor and G major triads in bar 30 is 

crucial, because after this point the shifting from minor to major sonority, or vice versa, 

occurs with great frequency. Examine the remainder of this section and notice the change 

from A♭ major to A♭ minor occurring in mm. 31 – 34 and again a parallel shift from F# 

major to F# minor in mm. 35 – 37. Prokofiev is establishing a pattern in this section of 

modal reinterpretation of his theme using parallel shifts. The theme itself is built from a 

P 

G#  min. 
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single motive (seven notes demarcating the interval of a third), but he continuously 

reharmonizes the motive to the parallel key or transposes it chromatically in order to 

create a sense of forward motion. The motion in this initial section of the piece tends to 

rise until m. 38 – 39, where the chromaticism slips down into the area of E minor again. 

The forward motion passes into A♭ major a second time (mm. 39 – 46), but a 

prolongation of the G-centric harmony is involved in this phrase. The parallel shift 

technique is then used to build tension in mm. 46 – 52, where A♭ major is implied for six 

measures without the root note of A♭ being stated. The arrival point comes in m. 52 when 

G# (A♭) is clearly declared for the length of one complete phrase. Take notice of the shift 

from “almost” A♭ major (mm. 46 – 51) to the enharmonic parallel minor chord of G# in 

m. 52, where the root note is plainly heard. This musical juncture is the most clearly 

perceived instance of the parallel shift technique in the piece thus far. Straus calls this 

shift the parallel triadic transformation – or P – and describes it as “a major and minor 

triad that contain the same perfect fifth and share the same root, like C+ and    C-.”24 

Further occurrences of P are located in mm. 70 -73 and 74 – 77, centric first to C and 

next to B♭ (Figure 29).  

 

 

                                                           
24 Ibid. 
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Figure 29 – mm. 70 – 77, Suggestion diabolique, further instances of P 

 

The second application of a chromatic slide is to construct harmonic interest or 

contrast, and Prokofiev typically integrates the augmented triad for this purpose. For 

example, see mm. 16 – 18 of the Etude No. 4 (Figure30).  

 

                                                               A♭ maj.                 A♭ maj.   A♭ aug. 

Figure 30 – Etude, mm. 16 – 18  

 

The A♭ major triad on beat three of m. 17, with the fifth chord member respelled 

enharmonically as D#, moves to an A♭
 augmented sonority on beat two of m. 18. This is 

A♭ maj. 

P 

P 

EX 
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the EX relation. Also consider the EX relation in reverse in Figure 31, where the 

progression begins with the D augmented triad (right hand), then slides chromatically 

downward to a C minor chord. 

 

                                                           D aug.   D maj.                                                     

 

Figure 31 – Etude, mm. 8 – 11 (downbeat) 

 

A diminished triad, or CN relation, may also become the focal point of a 

progression that involves chromatic slide. Notice the right-hand part of Figure 32. This 

slide progression repeatedly lands and pivots on a diminished sonority and cycles through 

a chain of CN and H related triads.  

 

Figure 32 – Etude, mm. 56 – 59 

Regarding the third aspect of Prokofiev’s chromatic slide usage, voice leading, 

consider a passage from the Third Sonata, where the aim is not parsimony but the 

opposite: full chromatic slide, which is a direct transposition of a triad up or down by 

CN H CN H 
CN CN 

  EX 
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semitone (Figure 33). This effect is at work in the following example. The second 

inversion G♭ major triad on beat one in the right hand makes a full slide up to G major 

within beat two, only to slide back to its G♭ position the fall downward to F and finally to 

E in the second bar; the triads then slide down two more times (to E♭, then D). What 

follows is a harmonic sequencing of those two measures. The goal of this transitional 

section is to have non-parsimonious voice leading create a hazy, ghostly effect that is 

harmonically restless.  

 

                 

Figure 33 – Sonata No. 3, mm. 132 – 140 (downbeat) 
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The final issue with chromatic slide is the careful plotting of inversions of triads 

in order to reach a new chord or key. In a select passage from Suggestion diabolique, 

Prokofiev demonstrates this aspect. Observe how the triadic progression in Figure 34, 

which is split between the right and left hands, travels carefully from E minor to G minor 

by way of alternating root position with first or second inversion. The root position E 

minor chord changes to a first inversion C major, then the C6
4
 becomes F minor in root 

position followed by a semitone transposition (full or triple slide) up to F# minor in root 

position. This triad moves to G minor by way of an intermittent D6
4
 .  

 

            E min.   C maj.   F min.                    F# min.       D maj.  G min.    G maj.                                                                                                                            

 

Figure 34 – Suggestion diabolique, mm. 27 – 30  

 

The detail of progressions such as these provides a backbone of harmonic 

smoothness and clarity, which makes palatable the constant dissonance. A classical 

aesthetic is at work throughout this music, since the dissonance is, in a sense, decorative 

and the underlying principles employed are guided by a common practice era sensibility 

in which harmony moves toward tonic or away from it. This music does not as much look 

forward to the future as it gives a nod to past traditions. It uses the old in a new way, but 

retains the principles of harmony that had been established in years past. The vertical 
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clashing of tones is conspicuously strong, obtrusive, and indeed a significant part of the 

fabric of sound woven distinctively throughout each of these works, but at the deepest 

level the composer allows classical expectation to govern the progressions on both a 

small and large scale. Otherwise stated, this music is more essentially traditional than 

avant-garde. Prokofiev had an intelligent way of fusing the deep-rooted and novel in a 

manner that made this toccata line music seem modernist on the surface but fashioned 

with a standard repertoire of tools and techniques, and therein lays a unique kind of 

innovation. Therefore, the harmony of the toccata line is a prototype of fusion, existing in 

both visionary and traditionalist realms. Other “visionary traditionalists” were at work in 

Prokofiev’s circle at the time, as well as in other parts of the world, and the treatment of 

dissonance in the piano writing by these composers is akin to that of the harmonic 

language used in Prokofiev’s toccata line. Examples include Barber, Bartok, Copland, 

Cowell, Kabalevsky, Khachaturian, and Shostakovich: in many instances these 

composers utilized means similar to Prokofiev in order to propagate a modernist 

sensibility. They each used devices like extended tertian sonorities, added-tone sonorities, 

split-note chords, secundal harmony, tone clusters, chromatic mediant modulations, and 

other tonal techniques less explored by composers of the nineteenth century. Prokofiev 

uses these means to achieve a more modern sound, but the essential harmonic devices 

used most extensively in the toccata line are fairly standard.  
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 

  Prokofiev’s toccata line writing exemplifies his poly-stylistic blend of 

conservatism with a modernist voice. These works are each a tour de force for both 

listener and performer. The virtuosity of the piano writing demands advanced prowess, 

while the listener may be drawn to the excitement of rapid-paced harmonic changes, 

rhythmic continuity, motivic interest, and formal stability. The centuries-old purpose and 

original effect of toccata is maintained by Prokofiev, in the sense that these are technical 

showpieces designed to translate only to the keyboard. However, unlike some works of 

virtuosity by composers contemporary to Prokofiev, these are showpieces with 

compositional depth that stand up to systematic analytical procedures.  

 Some of Prokofiev’s earliest works are written in toccata style, and throughout his 

career it remained a style suited to his musical energy. He brought the toccata into the 

twentieth century using formal tradition, rhythmic dichotomy, and harmonic 

experimentation. The classical influence is evident in the structure of each work and the 

duality of rhythmic processes represents the essence of toccata. As for harmonic 

experimentation, the tools of neo-Riemannian theory apply well to the chord structure 

and progression of Prokofiev’s tonal-based vocabulary because chains of triadic 

transformations transpire frequently in the toccata line pieces. 

Perhaps the area of harmony is where Prokofiev is most forward-thinking and 

adventurous, considering how other musical elements (rhythm, form, and motive) are 

used conservatively in this style. The fusion of modern, angular harmony with stable, 
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traditional practices shaped Prokofiev’s career as a composer. Furthermore, his skill at 

the piano may have given him a proclivity for writing in the toccata style for the piano.  

 A departure from the toccata took place in the middle years of the composer’s 

career, as he turned to other lines – lyrical, modern, and classical – for stylistic influence. 

A curious return to the toccata line of Prokofiev’s youth can be seen in the Seventh 

Sonata finale. Ordzhonikidze states, “One dramatic idea permeates the whole [Seventh] 

sonata.  It seems that contradictory tendencies in the musical style of Prokofiev are 

exposed and lead to a greater synthesis.”25 This “greater synthesis” of “contradictory 

tendencies” raises questions nearly philosophical in nature. Berman asks, “Did 

Prokofiev’s return to the Soviet Union in 1936 deny him the opportunities for further 

experimentation that had rejuvenated his style in earlier eras and kept him in the creative 

forefront of musical modernism between the two world wars? Or were these experiments 

motivated by opportunism, calculated to keep him in the limelight, and not reflective of 

his genuine musical personality, which was grounded in more traditional idioms?”26 

Another question to consider is why Prokofiev himself viewed his toccata line as his 

“least important” work. Is it because they are smaller scale works for a single solo 

instrument? Did he disregard the style as juvenile or overused?  

These questions call for contemplation; however, the impact of this style need not 

be overlooked in the meantime. These pieces are building blocks on which Prokofiev 

founded a successful career and produced a surviving body of serious work. Despite the 

fact they have not yet been given to a codified system of analysis, they can still be 

                                                           
25 Ordzhonikidze, Givi. Piano Sonatas by Prokofiev. Moscow: Muzgiz, 1962, 102-3. 
26 Berman, Boris. Prokofiev's Piano Sonatas: A Guide for the Listener and the Performer. 

New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008, 1. 
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