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Many pages of scholarship have been devoted to the origins of the twelve-tone 

technique, and whether Arnold Schoenberg can genuinely be considered the 

originator of the method. Groups of pitches which could be considered akin to twelve-

tone rows have been located in various pre-twentieth century music, the most obvious 

example being the opening of Franz Liszt’s Faust Symphony. But this does not 

amount to the employment of a technique akin to that of Schoenberg. Since the 

pioneering research of Detlev Gojowy, it has been established for some time that a 

series of Russian composers arrived at their own use of twelve-tone complexes prior 

to Schoenberg. These would include the complexes found in Skryabin’s 

fragment Acte Préalable (1912) the second of Arthur Lourié’s Deux poemes, op. 8 

(1912), the first of Nikolai Roslavets’ Two Compositions (1915), various works of 

Nicolas Obouhow from 1915 onwards such as Prières (1915) , and Ivan 

Vyschnegradsky in his La journee de l’existence (1916-17).
1
 These composers 

generally worked with post-Scriabinesque complexes which were expanded to include 

all twelve tones of the chromatic scale,
2
 quite distinct from the technique which 

Schoenberg would develop in the 1920s,
3
 and their work remained generally obscure 

and little-known outside of Russia at this point. Roslavets remained living in the 

Soviet Union after 1917, whilst Obouhow moved to Paris in 1918, and Lourié moved 

there in 1924.
4
 Alban Berg had used a harmony featuring all twelve chromatic pitches 

at the beginning of the third of his Altenberg-Lieder, op. 4 (1912),‘Über die Grenzen 
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des All..’, op. 4, no. 3, then a twelve-note series in no. 5, ‘Hier ist Friede!’, as well as 

twelve-note themes in the Passacaglia, Act 1, Scene 4 (written before the end of 

1919), and the Theme and Variations, Act 3, Scene 1, of Wozzeck (1914-22),
5
 and 

Webern intuitively arrived at a way of organising the individual Sechs Bagatellen, op. 

9 (1911) so that as a general rule, the piece would end after all twelve chromatic 

pitches had sounded, then began his ‘Gleich und Gleich’, op. 12, no. 4 with a 

statement of the twelve pitches with none repeated.
6
 

 

All of these developments demonstrate the extent to which the most radical varieties 

of chromaticism or pan-tonality were leading towards the establishment of twelve-

note complexes (as would Schoenberg in 1914 in Die Jakobsleiter), but none had yet 

arrived at means for using sets of twelve chromatic notes in the forms of rows to 

provide fundamental structuring techniques. Three composers who did do this would 

have a definitive influence upon the future direction of dodecaphonic composition in 

Germany, each of who have been considered as rival contenders for having written 

the first twelve-tone work
7
: Yefim Golyshev (1897-1970), through the writings of 

Herbert Eimert (1897-1972), Josef Matthias Hauer (1883-1959), through the 

teachings of Hermann Heiß (1897-1966) and of course Arnold Schoenberg (1874-

1951) through his own work and the music and teaching of numerous students. 

Much earlier, though, the prodigious Odessa-born Yefim Golyshev (1897-1970), had 

moved to Berlin in 1909, his family fleeing anti-semitic pogroms.
8
 Here he studied at 

the Stern’schen Konservatorium, and made the acquaintance of Busoni, who 

encouraged him in his musical work;
9
 he may also have heard free atonal works of 

Schoenberg such as Pierrot Lunaire, which was first performed in the 

Berlin Choralion-Saal on October 16th, 1912.
10

 Golyshev remained living in the city 

through until 1933.
11

 

 

In 1914 Golyshev composed a five-movement dodecaphonic string trio (which was 

published in 1925 by Robert Lienau-Verlag as Zwölftondauer-Musik
12

), and in the 

same year began a string quartet which would eventually be performed at 
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the Gesellschaft für Neue Musik in Cologne.
13

 The trio is structured around 

symmetrical patterns between movements as regards rhythms (so that the same 

figures are shared by the first and fifth, and the second and fourth), and uses twelve-

note sets, which are clearly numbered in the score. In each section, all twelve notes 

are used, but not in a fixed order
14

 (see below for the opening). Golyshev used a new 

notation to avoid conventional accidentals (distinct from that developed earlier by 

Busoni), by which a note with a cross inside the notehead indicates a sharp; others are 

natural.
15

 

 

An orchestral work from 1919, Das eisige Lied, a symphonic poem lasting 75 minutes 

with songs, orchestral music and visual spectacle, was apparently also dodecaphonic, 

but is now lost.
16

 During the war years Golyshev composed more and became friendly 

with Busoni, Richard Strauss, and Stravinsky, as well as Walter Gropius and other 

artists.
17
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Golyshev’s father was a friend of Kandinsky’s, and the artist had persuaded inspired 

Golyshev to begin drawing prior to his move to Germany.
18

 By the time of 
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his Sinfonie aggregate, which was given its world premiere by the Berlin 

Philharmonic on February 21st, 1919,
19

 Golyshev had become involved with the 

Dadaists, alongside Raoul Hausmann and Richard Huelsenbeck, and co-wrote a 

manifesto calling for a ‘brutal battle’ against ‘expressionism and the neoclassical 

culture as it is represented by Der Sturm’;
20

 his work featured prominently in the first 

Dada exhibitions.
21

 He presented an Anti-Symphonie (Musikalische Kreisguillotine) as 

part of these exhibitions in April 1919, and went on to explore new musical 

instruments;
22

 he also subsequently pursued a separate career as a chemist.
23

 He 

would also become a member of the Novembergruppe at some point in the early 

1920s, alongside the likes of Stuckenschmidt, Hans Tiessen, Max Butting, Philipp 

Jarnach, Kurt Weill, Wladimir Vogel, Hanns Eisler, Felix Petryek, Jascha Horenstein, 

George Antheil, and Stefan Wolpe.
24

 

 

One figure who was deeply interested in the work of Golyshev was the composer, 

critic and later producer at WDR, Herbert Eimert, who published his Atonale 

Musiklehre
25

 in 1924, which Eimert himself claimed to be the first book of its kind in 

German.
26

 This is a work whose highly mathematical tone, almost making a fetish of 

numerical patterns, differs very deeply from the presentations of Schoenberg in 

particular. Eimert also composed a twelve-tone string quartet for performance as part 

of his final examination. His conservative teacher, Franz Bölsche, was appalled by 

both of these, and intervened to have him expelled from the institution and the quartet 
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removed from the programme.
27

 In the Atonale Musiklehre, Eimert adopted 

Golyshev’s notational device throughout, and listed an unnamed Golyshev work from 

1914 as the first example of twelve-tone music, then writing that Hauer had pursued 

pure atonality the following year.
28

 Eimert at some point became a close friend of 

Golyshev, and owned several of his paintings which were destroyed during the war,
29

 

but when they first met is unclear (likely before 1924), as Eimert’s memories were 

hazy, according to Helmut Kirchmeyer.
30

 Eimert would go on to press the case for 

Golyshev being the first twelve-tone composer in various later writings.
31

 

 

Schoenberg had spent two periods prior to World War One in Berlin, 1902-03, where 

he had worked in the Überbrettl cabaret and also composed Pelleas, as well as scoring 

some operettas, and 1911-15, during which period he had written Pierrot Lunaire and 

also begun the Four Orchestral Songs op. 22, whilst giving some poorly attended 

lectures at the Stern Conservatory and hostility from the press.
32

 Could Schoenberg 

have met Golyshev in Berlin during this second period, or even known of Golyshev’s 

piece before he embarked upon his own first proper dodecaphonic composition in July 

1921 at the latest? Little of detail is known of Golyshev’s time in Berlin prior to 1918, 

and I am unaware of any direct or indirect references to Golyshev in Schoenberg’s 

writings or correspondence from the time.
33

 There would have been various events 

which both might have attended, and they shared mutual friends and acquaintances 

(such as Busoni) who might have introduced them, but there is no firm evidence. 

Detlew Gojowy, based on the account of Golyshev’s widow, claims that Golyshev 

sent the Trio to Schoenberg (though no date is given), but received only a ‘ugly and 

discouraging’ letter back, with Schoenberg insisting that the twelve-tone technique 

was his own invention.
34

 This would presumably have been after the summer of 1921 
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(for otherwise Schoenberg would not yet have established the twelve-tone technique) 

and probably after 1925 (assuming Golyshev sent a copy of the printed score). Thus it 

looks unlikely that Schoenberg was aware of the Trio before this date, though it is 

conceivable that a mutual friend or acquaintance might have mentioned it to him; a 

subject which might warrant further research. 

 


