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A SYSTEM AHEAD OF ITS TIME
Look back and admire! Sound pedagogical principles from the nineteenth century have direct relevance
in today’s music education, says R O B IN  ST E V E N S.
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Not really solemn

Solmisation refers to reading at sight
throu gh singing  the sy llab les d oh , ray,
me , fah , soh , lah and te , to the sev en
different tones form ing the m ajor
sc ale, as a m nem onic  or m em ory  aid. 

T here are tw o w ay s in w hic h
solm isation is u sed. H istoric ally, the
first w as ac c ording to the mov ab le
d oh p rinc ip le, w here d oh is the first
note of the p artic u lar m ajor sc ale
c onc erned, and the tone or sem itone
relationship  b etw een the sy llab les is
m aintained w hatev er the k ey.
M ov ab le doh solm isation c an b e
thou ght of as b eing a tem p late w hic h
c an b e ap p lied to any  m ajor tonality  or,
if b eginning and ending on the sy llab le
lah , to m inor tonalities as w ell. 

T he sec ond w ay  is on the fix ed  d oh
p rinc ip le, w here d o[h ] is alw ay s the
note C , re  [ray ] is alw ay s D  and so on.
T he ‘fix ed’ m ethod is often c alled
solfè g e or solfe g g io. S harp s and flats
are ac c om m odated b y  c hanging the
v ow el sou nd of a p artic u lar sy llab le so
that, for ex am p le, C #  w ou ld b e d a
(instead of d o[h ]), D #  w ou ld b e ri
(instead of re  [ray ]), D b  w ou ld b e
ra[h ] (instead of re  [ray ]), and so on.
U nfortu nately  there is no c onsistenc y
in the w ay  that the v ow els of these
sy llab les c hange, so this m ak es the
fix ed doh solm isation sy stem
inc reasingly  c om p lex , the fu rther y ou
m ov e aw ay  from  the k ey  of C .

G enerally  sp eak ing, the m ov ab le doh
sy stem  w as em p loy ed in B ritain and its
c olonies du ring the nineteenth
c entu ry  and then tak en u p  again in the
tw entieth c entu ry  in H u ngary  throu gh
the K odá ly  m ethod, from  w here it
sp read to N orth A m eric a, A u stralia
and elsew here. T he fix ed doh sy stem
w as, and still is, w idely  em p loy ed in
W estern E u rop ean c ou ntries
(p artic u larly  F ranc e) and also in L atin
A m eric a. 
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T onic  S ol-fa in
A u s tralia 

It was inevitable that
trained  T o nic  S o l-fa
teac hers fro m  B ritain
wo u ld  bring  the sy stem  to
A u stralia d u ring  the
nineteenth c entu ry.
P ro p o nents inc lu d ed : 

James  C hu rc hill F isher
(1 8 2 6 – 1 8 9 1 ) who
p ro d u c ed  the first T o nic
S o l-fa p u blic atio n in
A u stralia— The Singing
C la ss M a nu a l— in 1 8 5 5
and  went o n to  be
ap p o inted  as S ing ing
M aster to  the N ew S o u th
W ales C o u nc il o f
E d u c atio n in 1 8 6 7 , g aining
o ffic ial rec o g nitio n fo r
T o nic  S o l-fa in N ew S o u th
W ales sc ho o ls and
p ro vid ing  the fo u nd atio ns
fo r his su c c esso r and  the
first S u p erintend ent o f
M u sic , H u go A lp en, to
fu rther p ro m o te the T o nic
S o l-fa m etho d . 

A n even m o re sig nific ant
fig u re bo th in A u stralia and
internatio nally  was 
D r S amu el M c B u rney
(1 8 4 7 – 1 9 0 9 ). M c B u rney, a
fello w o f the T o nic  S o l-fa
C o lleg e, L o nd o n, bec am e
Insp ec to r o f M u sic  in the
V ic to rian E d u c atio n
D ep artm ent and  c o ntinu ed
his T o nic  S o l-fa ad vo c ac y
u ntil his p o st was
abo lished  as a resu lt o f the
1 8 9 0 s d ep ressio n.

T he K od á ly  method
was intro d u c ed  to
A u stralia in the late 1 9 7 0 s.
T he m etho d  is fairly
p ro m inent in N ew S o u th
W ales and  o ther states,
and  p ro bably  no w
stro ng est in Q u eensland .
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Tonic Sol-fa today ç8è é�ê�ë�ì'í%î�ï�é�è é�è ì�ðTñ�ò�ì�í*ì�é	ê�ï�òVí�ó�ô�è ë�é�ï�õ�ë�ê�è ð#ö:í%ï�é	ê�ì�÷�ô�ø5ù6ì'ð#è ë
ú ì�û ü�ñ�õ9ý�ï�ö1õ�ð�é	ì;÷�ï�ë�û è ð#ï�è ð�þVò0è é�õ�è ð�ñ�ò�ì'í8é	ê�ï�ï�õ�ò�û ÿ���������ô	��þ�ÿ%é	ê�ï
�
������ô�ø�é	ê�ï�ù6ì�ð#è ë ú ì'û ü�ñ�õ
�:ì�û û ï�öGï�ê�õ�÷Tý�ï�ë�ì'í%ï�é	ê�ï
� ó�ò ��ï�ð
��ð#ô�é�è é�ó�é	ï�ø�ð#ì��¶ù�ê�ï���ì�ê�ð��Eó�ò ��ï�ð ú ì�ë�è ï�é ÿ��5ù�ê�ï ú ì'ë�è ï�é ÿ�ê�õ�ô
÷�ï���ï�û ì�î�ï�÷�é�ê�ï
���������
�����! #"$�!% &('�)jõ�ð#÷�ê�õ�ô�î�ó�ý�û è ô�ê�ï�÷Tõ�ô�ï�ò0è ï�ô
ì'ñ�í%ó�ô�è ë�é	ï�õ�ë�ê�è ð�ö:ò�ï�ô�ì�ó�ò�ë�ï�ô	�5ù�ê�ï�ñ�ì�ë�ó�ô�ì'ñ�é�ê�ï*���+���������,�! 
"-�!% &('�)jè ô,ð#ì��>ì�ðTé�ï�õ�ë�ê�è ð#ö:í%ó�ô�è ë9û è é	ï�ò0õ�ë	ÿ�ý�ÿ%õ�î�î�û ÿ�è ð#ö:ô�ì'û ü�ñ�õ
î�ò0è ð#ë�è î�û ï�ô�é�ìXô�é	õ�ñ�ñ�ð#ì'é�õ�é	è ì'ð#ø�ý�ó�é&è é	ô�è í%î�õ�ë�é&ì�ð�þVò0è é�è ô�êTô�ë�ê�ì'ì�û
í�ó�ô�è ë�ê�õ�ô�ý�ï�ï�ð�ì'ð#û ÿ�ô�û è öGê�é��
ù6ì'ð#è ë ú ì�û ü�ñ�õ�ê�õ�ô�ø�ì'ñ�ë�ì�ó�ò�ô�ï�ø�ê�õ�÷Tõ�ë�ì�ð#ô�è ÷�ï�ò0õ�ý�û ï�è ð#ñ�û ó�ï�ð#ë�ï�ì�ð
é	ê�ï
.�ó�ð#öGõ�ò�è õ�ð�ü�ý�õ�ô�ï�÷0/9ì�÷�1�û ÿ%í�ï�é�ê�ì'÷���26ì'û é�1�ð�/9ì�÷�1�û ÿ3�#è ô�è é�ï�÷
4�ð#öGû õ�ð#÷�è ð�������5
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