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TREE OF HARMONY  Chords

Detail from Hen ri Mon tan Ber ton: Arb re généa lo gi que des
accords, second edi ti on, Paris: Duhan (1815). Paris: Bib lio thèque
natio na le de Fran ce.

Ber ton’s Arb re généa lo gi que des accords (Genea lo gi cal
Tree of Chords) was drawn to rep re sent ✵the great fami ly 
of Chords.”
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TREE OF HARMONY  Roots
Why did a cele b ra ted musi ci an and expe ri en ced peda go gue like Ber ton pro du ce a ✵ge nea lo-
gi cal tree of chords”? In what sen se was it ✵ge nea lo gi cal”? And what was it meant to do? 
In an expla nato ry note, prin ted onto the pos ter below the tree, Ber ton cla ri fied that ✵In Com-
po sing this GENEA LO GI CAL TREE, one has had the inten ti on to pre sent to the eye, at a 
sing le glan ce, the reu ni on of the great fami ly of Chords, and to demon s t ra te to the eye [à la
vue] that the re is only one Pri mor dial [Chord], and that it is the Sour ce of all Har mo nies [...].” 5

The tree was at the cen ter of Ber ton’s design. Gnar led and leaf less, it grew out of a stur dy
root, label led ✵Root or Har mo nic Sono rous Body.” The tree had three prin ci pal stems or
✵bran ches,” and an addi tio nal five bran ches or ✵ra mi fi ca ti ons.” The main issue of branch ✵A” –
the cen tral stem of the tree – rep re sen ted the ✵Per fect or Con so n ant Chord.” In the expla -
nato ry note, Ber ton cla ri fied that this chord issued direct ly from ✵the Inter vals of the Sounds
pro vi ded by the reso nan ce of the Har mo nic Sono rous Body.”

Detail from Hen ri Mon tan Ber ton: Arb re généa lo gi que des
accords, second edi ti on, Paris: Duhan (1815). Paris: Bib lio thèque
natio na le de Fran ce.

The cen tral ✵branch” of Ber ton’s tree, label led ✵A,” had three
la te ral arms apart from the prin ci pal stem, whi le ✵B” and 
✵C” had one late ral arm each, which meant the re were eight 
✵ra mi fi ca ti ons” in total. A set of arrows poin ted to the 
chords, which were dis tri bu ted across the rami fi ca ti ons on 
four dis tinct levels. Each rami fi ca ti on had a ✵fun da men-
tal” chord at the bot tom level and ✵in ver ted” chords on the 
se cond and third levels. Four of the rami fi ca ti ons had an 
ad di tio nal inver ted chord.

Detail from Hen ri Mon tan Ber ton: Arb re généa lo gi que des
accords, second edi ti on, Paris: Duhan (1815). Paris: Bib lio thèque
natio na le de Fran ce.

Ber ton appar ent ly felt his rea ders would not know how to 
ma ke sen se of his dia gram, as in an expla nato ry note 
prin ted onto the pos ter below the tree he gave detai led
instruc ti ons for how to inter p ret and make use of it.

Ber ton’s design was uncon ven tio nal. The con cepts and the o ries that infor med his tree were, 
by con trast, per fect ly stan dard. What Ber ton taught about the ✵sono rous body” and the 
✵per fect chord,” as about har m o ny and com po si ti on more gene ral ly, was lar ge ly on loan from 
Je an-Phi l ip pe Rameau (1683–1764). The most influ en tial music the o rist of the French 
En ligh ten ment, Rameau app lied ✵sci en ti fic” methods to unco ver the ✵laws” of music. The 
✵sour ce” of all har m o ny, he argued, was the ✵sono rous body,” as Rameau belie ved that 
any vib ra ting, reso na ting body would gene ra te a bass tone and har mo ni cal ly alig ned over -
to nes, which were the re even when they were not audi b le.6
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In 1807 or short ly the reaf ter, the cele b ra ted com po ser and pro fes sor of musi cal har m o ny
Hen ri Mon tan Ber ton (1767–1844) pub lis hed an engra ved broads heet entit led Arb re généa-
lo gi que des accords (Genea lo gi cal Tree of Chords). 1 A second edi ti on appea red in 1815. 2 
Whi le in the modern sci en ces, we have come to asso cia te tree dia grams – espe cial ly fami ly
tree dia grams – with evo lu tiona ry bio lo gy and lin gu istics, Ber ton’s ✵ge nea lo gi cal tree” 
was drawn to rep re sent ✵the great fami ly of Chords.”
In light of the pro fu si on of his to ri cal stu dies con cer ned with tree dia grams in natu ral histo ry
and lan gua ge stu dies, it is int ri guing that trees pro du ced in other fields of lear ning have 
ba re ly been noted or are other wi se com p le te ly absent in the his to ri cal lite ra tu re. 3 In the case
of Ber ton’s tree at least, this can not be becau se the aut hor is for bid din g ly obs cu re. A cele-
b ra ted instru men ta list as well as a pro li fic com po ser and a well-placed ope ra direc tor, Ber ton
was born into a fami ly of dis tin gu is hed musi ci ans and grew up to assert his place in the 
con tem pora ry musi cal estab lish ment. He was a mem ber of the pres ti gious Natio nal Insti tu te 
as well as an Offi cer of the Legi on of Honor. As a pro fes sor of musi cal har m o ny, he taught at
Euro pe’s lea ding insti tu ti on for music edu ca ti on – the Paris Con ser vato ry – from its foun da-
ti on in 1795 and until his death in 1844. 4

Hen ri Mon tan Ber ton: Arb re généa lo gi que des accords, first 
edi ti on, Paris: Duhan (ca. 1807). Paris: Bib lio thèque natio na le de
Fran ce.

The only known, sur vi ving copy of the first edi ti on is in poor
con di ti on. The edi ti ons of 1807 and 1815 are, howe ver, al-
most identi cal. Ber ton appar ent ly remai ned loyal to his idea
over a lon ger period.

Hen ri Mon tan Ber ton: Arb re généa lo gi que des accords, 
se cond edi ti on, Paris: Duhan (1815). Paris: Bib lio thèque natio na le
de Fran ce.

The only appa rent dif fe ren ce bet we en the first and the sec-
ond edi ti on of Ber ton’s tree is the descrip ti on of its aut hor.
In the ear lier edi ti on, Ber ton is pre sen ted as a pro fes sor at 
the Impe rial Con ser vato ry of Music. The later edi ti on, 
pub lis hed after the Res to ra ti on, pres ents him as a pro fes sor
at the Royal Con ser vato ry, a mem ber of the Natio nal Ins ti-
tu te, and a Knight of the Legi on of Honor.
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1 Henri Montan Berton: Arbre généalogique des accords, first edition, Paris: Duhan (ca. 1807).
2 Henri Montan Berton: Arbre généalogique des accords, second edition, Paris: Duhan (1815).
3 The only reference I have seen to Berton’s tree is a short mention in David Damschroder: Thinking about Harmony: Historical

Perspectives on Analysis, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (2008), p. 247.
4 For Berton’s biography, see Petter Hellström: Trees of Knowledge: Science and the Shape of Genealogy, Uppsala: Acta

Universitatis Upsaliensis (2019), chapter 4.
5 Hen ri Mon tan Ber ton: Arb re généa lo gi que des accords, second edi ti on, Paris: Duhan (1815). All translations are my own.
6 For Rameau and his theories, see, in particular, Thomas Christensen: Rameau and Musical Thought in the Enlightenment,

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1993).
7 Jean-Philippe Rameau: ✵Lettre de M*** à M. D****, sur un ouvrage intitulé l’Origine des sciences, suivie d’une controverse sur le

méme sujet”, in: Mercure de France 1 (1762), pp. 103–119, pp. 116–117.

for Rameau, it appears that the onto lo gi cal claim embed ded in the ima ge of the tree was 
one of natu ral prin ci p les, not one of his to ri cal deve lop ment.
Rameau hel ped revo lu tio ni ze music the o ry. Ber ton, for his part, par took in a didactic revo lu-
ti on. For cen tu ries, music edu ca ti on had revol ved around pri va te tui ti on and the rela ti onship
bet we en mas ter and app renti ce. Estab lis hed in 1795, the Paris Con ser vato ry was a revo lu -
tiona ry crea ti on and the first of its kind: a sta te-spon so red music school whe re stu dents
were taught in cohorts. To faci li ta te this aim, Ber ton and his col lea gu es set out to deve lop
new tea ching methods. A peda go gue first and fore most, he did not draw a fami ly tree to
argue for any new the o ry but to help his stu dents get chord com po si ti on right.

Notes

Further Readings
Malcolm Boyd, Kailan R. Rubinoff (eds.): Music and the French Revolution, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1992).

Thomas Christensen: Rameau and Musical Thought in the Enlightenment, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1993).

Suzannah Clark, Alexander Rehding (eds.): Music Theory and Natural Order from the Renaissance to the Early Twentieth
Century, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (2001).

Petter Hellström: Trees of Knowledge: Science and the Shape of Genealogy, Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis (2019).
A revised version of the dissertation is forthcoming with Zone Books.
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TREE OF HARMONY  Ramifications
In making the sono rous body the root of his tree, Ber ton not only fol lo wed Rameau in the o ry, 
but he also fol lo wed him in his use of meta phors. Con sis tent ly throug hout his care er, Ra-
meau dep loy ed genea lo gi cal and arbo real ima ges in wri ting. Time and again, he com pa red 
the ✵sono rous body” to the hid den ✵roots” of a tree, whi le com pa ring musi cal har m o ny to 
the tree’s visi b le parts. As the sono rous body ✵beg ins to reso na te,” Rameau decla red at one 
po int, ✵one sees how it gives birth to the trunk of the tree [...] which in turn pro du ces an in-
fini ty of bran ches [...]: and then, abo ve each branch twigs rise up [...] from which the flo wers 
and the fruit are born.”7

Juan Ber mu do: Decla ra ci on de instru men tos musi ca les, Osu na:
Leon (1555). Paris: Bib lio thèque natio na le de Fran ce, fol. cxxx r.

Tree dia grams were used in music the o ry long befo re they
were brought into natu ral histo ry and lan gua ge stu dies.
Inspi red by Boe thi us, the Fran ci s can friar Juan Ber mu do
(ca. 1510–ca. 1565) made sound the ✵root” of his ✵con so-
nan ce tree.”

François Guil lau me Vial: Arb re généa lo gi que de l’har mo nie, Paris:
chés l’Auteur (1766). Paris: Bib lio thèque natio na le de Fran ce.

Ber ton was not first in exp loi ting Rameau’s meta phors for
didactic pur po ses. In 1766, François Guil lau me Vial 
(born ca. 1725) pub lis hed an Arb re généa lo gi que de l’har -
mo nie (Genea lo gi cal Tree of Har m o ny), meant to faci li-
ta te modu la ti on.

Like ear ly tree makers in natu ral histo ry and lan gua ge stu dies, Ber ton did not dream up the 
ima ge of a tree. He tea sed out alrea dy estab lis hed meta phors – fami ly rela ti ons, gene r a-
ti on, birth and growth, ascent and des cent, roots and bran ches – and made them visi b le on 
pa per. Whi le the out co me may seem stran ge to a modern rea der – a ✵ge nea lo gi cal tree” 
that did not chart histo ry – it should be remem be red that we still today speak of chord ✵fa mi-
lies” and ✵roots.” Tree dia grams and meta phors of gene ra ti on have, in fact, been at play 
in music stu dies for cen tu ries, wit hout this imp lying any tem po ral dimen si on. For Ber ton as 
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Thomas Christensen: Rameau and Musical Thought in the Enlightenment, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1993).
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TREE OF HARMONY  Ramifications
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Juan Ber mu do: Decla ra ci on de instru men tos musi ca les, Osu na:
Leon (1555). Paris: Bib lio thèque natio na le de Fran ce, fol. cxxx r.

Tree dia grams were used in music the o ry long befo re they
were brought into natu ral histo ry and lan gua ge stu dies.
Inspi red by Boe thi us, the Fran ci s can friar Juan Ber mu do
(ca. 1510–ca. 1565) made sound the ✵root” of his ✵con so-
nan ce tree.”

François Guil lau me Vial: Arb re généa lo gi que de l’har mo nie, Paris:
chés l’Auteur (1766). Paris: Bib lio thèque natio na le de Fran ce.

Ber ton was not first in exp loi ting Rameau’s meta phors for
didactic pur po ses. In 1766, François Guil lau me Vial 
(born ca. 1725) pub lis hed an Arb re généa lo gi que de l’har -
mo nie (Genea lo gi cal Tree of Har m o ny), meant to faci li-
ta te modu la ti on.

Like ear ly tree makers in natu ral histo ry and lan gua ge stu dies, Ber ton did not dream up the 
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ti on, birth and growth, ascent and des cent, roots and bran ches – and made them visi b le on 
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lies” and ✵roots.” Tree dia grams and meta phors of gene ra ti on have, in fact, been at play 
in music stu dies for cen tu ries, wit hout this imp lying any tem po ral dimen si on. For Ber ton as 
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bet we en mas ter and app renti ce. Estab lis hed in 1795, the Paris Con ser vato ry was a revo lu -
tiona ry crea ti on and the first of its kind: a sta te-spon so red music school whe re stu dents
were taught in cohorts. To faci li ta te this aim, Ber ton and his col lea gu es set out to deve lop
new tea ching methods. A peda go gue first and fore most, he did not draw a fami ly tree to
argue for any new the o ry but to help his stu dents get chord com po si ti on right.
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