
Teaching notesǣ Scott Joplinǡ ǲThe Sacred Treeǡǳ from Treemonisha 
 

Overview 
 
As with many of Joplinǯs worksǡ ǲThe Sacred Treeǳ from Treemonisha contains a plethora of 
common-tone diminished seventh chords, making it an ideal candidate for in-class examples 
of that chord. Since Joplin uses diminished-seventh chords of all types in close proximity to 
one another, this might be an ideal practice exercise to show students the functional 
differences between common-tone diminished seventh chords and secondary leading-tone 
chords. The work also contains numerous examples of secondary dominants and a 
prominent French augmented-sixth chord in the opening measures of the work. 
 
Specific examples 
 
Each of the following is numbered on the score (in orange): 
 

1. ሺand ʹǤ and ͵Ǥሻǣ On page ʹ of the scoreǡ youǯll find a secondary leading-tone chord (1.), 
another secondary leading-tone chord that functions as a passing chord (with a 
harmonic elision, 2.), and a common-tone diminished seventh chord (3.).  

4.  On page ʹ of the scoreǡ youǯll find a common-chord modulation from the home key of 
 C minor to the relative major, E♭. 
ͷǤ   On page ͷ of the scoreǡ youǯll find a pedal ସ଺ chord that contains modal mixture. 
͸Ǥ   On page ͷ of the scoreǡ youǯll find a common-tone diminished seventh chord that  
 illustrates the neighboring functionǤ Itǯs missing its seventh so this probably isnǯt the  
 clearest example to useǡ but the ǲneighborlinessǳ here is obviousǤ 
͹Ǥ   On page ͸ of the scoreǡ youǯll find an altered version of the typical I ՜ CT͑7 ՜  
 V ଷ

ସ  ՜ CT͑7 ՜ I6  progression (CTº7 acting as a passing chord). Here, Joplin substitutes 
 a mediant triad for the initial tonic and leaves out the second common-tone 

diminished seventh chord, but the voice-leading is almost the same: it contains scale- 
steps ͵ ՜ Ͷ ՜ ͷ in the sopranoǤ 

8. On page 6 of the score; this is another great example of a CTº7 acting as a neighboring 
 chord. 

 
Ambiguities, or things that might not work so well in a pedagogical context 
 

1. Though itǯs likely that the overall form of the aria is ternary, there are some relatively 
ambiguous spots at the phrase level, particularly in the B section of the work. Some 
places contain conflict between the melodic/textual and the harmonic trajectory of 
the phrase (for example, at the bottom of p. 4). 

2. Likewise, there are spots in the B section that are somewhat ambiguous; the material 
on p. 11 is one such spot. 

 






























